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– CHAPTER ONE – 

	Bud

	I

	 

	If I let my father leave, it would be the last time I’d ever see him. It was the only thought running through my mind as we gathered together, my mother, my father and I, to make one of our rare car journeys down to the town’s only train station. My mother ushered me into my seat in a caring but firm manner, which said she loved me, but also that she wasn’t looking for trouble, today of all days.

	‘The town’s been quiet lately. We had to look a little further out than we usually do, that’s all,’ she affirmed, buckling me up distractedly in such a way that I couldn’t help but hope we reached the station before the seat straps did me in. I was almost thirteen, fully capable of buckling my own seat belt, but I knew better than to go toe to toe against her today.

	She leaned back, seemingly satisfied, and brushed a lock of hair aside before moving to the window handle. She continued, gradually raising her voice above the window’s shrill, stubborn whine. ‘He’ll be with plenty of his old work friends, Jacob. In many ways, it’s not a new job at all, and at least it’s not as far away as the city.’

	I gestured my disagreement by hooking a finger around the constricting straps and loosening them gingerly, to the point where I could breathe again. At any other time, my mother would rather have broken the rigid handle than let it beat her, but on that day, she left the window as it was, half-open like a gawping mouth. 

	As she shut the car door, she unwittingly trapped the heads of several chrysanthemums that were poking in from the blossoming front garden. One of them was chopped clean off; it landed with a soft pat underneath my feet. I said nothing – she’d find out later anyway. And when she did, more than one head would be rolling.

	‘It’s far enough that he needs to take the train,’ I grumbled. My mother leaned in through the window and did her best exasperated sigh. I have to admit, it beat the one I gave her.

	‘But at the end of that journey, there’s a job waiting for him, which is more than can be said for so many. Look how lucky we are,’ she sighed, punctuating every other word with a gentle prod to the chest. She smiled suddenly. ‘That’s without mentioning this little unscheduled car journey. Your school hasn’t given you permission to be late. I have, so count your blessings.’

	The thud of the door as she got in beside my father was a measured, yet unmistakeably conclusive one. I wanted nothing more than to argue back, but I knew this wasn’t the time. Underneath her calm demeanour, something was worrying her. And if something were actually worrying her, arguing would only make things worse. 

	So I sat there, squinting through my eyelids at the yellow rays that yawned through the window, and picked at the seat instead, enjoying the satisfying pliability of the sponge underneath the tanned leather cover. My mother always cautioned me to leave the seat alone, but she was distracted today, talking to my father about something uninteresting. Small victories, I told myself, holding a considerable ball of fluff up to the light. Take them where you can get them.

	I was dimly aware of the rolling motion beneath me, the cool, sun-bleached leather under my arms and the occasional rustle of foliage that came from the window that stubbornly refused to close. But really, in my head I was as far from the car as I could be. A tiny part of me was thankful that my father was going away. I’d escaped at least an hour of school, which was easily worth one boring car journey, if not a good half-dozen. But it was important for him too. At home, he talked about work a lot, so maybe, just maybe, if he got what he wanted, he could go back to being fun again.

	I faintly overheard my mother ask him something about the radio. He’d just turned it off. Sitting up, I met my father’s concerned gaze, which flitted from me to the radio, and back to me again. 

	‘What’s going on?’ I asked, rubbing my eyes. I hadn’t really woken up yet, and the warm, slow-moving car hardly helped. There was no response, only the same stare. ‘With the radio, I mean. Is it broken again?’ My mother glanced back at me, concerned.

	‘Do you think we should… are you still okay to…?’ she began, before trailing off into silence. I realised at this point that I’d been clenching my fist. What had I stumbled upon, without even realising it?

	‘Everything’s fine,’ my father said flatly. There was a long pause before he finally spoke again. ‘Nothing some of my amazing music can’t fix.’ I couldn’t help myself from shrieking in a mixture of laughter and terror, stretching out in futility from behind my belt constraints.

	‘No! Don’t do it!’ He grinned at us like a Cheshire cat, and all the tension dissolved with a wink and a flick of the cassette switch. Instantly, I found myself recalling my granddad’s own famous distaste in my father’s music as the crooning voices and rattlesnake tambourines washed over the car like acid rain on a hot tin roof. I was smiling in spite of myself.

	Under the fizz of wailing guitars, I heard him turn to my mother and add, ‘I’m still going.’ I didn’t have any idea what was going on, but I could tell I wouldn’t get an answer if I asked. Not the answer I wanted anyway. Resigned, I crossed my arms and blocked my ears.

	My worn copy of To Kill a Cat lay on the seat nearby, tantalisingly agape, but I was in no mood for reading. Regardless of what my mother had told me, I felt instinctively that something was wrong with this whole business. I wasn’t about to try and stop him – I had no real reasons, and together they would out-argue me, as parents did. But I didn’t have to like it.

	Eventually, inexplicably, I felt the car coming to a stop. The smallest of consolations was that the music stopped too. 

	‘Are we at the station?’ I asked, not even taking the time to look out of the window. It was a pointless question, but I asked it all the same. The answer could have been no.

	‘Yes, we’re here,’ my father replied. Oh well.

	As I stepped out, book tucked firmly under arm and my ears still reeling, I couldn’t help but take a moment to admire the view. It was a sight I’d never really forget. The car park was directly above the train station, and you could see almost everything. Behind us stretched the factories, shops and houses of the town, from the bakery where we got our weekly loaf to the spire of the chapel, which stood a stone’s throw away from the Float on the river’s edge. To the left, you could make out some green cranes high above the forest, straining their long, thin necks to be seen. To the right, the railway tracks wound through rocky outcrops, behind which loomed the town’s dam, which stuck right up to the sky like an enormous white tooth. I shuddered to think of how much it cost to clean the thing.

	Straight ahead, it was impossible to miss the city. It was so far in the distance that you could only make out a few spires and skyscrapers amid the mass of architecture, but all the same, it looked grand, and more importantly, important. A place where the town’s tooth of a dam would be considered barely a filling amid towers so tall, you’d swear you could step straight into the clouds. Even in the daylight, it was awash with lights of all colours, which dotted the entire city like it had attracted an enormous swarm of fireflies. Imagine that. Having your lights on in the daytime, competing with the sun itself!

	‘It sure is something, isn’t it?’ My father’s voice came from behind, startling me a little. I nodded. He gave my shoulder a pat and squeezed it for good measure. ‘Well I ain’t going that far, and that’s a promise. You could probably make it out from here.’ 

	But I couldn’t. Despite his patient pointing, all I saw were trees in the distance, until finally, squinting away, I found a few tiny factory heads poking out from the vegetation, snorting trickles of grey smoke that disappeared into the sky amid the endless blue. Okay, close enough to see. But only just.

	‘I guess it’s not a million, million miles away. Still too far.’ I wanted to be unhappy, but the sun and the view made it quite a challenge. Nonetheless, I gave it my best. My father must have noticed my frown.

	‘You like stories. Let me tell you a story about a father and a son that went down to the train station together,’ he said. I rolled my eyes.

	‘Sounds like a bestseller.’

	‘I can promise you it has a happy ending, if it helps.’ I shrugged. ‘Jacob, I’m not going anywhere you can’t follow. It’s close enough that you could cycle down if you wanted. I don’t know why you’d want to, though… just wait till I get back. It’s only for a few days, so I’ll be home before you know it, okay?’

	I wasn’t, but as my mother said earlier, there were blessings to be counted. I’d been worried that he’d disappear into the city, becoming so enamoured with it that he’d leave my mother and me behind like Tobey Breen’s father had done. I never believed it for a moment, but the worry had been niggling at me nonetheless. A little relieved, I flashed a smile that I mostly meant. 

	‘Okay,’ I shot back. He patted me on the shoulder again.

	‘Let’s head down.’ 

	There was a small walkway by the car park that led to the station’s only platform. I say small – it was small enough that I felt deliciously giddy walking along it, where only a few wooden boards and a thin wire mesh stood between myself and the beautiful view. That, and the considerable rocky plummet. It was oddly peaceful, considering. The perpetual babel that always bothered me at the train station was absent here. There was only the rustling of wind in the leaves and the creaking of boards underfoot. 

	It was a strange thought to have, but I thought at that moment that if I were to vault over the guard rail, even the journey down would be peaceful. It was just that kind of place.

	As we neared the platform, the shouting and the whistling became clearer and clearer. I’d have happily stayed on that walkway with my mother and father until nightfall, but today wasn’t my day. Resigned, I headed down with them to meet the ruckus.

	The platform was heaving with people, all adorned with newspapers and most of them with looks on their faces as though they had better places to be. It always surprised me how busy it was. There was only one platform, to which a single, usually quite small train yawned up whenever it could be bothered to heave a paltry handful of passengers away. 

	But the platform felt like more than that. People gathered around to chat in large groups, many of whom weren’t even there for the ride. Newspaper touts prowled the safety line, hawking the latest stories to anyone fool enough to be caught nearby. As we left the walkway behind, I even saw that near the noticeboards at the back, tents had been erected. This whole place was a community. And as I learned very quickly that day, the community was up in arms.

	Above the clamour, above even the locomotive screech of a train sidling up to the station, a single man’s voice could be heard piercing through it all.

	‘They promised us jobs,’ the voice shouted. ‘We pledge them our service with the shirts on our backs, and they promised us jobs. Five hundred of them.’ 

	I looked for the source and found a section of the platform especially crowded with people, the centre of which could barely be seen through rows of rapt bystanders. A man stood above them, wielding a commanding voice and a hefty wooden sign, the writing on which was too distant to make out. I was immediately intrigued. There was something alluring about people that spoke up around everyone else, people that could face the myriad of silent, judging faces. 

	Outside of old Mr Gulliver’s drunken antics, for which he had long been infamous, everyone in town, myself included seemed to follow an unwritten set of rules. Shouting was for marketplaces, auctions and the like, with exception given only to the occasional rapturous sandwich-board wearer, of which I’d seen my fair share. For just a moment, I forgot about my father’s imminent departure and strained to hear the voice, which rang on. 

	‘Then, they closed the Miller factory and opened another ten miles out of town, leaving hundreds of us out in the cold. They’ve been lying to us. And it’s about time we woke up and started doing something about it.’ 

	At the mention of the factory, people started shouting their support. Several of the platform’s porters shuffled about uncertainly, muttering to one another. I wanted to get closer before the crowd was broken up. The Miller factory was where my father had worked. Before I could say anything, however, my mother whispered something to him, taking the time to smile at me before marching briskly off towards the crowd. I felt my father’s hand tighten slightly over my own.

	‘Dad, what’s going on?’ I almost asked outright if my uncle was involved, but I thought better of it and closed my mouth before the thought escaped. Uncle was usually involved in anything my father was concerned about.

	‘I think we should grab a newspaper,’ he said. ‘There’s no better way to start the day, especially when you don’t want to be left out of the loop. Yeah, let’s pick one up.’ We walked briskly past two newspaper touts in the opposite direction of the burgeoning crowds. He only stopped leading me by the hand when we reached the ticket station on the other side of the platform, where he dropped a few coins onto the counter and picked up a copy of the Daily Tributary. The way he flicked through it in a seemingly nonchalant fashion was painstakingly methodical. His eyes weren’t even trained on the pages. 

	‘Dad?’

	‘There’s…’ His eyes flicked to the paper. ‘A writing competition, look!’ Without taking a breath, he tore the strip out and patted it into my top pocket. ‘And it’s got a cash prize to boot. It was made for you, son. Something to do while I’m away.’

	‘What was that man talking about?’ 

	As tall as my father was, and formidable as he looked in his large coat, it wasn’t enough to stop his commanding air from dissolving in an instant. Seemingly defeated, he dropped the paper limply to his side. 

	‘Many good people lost their jobs recently, and they’re not happy about it,’ my father replied reluctantly. That at least was plain to see, but it didn’t make sense to me.

	‘But a new factory just opened up. Why doesn’t that fix everything?’

	‘Because,’ he spoke very carefully, ‘not everyone’s going to get those jobs. They don’t think it’s fair.’

	‘But it’s not fair,’ I reasoned. ‘Is it?’

	‘No. No, it’s not. But there’s lots in the world that isn’t fair. Do the best with what you’ve got. It’s all you can do. That, and be honest. Always be honest.’ It seemed like a strange thing to add, as though my father were trying to compensate at the last minute for going away. I thought for a moment. The question had been lurking in the back of my mind for some time, but I’d managed to put it off so far with the aid of a bookshelf laden with distractions. Finally, at the station platform, I plucked up the courage to ask.

	‘Dad,’ I said. He looked down at me and I immediately wanted to back out of asking. But I couldn’t think of anything else to say. ‘When all those people lost their jobs… were you one of them?’ His eyebrow raised, but he didn’t blink once. In fact, he stared more intently at me. I started to feel a crawling sensation. Maybe I’d asked the wrong question.

	‘What made you think that?’ I thought for a moment.

	‘Just some things I heard you and Mum saying. You were talking about jobs, and now some guy’s shouting about people losing theirs. That’s all. You’re at home a lot too.’ I decided not to add that Uncle had already told me everything. I knew the answer. But I wanted him to say it. 

	My father looked vaguely in the direction my mother had headed off in and stayed silent. 

	‘You can trust me,’ I implored him. ‘I’m not a little kid anymore.’ I hoped he believed it as much as I did. He licked his lips.

	‘It’s true. I guess it couldn’t hurt,’ he said quietly, as though to himself. He cleared his throat. ‘Yes, I did lose my job. The factory shut down recently.’ He sighed in relief, as though he’d just made a confession. ‘A man without a job’s a shameful thing. It wasn’t just me, but a lot of people I work with. Ben, Ferdinand, Michael… You’ve met Michael – stump of a man with the lazy beard. We were all there together. And most of us have been lucky enough to get a place at this new factory, where I promise you we’ll be just fine.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Well it’s not really a factory, strictly speaking. It’s a chemical plant, because it deals more with changing feedstock chemicals into products.’

	‘Right,’ I said, confused. I wasn’t sure how I felt. He had told me the truth. He could have lied, but he didn’t. I looked to him uncertainly, and he winked.

	‘But I’m sure you know so much about manufacturing processes. What with you being a mature adult and all,’ he said drily. He held up a single hand measuring first his height, and then mine with feigned surprise. I hit him with my book as hard as I could. He laughed uproariously and pinned my arms to my sides. 

	Wriggling for all I was worth, I couldn’t help but wonder how ridiculous we must have seemed to everyone else. Not that it stopped us, of course. It was only when I reluctantly conceded that he let me go with a victorious throaty chuckle. That earned him an extra rap with the book. I got my breath back, grinning from ear to ear. I was going to miss little moments like that. I had to make the most of him while he was still here.

	‘You know I’m teasing,’ he said, rasping ever so slightly as the train at the platform started pulling away. He plucked a cigarette from his pocket and lit it, breathing in. ‘You’re right, you are growing up. Sometimes I forget. But you’re still my little boy. That’s not changing any time soon.’ I held my breath as smoke puffed through his nostrils. ‘Those men you asked about? They work with my brother. With all the shouting and foot stomping, you might’ve guessed. They’ll soon realise that at the station, people are more concerned with getting out of town than being shouted at about its problems. All the same, can’t blame them for trying. Even if that’s all they’re being,’ he said, staring ahead of us. 

	I followed his gaze and saw that the crowd was dispersing, with the conductor blowing her whistle furiously at the four holding signs at its centre. A fifth sign holder was engaged in heated conversation with my mother. 

	‘Sarah,’ my father sighed. ‘If you’re not her friend, get out of her way.’ And then his eyes lit up. ‘Jacob, do you really want to know what they’re doing?’ he asked suddenly. He seemed very pleased with himself.

	‘Sure,’ I replied, uncertain as to what I was getting myself into.

	‘In that case,’ he said, ‘do your best not to bother or maim anyone while I’m gone. I’ll be back before you know it.’

	‘I know it,’ I muttered for my own sake; he had already strolled off. I clutched my book. I didn’t like being in the station on my own. Places full of people gave me a headache. There was so much noise, and so much going on, it was all I could do to dodge the swathes of commuters scurrying past, whose gazes never once crossed. That was another unspoken rule I’d observed. Nobody was allowed to look at anyone else, at least not in the eye. If anyone walking by was unlucky enough to have no newspaper to hide behind, they kept their eyes glued to their watch, or failing that, the floor. What are they so scared of? 

	I waved at a few of them as they walked on, and their heads didn’t explode. They just looked surprised, or more often than not, entertained. Who knows? I just didn’t get the joke.

	‘Jacob Bell.’ I felt a tap on my back, and the voice was only vaguely familiar. Contemplating running, I decided to turn around and hope I wasn’t in trouble for anything.

	‘Yes?’ I said cautiously, and in turning, met the gaze of a tall, thickset man in a threadbare overcoat. I relaxed when I saw my father standing next to him. This was an introduction, not a kidnapping.

	‘Do you know who I am?’ he asked.

	‘No, because we just met.’ My father shot me a look of concern, but the stranger smiled and nodded, seemingly amused.

	‘Fair enough. Renny Garett,’ he said, and I suddenly realised where I recognised his voice from. He’d been shouting down the platform only a few minutes ago. ‘I’m a good friend of your uncle’s, and apparently,’ he paused, looking to my father with a wry grin, ‘a friend of your father’s too. Glad to meet you.’ He was friendly enough, so when he held out his hand, I shook it promptly. He seemed satisfied. I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I’m part of a group of people that work with David. It could’ve gone better back there, mind you, but this is what your uncle and I are all about. Campaigns, speeches, drives – plus a few other things I’d better keep schtum about. We’re all working hard to make a better world for you lot.’ 

	‘Well thanks, I guess.’ I wasn’t too sure what he meant by that, but it sounded optimistic in a vague sort of way, which was nice. 

	‘You read the news at all, Jacob?’ I shook my head honestly. He turned to my father in amused surprise, but only received a blank stare back. ‘Well keep an eye out for the next few months,’ he told me. ‘If everything goes well, you won’t find our names there.’ I didn’t really know what he meant, but I smiled along. ‘I’d better head off before the conductor catches up. Maybe I’ll see you around, Jacob.’ 

	Renny nodded to my father before stepping into the throng of people. My father looked out after him until he was gone, and then ruffled his coat.

	‘My brother works with some odd ones,’ he shrugged. ‘Whether or not he’s got a good head on his shoulders, at least it’s a good set of shoulders.’ I shrugged. For some reason, I liked Renny. Even if I had no idea what he was talking about. ‘And this is my train,’ my father said. It can’t be. It’s too soon. But sure enough, that shrill, familiar whine filled the platform. ‘Let’s go find your mother.’ I followed in trepidation.

	‘But there are better ways of dealing with it than picketing,’ I heard her say as we walked up to where she was standing. Of the four men that were still packing signs away, all carefully overseen by the irate conductor, one of them was nodding and listening, his head cocked as he worked. ‘Here, you’re reaching, what, sixty or seventy people? Two hours anywhere in town won’t do as much good as ten minutes in the mayor’s office, provided you put down the hammers and banners and show yourselves to be the reasonable human beings that you are.’ The man listening to her shrugged a sign into a holdall bag and rolled his shoulders.

	‘I get what you’re saying, love,’ he told her. As he turned, I saw smoke trailing from the cigarette behind his ear. He took it out and tapped it against the pillar he was leaning on. ‘I just don’t agree with it.’ My mother made to respond, but he continued. ‘If they know you’ll sit down and take whatever they’re giving you, what makes you think they’d ever stop? Kindness? They don’t care, and as long as you care as little as them, it’ll stay that way.’

	‘Sarah,’ my father interrupted. ‘The train’s here.’ She looked as though she’d barely taken her gloves off, but she reluctantly conceded. It was his lucky day.

	‘Very well. I wish you the very best going forward,’ she said, but the man had already turned his back. He shrugged a goodbye as my mother took my hand.

	‘Last minute,’ the conductor yelled, a shout that was accompanied by a shrill whistle. ‘Last minute to board.’

	Standing before the yellow line, we turned together towards the train, my mother, my father and I. Suddenly, we were saying goodbye. It had come too soon. I wasn’t ready.

	‘I won’t be gone long,’ my father told us. He gave my mother a hug, and I looked away in disgust as they shared a kiss. Then, he crouched down to me and held me by my shoulders. ‘Jacob.’ I looked back at him, trying to conceal how much I was shaking. ‘You can come and visit me if you really want. But you’re a growing lad. I know you can look after yourself now. You’re thirteen, after all.’ I’m twelve is what I said in my head.

	‘I know,’ is what I said to my father. 

	He reached for my hand as if to shake it. I pushed past it and grabbed him in as tight a hug as I could manage. I didn’t care how childish it looked – he was my dad. He looked surprised for a moment, but hugged me back just as tightly. Losing his job didn’t matter to me – he’d worked in a lot of places around town. But he’d never left before. Very soon, he’d go from being close to the furthest he’d ever been. Hugging, we stood there together on the platform, surrounded by others, but completely alone. I scrunched my eyes tightly, and hoped that it just might be the thing that made him decide to stay. 

	It wasn’t. The whistle blew once more, and I felt him let go. That was the important thing. He was the one that let go first.

	‘But Dad…’ Words failed me. There was nothing I could say.

	‘We can talk later, son. You’ll be alright while I’m gone. I know you will,’ he said, patting my top pocket. I grinned back grimly, clamping my teeth down on the inside of my cheek. It still hurt less than watching him climb up the step, turn back and wink. It’s always when you agreed to talk next time that next time never came – I’d read it in countless books. All the same, there wasn’t a thing I could do.

	When he entered the carriage, seemingly reluctantly, he disappeared from view – it didn’t have any windows. All the same, it felt right to stay on the platform and wave until the train pulled away. I hoped that inside, somewhere, he was doing the same. 

	It didn’t take long for the train to give a shrill cry and slowly judder forwards, leaving behind a dusty haze. Faster and faster it went, until it became nothing but a brown line against an endless procession of rocks and trees. Nothing but a cavity in the large white tooth of the dam wall.

	 


– CHAPTER ONE – 

	Bud

	II

	 

	We made our way back to the car park without a word. The sun didn’t seem to shine quite as brightly as before. On the wooden platform, I kicked a small stone off the edge and listened to it ping its way down the rocks to the train tracks far below. When we reached the car, I moved for my door.

	‘Jacob,’ my mother said, ‘you can sit in the front if you want. While he’s working.’

	‘Really?’ Reluctantly, I inched myself onto the seat. I’d keep it warm until he got back. When the car turned on, the cassette played for two seconds before I turned it off. I preferred the silence. I didn’t want to pick at the untarnished seat, so I nibbled at my fingertips instead. 

	‘It’s fine to feel uneasy,’ she said. ‘This is the first time either of us have been out of town for more than a day. It’s no small thing.’ I knew what she was saying. My eyes were a little cloudy.

	‘No, I’m good.’ I stretched, giving a fake yawn. ‘The sun’s really bright today, that’s all. It’s hurting my eyes.’ My mother smiled and gave me an understanding look.

	‘That’s nothing,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Your first day at school was the worst. You held on to the school gates, crying so loudly I couldn’t let you go. One look into those eyes and I wanted to take you home, everything else be damned. I reasoned that I could home-school you or find a tutor, anything but leave you there on your own, so desperately afraid. Your father didn’t understand, but then, that’s your father for you.’

	‘Mum,’ I groaned in embarrassment. ‘I can’t even remember that. I was tiny.’ I paused. ‘Wait. So why did I end up in school?’

	‘I…’ She drummed her fingers on the wheel. ‘I realised that you needed to make friends and learn your own way; it would have been for my sake, not yours. Not to mention that I was home-schooled. Trust me – you got off lightly.’

	‘Okay.’ I was inclined to believe her. It must be a special kind of hell to live with your teachers. ‘I’m glad you decided to let me go, Mum.’

	‘Me too,’ she said. ‘You know you’re still going to school today, right?’ I turned the radio up and pretended not to hear her. ‘Do you want to get an apple pie from the bakery first?’

	‘Sounds great,’ I said. It did. I was feeling a little better already.

	‘Heard that easily enough.’ 

	She turned the key and the car sparked into life. No dad, some school and a little apple pie, I noted to myself as we left the car park. A mixed day.

	The bakery door trilled as we entered. The waft of bread, pastry and icing sugar was delicious – I could taste it in the air. But as enticing as it sounds, breathing in too strongly coated the back of my throat in a fine powder, so I made sure to take my breaths sparingly.

	It was quiet inside for once – Mr Baker was waiting alone at the counter. I had no idea if the name had been an unfortunate coincidence or a cruel joke on the part of a particularly pernicious family member, but either way, Mr Baker was our baker. I couldn’t begin to guess how many terrible jokes he’d received from other townsfolk over the years. My mother and father had made me promise from a very young age not to address him by his surname to spare him any further mockery. He didn’t seem to be the kind of person to mind in the slightest, but I heeded their warning all the same. It seemed to be a good idea to stay on the right side of the person that makes your bread. 

	‘Good morning Andrew,’ my mother chimed, leaning against the counter.

	‘Nice to see you Sarah,’ he beamed. He was busy patting his hands down, creating tiny clouds of flour that puffed into the air and disappeared. Without turning away, he spun a freshly baked loaf off the rack and into a brown paper bag, which he twisted and placed on the counter with aplomb. ‘And you too, Master Bell,’ he added. ‘Although it’s a surprise to see you out of school. I never took you for one of those kids…’ He said it with enough of a grin for me to be sure he was joking. It wasn’t very funny though.

	‘Morning Mr B,’ I said, trying to hide that in my head I was shouting ‘B, B, B for Baker, your name is Baker and you’re a baker, Baker, a Baker baker!’ I couldn’t help it. I’d been instructed not to say it aloud, so it played upon my mind whenever I saw him. I actually liked the baker a fair bit – he often let me settle down in one of the free seats with a book after school, along with a cup of tea if it was pouring down. His mother also used to sneak me biscuits from behind the counter, so there was a sweet spot in my heart for her too. The less said about his son, the better. ‘I’m not skiving,’ I told him. ‘My dad just left for work.’ The baker looked to my mother, brow sufficiently creased.

	‘Douglas is working out of town for the first time. Jacob’s been a little nervous about the whole affair, so we wanted him to say goodbye properly.’

	‘Ah, well, that’s fair then,’ the baker said. ‘Forgive me, I can’t see a thing without my glasses.’ He flicked a pair of large, thin-rimmed glasses from his top pocket, gave each lens a huff and popped them on. ‘There you are.’ From the look he gave me, he must have noticed my hazy eyes too. As soon as he saw them, I shut them tight. ‘Now I wouldn’t mention it, but I’ve never seen as much as a sniff from you before. Are you alright?’

	‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ I gave the air a half-hearted kick and winced as my foot accidentally grazed the counter. ‘It’s the weather.’

	‘The weather,’ the baker repeated, thumbing the rim of his glasses knowingly.

	My mother took a few coins from her purse and put them on the counter.

	‘Sarah, you’ve put down too much,’ he said. She smiled at me.

	‘Could we get something sweet too, please? For Jacob.’

	‘Of course. Whatever you’d like, young man,’ the baker said. He pushed a few coins to the side and tossed the rest into the till.

	‘That’s very kind,’ my mother interjected, adjusting her white rabbit necklace. She didn’t seem very happy, as she was wearing her patient smile. ‘But I really don’t think—’ 

	‘It’s fine Sarah,’ the baker scoffed as he stacked empty trays behind the counter. ‘Don’t let the silence fool you. Business has been blooming,’ he uttered, without a hint of remorse. He looked at me. ‘It’s a big thing Jacob did today. A cake is in order. Plus, he gave me the line I needed for my fascia sign redesign. I’d been planning to pay him back somehow. It’s absolute gold!’

	He chuckled to himself and I laughed along, red-faced. A few days ago, pen in mouth, I’d jokingly suggested to him that he put on the shopfront that his bakery rises to the occasion. Not only had he howled with laughter, but the very next day, it had been embossed in bold, official lettering. ‘Honnet and Bakers’ – Rise to the Occasion’. It wasn’t my proudest moment, but at least I was getting a pastry out of it. It would help mitigate my guilt.

	The baker gestured over to the glass display case, where rows of golden pastries stood to attention beneath bright halogen lights.

	‘Could I have an apple pie?’ I asked. I pressed a finger to the glass excitedly, instantly regretting it as the hot surface singed my fingertip. I nursed it surreptitiously from within my coat pocket.

	‘Of course!’ He picked out the largest one.

	‘And how are Sal and Arlo doing?’ my mother asked.

	Tongs in hand, the baker placed the pie back into the display case. It was so close, I could taste it. Resigned, I hung my head. When he leaned against the counter, I regretted leaving my book in the car. 

	‘Well Sal’s upstairs in bed,’ he started. I immediately lost hope that I’d be getting my apple pie before the day was through. ‘Still a bit weak on her legs after the fall, but just as sharp as ever. Keeps thanking me for every little thing I do like she wasn’t expecting it. And Arlo’s fine,’ he said. But his expression spoke differently. ‘You know all the writing he’s been doing? The work that his teachers are saying is getting better and better?’ My mother nodded. ‘Well, he’s looking to join the Volunteer Force now.’ The baker rubbed his matted, powdery forehead down. ‘He acts like it’s his whole nine reasons all of a sudden. I mean, hearing about fighting’s one thing, but actually putting yourself on the line out there? What makes young men so eager to fight, anyway? What makes them want to throw it all away?’ 

	For a time, an unexpected silence reigned. The clock ticked high above the counter. ‘Still,’ the baker added finally, looking up with a smile. ‘Better for him to pick the job than for the job to pick him, if you get my meaning. Much better. Much, much better.’

	‘I’ve got to go to school,’ I said quietly. I wouldn’t have said anything, but I was starting to feel like I was being held hostage. My mother tried to hush me, but the baker understood. 

	‘I’m so sorry Jacob,’ he apologised. ‘Adults and their talking. When you’re telling me that you need to be in school, I know I’ve been chatting too much. You’d better grab your apple pie and head off to class. Who knows what excitement you’ve missed?’ 

	He slid the pie into a paper bag with a thick napkin and nodded as he handed it over. He seemed sad though, so I nodded back in a sombre way. I also decided to wait until I was outside before opening it. It seemed like the right thing to do.

	‘Andrew, I don’t know what to tell you,’ my mother said. ‘We’re parents. We do everything we can for as long as we can. But you have my telephone number, and you and Sal are always free to visit.’

	‘That cuts both ways, mind,’ the baker winked, patting down his hands once again despite them having long been free from flour. ‘Sarah, it’s been a pleasure, and Jacob, you got the best of the lot. Make the most of it.’

	‘I will,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know bad jokes could get you cake. I’ve got a million more if they’re worth anything.’ His brow furrowed warily.

	‘You’re a good lad, but I think this is a one-off. To stop you eating me out of house and home,’ he laughed. ‘Take care, now.’ 

	He waved us out of the shop. I made sure I was standing away from the window when I unwrapped the bakery paper. Sweet and warm in my hands, the aroma wafted up. It smelled amazing.

	‘Jacob, I need to be at work,’ my mother said. ‘The school’s just down the road. Can I trust you to walk from here?’ 

	I inhaled my first bite of pie. It was so hot that my tongue sizzled, but the sweet apple and pastry were delicious enough that I kept trying anyway. That it had been free only made it taste better. ‘Yes Mum,’ I mumbled through a hail of crumbs. ‘I’ll go now.’

	‘Okay. I’d ask if you were enjoying yourself, but that face speaks for itself. Have a good day at school.’

	‘I’ll try,’ I lied, walking with my pie in hand as the car zoomed on ahead. As I trudged down to school, I swirled my singed tongue around my mouth, making do by taking small bites of the crust around the centre, upon which the icing had coagulated into tiny sugar puddles. There was nothing quite like a pie to combat grief.

	‘School day today.’ The voice of the baker’s son riled me from my thoughts. I looked up to see him leaning against the wall, smoking beside an empty stack of baking trays. He was old enough that two days every week, he was excused from school to help his father run the bakery. I knew this because he never failed to brag about it every time we met. ‘You’re out on a school day. What happened? Did your whole family die or something?’

	I disliked Arlo and he hated me, at least most of the time. We made no bones about that. He was bizarre. He hated me because I went to school and was smaller than him. I hated him because it’s no fun being hated.

	‘Very funny,’ I sniffed. ‘I got some free apple pie off your dad. It’s really good.’

	‘Yeah, well imagine getting it free every day,’ he laughed. ‘That was probably one of the shitty burnt ones he was going to throw away anyway.’ He dropped what was left of his cigarette onto the cobblestones and emphasised his point with his shoe tip.

	‘It was a good one,’ I said defiantly. ‘Anyway, I heard you wanted to join the Volunteer Force.’ He grinned back stupidly.

	‘Yeah, I’m signing up soon. What, you jealous?’ He took a battered carton from his pocket and jostled the cigarettes around.

	‘No. I just think you’re shit-scared of knockers.’ I only had a vague concept of what knockers were, and I hoped to be close enough to avoid ridicule. I was lucky. I picked up my feet and barely ducked over the cigarette packet he lobbed at my head.

	‘Prick!’ he shouted after me, grinning maniacally, his eyes wild.

	I scrunched up what was left of the pie and threw it indiscriminately behind me as I raced off. Shops and houses flew by as I weaved over fences and under hedges, but I didn’t look back or stop for breath until I was inside the school, where I slapped the entrance door frame triumphantly with a hand matted by sugar and crumbs.

	***

	School was as it always had been. I was expecting the first day back to be a little different after a few blissful weeks off. But I didn’t feel any older, the desks didn’t feel any smaller and the teachers certainly weren’t any more bearable. Having missed the first few lessons, I found myself trying to explain to Erold via surreptitious whispers where I’d been. Next to my desk, a thin stream of water drummed from the broken wall piping into a yellow bucket. Just my luck.

	 ‘I was busy, Erold,’ I mouthed, turning just in time to match the teacher’s gaze with an attentive simper. I waited until they turned back around to meet his confused face. ‘Haven’t you ever been so busy, you had to come to school late?’ I wasn’t about to tell him I’d waved my father off to work.

	‘Oh, busy,’ he whispered back sullenly, a little too loud for comfort. ‘Yeah, I get it. You were busy.’ He leaned back in his chair and stuck his tongue in his cheek. I couldn’t get anything out of him until school ended.

	Aside from the writing class, the school day passed by achingly. In each lesson, I shaded my page corners and waited for it to be over. 

	I spent both school breaks reading my copy of To Kill a Cat alone, reclined on the bench by a blooming bush of begonias. Brooke was missing, still on holiday in the Pengian Isles, and I didn’t feel much like talking to anyone else, least of all the disgruntled Erold. 

	Once, I looked up from the page and found Colin’s eyes trained on me from across the grass, but I did my best to ignore his silent stare. I didn’t talk to many of the people at my school besides Brooke and Erold, but I’d been actively warned about him. ‘Don’t talk to Colin Tine,’ my parents reiterated over and over again. They didn’t give a reason, but then, they didn’t have to. He was a Tine. I’d heard plenty of things about his family. Not enough for understanding, but more than enough for apprehension. 

	They’d organised the midnight march only a few weeks ago; people lined the streets in backward shirts, frocks and sleepwear to protest the closure of one of the factories in town, and when two men in overalls came along to board it up, the Tines whipped everyone into a frenzy, and the men were chased away by half the town.

	But that was Mr Tine and his two formidable older sons. I wasn’t scared of Colin. I doubted he’d be able to whip up half the school to stick their tongues out at me if he tried. Being a Tine went both ways. Besides, he seemed more interested in the book than me.

	When the bell finally went off, Erold suddenly perked up.

	‘So, what do you want to do?’ he asked me. Erold had either forgotten our earlier conversation entirely, or he no longer cared. Knowing him, I would have believed either. ‘We could go to the station and throw stones at the trains. You know, see if we hit the fancy ones with windows? Or we could hang out with them,’ he added, in much the same tone one might use to suggest jumping off a cliff, or taking a nice dip in a swimming pool of acid.

	By ‘them,’ Erold meant the boys that Colin went around with. I saw them occasionally around town, but, luckily, you’d hear them coming long before you saw them. At least then, it was easy to steer well clear. If you ever bumped into them, you only had yourself to blame. I rolled my eyes.

	 ‘I don’t think we’d fit in very well,’ I said, humouring him. We both paused to watch them laughing vociferously, not entirely unlike how Erold often did. In different circumstances, with a crueller sense of humour, he might have been one of them. It was a sobering thought.

	 ‘Train station?’ one of them proposed.

	‘Train station!’ they roared after him, smashing his bag into the air and racing off into the distance. Erold and I watched as he picked up the detritus and jogged after them, wearing a grin far too enthusiastic for someone who’d just been kicked and abandoned. Erold looked at me expectantly. I wasn’t much in the mood for throwing stones at train carriages, not least because my father had very recently been in one.

	‘We could get a float and then go to your house,’ I suggested. I licked my lips. ‘Use your crossbow, maybe…’

	‘Sure,’ Erold said, and my heart leapt. He patted himself down before me. ‘Hey, I’m light. Guess I’ll sit the float out this time. Hardly over the clouds about it, but that’s okay.’ I appreciated the joke, but when I laughed, he gave me a blank, somewhat suspicious look. Just a coincidence. Of course it was.

	I reached into my pockets, only to find naught but paper scraps and lint. In all the upheaval around my father leaving, I’d left all my money at home. 

	 ‘Give me a minute,’ I told him. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’ 

	Red-faced, I bolted home, my schoolbag thumping against my chest with every stride. When I opened my bedroom door, the busted shutters were swinging lethargically, casting golden bars over rumpled sheets and crumpled paper. The desk lamp was still on from the previous night, illuminating the latest story I’d been working on. I suddenly remembered the competition my father had tried to distract me with. I unfurled it from my top pocket and gave it a read. The cash prize wasn’t bad. But this was no time for stories. 

	I turned the lamp off, brushed the paper aside and grabbed my last handful of coins, calculating that I had just about enough to cover us. Regrettably, the Sweet Shack, our local bonbon emporium, wouldn’t be getting a visit today.

	When I got back, we both traipsed along the river to the Float. Most days, it could be found bobbing by the old chapel on the water’s edge, its window adorned with bright bags of hard candies and tall bottles of creams and syrups. 

	The girl that manned it always made me smile. She was so shy that I’d never heard her utter a word, but when I chimed on the bell, she stepped forward from the back and offered us both a tentative wave. A note on the counter claimed that she was only filling in for her mother, but every time I stopped by, she was alone. I considered asking where her mother was, but I didn’t want to embarrass her, and perhaps she wouldn’t have answered anyway.

	I bought two vanilla floats drizzled with caramel sauce, so thick we could barely stick the straws in. Immediately, we had to lap at the sides to stop it trickling down. I thanked her for overfilling them, but she just smiled and placed a finger over her lips. The money I had leftover went on a bar of cashew brittle, which we snapped up and shared on the way to Erold’s house. 

	I often bought Erold a float or a basket of chips on the way home – his parents didn’t give him a penny unless he worked hard to earn it, and even then, a penny wasn’t much more than what he’d get. If it had been anyone else, I would have started to feel like I was being taken advantage of, but that wasn’t the case with Erold. Every time I shared something with him, he was as uncompromisingly grateful and utterly earnest as before. If he ever had the money, I knew he’d have done the same for me in a heartbeat. 

	‘Watch the fence, we just put it up again,’ Erold warned as we arrived. I nodded. I could see the indent in the grass where it had been kicked down. 

	His house wasn’t the kind that I imagined received many visits. Every other day, there seemed to be a problem, and as enthusiastic as Erold’s mother was, not all of them could be fixed with a roll of tape. Whether the paint was peeling or the pipes were leaking, it was always something. 

	Even as we walked inside, his little sister was bleeding the kitchen radiator over a sopping black towel. Ildi’s face and trousers were covered in inky sediment, but she couldn’t have looked happier. When she saw us, she came at us with both arms raised. It took Erold to ward her off, at which point she returned eagerly to the radiator, focussing on it fiercely with a single eye. I sighed. It probably would have been easier if they just moved. Less eventful perhaps, but easier.

	Erold’s parents were out so we couldn’t use the crossbow, which had been double-chained and padlocked to the whittling shed in the back garden. We resorted to his slingshot instead, lining up old jam jars and a couple of his father’s ale bottles that the bottle bank refused to buy back. 

	We downed our drinks between shots, trying our best to finish them before they melted on the grass. We would have used the bow Erold bought from the Stalls, but as much as he’d showed it off, it hadn’t held up to his draw for very long. Even his father couldn’t put the splinters back together, and woodworking was his entire life. But that was Erold. He hated numbers and couldn’t read his own handwriting, but at some things, he excelled.

	‘I’d teach you, but I don’t know how I do it either,’ he said, shrugging unhelpfully after lining up three stones in his palm, closing his left eye, and, in three swift shots, launching them dead centre into the targets. ‘I just do things. A chicken doesn’t tell you how to lay eggs. It just lays them, so you don't chop its head off. It’s weird, now I think about it. It gives you its own babies to save itself. Birds are pretty selfish things.’ 

	I smiled. He was right, at least about the former. Despite being more thickset, he ran, swan and climbed better than almost anybody I knew. If only somebody could have convinced him of the merits of joining a local team, he’d have been unstoppable.

	‘Damn it!’ Erold exclaimed. He spat into the bushes in disgust. For the first time, he missed his mark. I held my hand up to stop him trying again, and then went to pick up the stones we’d fired and straighten the bottles that had been knocked down.

	‘Why’d you miss?’ I asked. He didn’t respond. He just stood there, gripping the slingshot tightly. I waited, and then, faintly behind us, I heard a knock at the door. We both waited silently to hear another knock, which was followed by yet another. Then, it seemed to stop. Erold looked like he was about to be sick.

	‘The knockers,’ he said quietly. I’d heard about them in school - everyone had. The rumour was that the knockers were dark, shadowy figures that came to take you from your family, never to be seen again. But they were nothing more than fireside monsters to scare your friends with. They couldn’t be real. So why am I nervous?

	‘The knockers wouldn’t come here,’ I said reassuringly, at least more for his sake than my own. It wasn’t a good time to remember that I’d only have one of my parents at home that night. I patted him on the shoulder. ‘If your mum and dad caught any knockers tapping at the door, they’d knock them into next year. They should be scared of you!’

	‘Yeah,’ Erold scoffed. ‘Plus, it can’t be them. They only come out at night!’ For the sake of ease, I agreed with him. ‘Still,’ he added, ‘I don’t feel like slinging stones anymore. The garden’s too small.’

	I looked around at the rows of flower beds in bloom, the flourishing yews fanned out at the back and the vegetable patches by the shed, swollen with the glow of late spring. My mother would have given anything for a garden so ‘small’. But even so, I understood his apprehension. He wanted to go somewhere they couldn’t knock.

	‘How about the forest?’ I suggested. Erold seemed happy enough, so we walked back up to where the school was.

	I made sure to note the cemetery next door as we passed it. It never failed to amuse me that both of them were together. It must have been deliberate, to have a place reserved for dead people right next to a building dedicated to killing you as slowly and painfully as possible. They should make some kind of delivery system between the two, I thought, so that after you’ve finished your time in school, you immediately go down a chute and end up in a burial plot. On second thought, I said to myself, skip the school. Send me straight to the plot and save me all the bother. 

	Erold and I spent much of the afternoon in the forest. Early in the spring, it had been a great place to practise with the bows. Now, it was rife with meanderers and fishermen, and besides, I didn’t feel like losing to him a second time anyway. 

	We made do by wandering underneath the leafy boughs to a secluded area by the river, where a stone bridge stood. During the winter, the river had broken its banks and lapped furiously against the pillars. Now the river was low once more, revealing the concrete platform underneath where Erold and I often sat, occupying ourselves either with food, forest detritus or both. Most of the time we ended up there, it was because Erold was in trouble and we couldn’t go to his house.  

	We squatted on the concrete and tossed stones into the water, squinting to follow the ripples that were quickly lapped up in the tumult. People threw all manner of things off the bridge, most of it pure, unadulterated rubbish - paper bags, glass bottles and the like. Occasionally though, they were more interesting. Old, tattered copies of books and coins had both washed up on the platform, although coins were rarer. 

	Once, we even saw a van stop dead in the centre of the bridge to unload an entire refrigerator into the river. The splash it made was enormous. Erold wanted to drag it out and take it home, but I reminded him that if it had still been working, they probably wouldn’t be getting rid of it.

	We didn’t find anything that day, but I didn’t mind. It was just as nice to recline underneath the bridge, as far away from knockers and school as we could get. 

	‘This is what life’s really about. Right, Erold?’ I lay on the cool concrete, an arm behind my head and an eye shut against the glare of the sun. Erold shrugged.

	‘Sure.’ He picked up a stout stick and gave it a swing. ‘Do you want to catch a squirrel?’ I burst out laughing. Erold never failed to surprise me. 

	We didn’t catch a squirrel, but nothing gave me greater pleasure than watching Erold grow redder in the face with every well-aimed volley of the stick into the boughs. There was only one squirrel residing in the tree, and I’d never seen an animal look so confused. I could hardly blame it.

	‘You get it Erold,’ I shouted after him, snickering at every exasperated sigh. The squirrel dodged the stick effortlessly. ‘You’ll get it this time. I can feel it!’ I didn’t really want him to hit the squirrel, secretly breathing a sigh of relief every time he missed, but watching him concentrate so hard on anything was a sight worth seeing. His face was redder than the squirrel’s. It also didn’t hurt to see him fail at something physical for once. 

	 ‘Hey, come down,’ he grunted, fumbling on the floor for the stick. ‘There aren’t any acorns here. I’ll put you on a better tree – an oak. I’ll help you, damn it! Have you been talking to the pigeons?’ 

	And my grin dropped. 

	It happened when we were younger. Far younger. I’d been joking with him in the park, telling him that the pigeons were actually spies from the city. ‘Of course they’re spies,’ I’d said. ‘That’s why they’re everywhere. Look at the way their heads move – it’s all gears and springs. Everything you do, they see with their camera eyes, and they report it all back to the city.’ I laughed, it being an innocent enough joke. The look on his face said it all. 

	When we were walking home, a flock of pigeons had flown overhead. I thought little of it until a brick swept straight past my face, barely missing me. I fell to the ground and covered my head, and when I opened my eyes, Erold was standing beside a downed pigeon, staring at it. ‘Erold, what the hell?’ I shouted. ‘You can’t do that!’ Even Erold seemed shocked by what he’d done.

	‘Well I did,’ he said back, rubbing his fingertips free from the brick dust. Head cocked in perpetual terror, the pigeon made several attempts to fly away, but each time, its left wing collapsed inward, and it fell as a mass of splayed feathers onto the floor. Its shrieking sounded nothing like the calming coo that pigeons usually made. It was like metal grinding. ‘You listen now, pigeon,’ Erold said. He tiptoed up to the bird and knelt down. ‘You’re not watching me anymore.’ Erold grabbed the flapping bird and made noises as though trying to calm it. ‘They’re messy things for robots,’ he added, laughing nervously. Dark blood tainted his fingers.

	‘Erold,’ I pleaded, ‘I was only joking. Nobody’s watching us secretly. It was just a joke.’ Erold made a strange noise that might have been a laugh, or a sob. His lip quivered.

	‘That’s what one of them would say.’ He stumbled to his feet and walked off without another word, scraping his bloody hand against the nearby wall. I was left there, stunned. I probably should have smashed its head in with the brick to save it the pain, but I left it. The pigeon, not Erold.

	‘I’m just trying to help, damn it!’ Erold shouted, bringing me back to the present. He threw the stick on the floor and hawked twice into the dust. I never knew quite what was going through Erold’s head. He was strange, no doubt about it. But he was a genuinely funny and affectionate friend to be around, provided you took his words less seriously than he did. ‘I’m never gonna catch it,’ he sighed. ‘What do we do now?’

	‘We could go down to the plot. You know, knock at a few windows and see who’s in?’ I said slyly. The plot was what we called the building site on the edge of town. Whatever had been planned, there was nothing to show for it now but a mass of empty building shells and a family of slowly rusting cranes. Erold was convinced that it was haunted, partially because it was an eerie place to be in, but mostly because I’d told him it was haunted. It was another of my white lies that I prayed wouldn’t have any repercussions. After the pigeon, I was taking nothing for granted.

	‘I don’t know,’ he said. He didn’t seem keen on the idea. ‘It’s getting pretty dark.’ I smirked. The sun was as bright as ever.

	‘It sure is. See you later?’ He nodded back trepidatiously.

	‘You be careful, Jacob. There’s not much to do when you’re dead. They won’t be in a good mood.’

	I headed down the dust path of the forest alone, kicking great clouds of it into the air as I went. The path seemed to stretch on forever. Without Erold to distract me, my thoughts wandered to what my mother and father were doing.

	My father was probably labouring away in dirty overalls, alongside a hundred others. I didn’t know what exactly he did, but for some reason, I imagined him shovelling coal into a furnace. The thought made me shudder. It was a hot enough day that I’d already tied my coat around my waist. I couldn’t imagine sweating in heavy work clothes, heaving lumps of sooty coal whilst flames licked up and down from the huge engine they were feeding.

	I was pretty sure my mother worked, but I’d never been certain. She’d said many times before that what she did would be her dream job, just as soon as she started getting paid for it. But regardless, it must have been important, because she and Uncle had had very heated conversations about it. I’d caught a choice phrase that was used in more than one of their ‘exchanges’ as they’d put it, or ‘arguments’ as I saw it. He referred to where she worked as the ‘cake stop’, which didn’t sound bad at all, even if it did nothing to clear up the confusion.

	I knew she wasn’t a baker, not only because the building she worked in was the oldest, most boring building in town, but also because she’d be suffering from terminal unkindness for never letting me try any of the spoils. I didn’t have much else to go on though, so what I saw in my head was her surrounded by resplendent cakes of every variety, which were being sluggishly munched on by a band of boring old people in suits.

	The more I thought on it, the less sense it made as a job. I didn’t know why she did it.

	Finally, the path was coming to an end. I made my way through to a clearing where the trees gave way, and there, the building site stood. It was empty and desolate, devastated by years of abandonment. And it was all mine.

	On the left side of the barren field, amid the craters of gravel and dirt, foundations for rows of houses stood, small mounds of brick that stopped just below my head, weathered by bird splatter and rain. Green cranes of various sizes were dotted around, most of them missing their hooks and ladders. One had collapsed onto the floor, its hook still clinging pointlessly to a stack of rotting wooden planks. Somehow, it was a profoundly melancholy sight. I stayed away from that crane.

	Elsewhere in factory plots, enormous pillars stuck out awkwardly from concrete floors, working alongside rusty veins of rebar to hold up roofs that didn’t exist. Running through each unfinished factory foundation was like exploring the ribcage of some ancient, long-dead monster whose rusted ribs were all that remained, cracked, and yet furled like teeth in a mouth seemingly ready to close at any moment. I’d been bitten before.

	The first time Erold and I discovered the place, we had attempted to sword fight with pieces of rebar, only to have our hands cut half to ribbons, and for the glass to nip at our ankles. Strict oaths had been extracted from us by our parents never to return to the place. I kept that in mind each time I came back. I learnt my lesson.

	I stayed well clear of the house foundations; too many had collapsed for me to dare to venture inside one. I was brave enough to come here alone, but I wasn’t about to find myself trapped beneath a mound of rubble with no one to help me out. I wasn’t stupid. 

	At the centre of the building site was what I’d turned up for – a lone crane stood with its hook, ladder and command box intact, not worn and rusted up like the others. I paced up to its ladder as I’d done many afternoons before, feeling giddy. If the ladder broke halfway up, there’d be no way down. I’d be stuck there forever. Book tucked into my waistband, I gave one of the rungs a spirited shake. Sturdy as ever.

	Slowly but surely, I started climbing, hugging the ladder as I went. Unfortunately, the space between some of the old rungs was so large that I could barely reach the next one, even if I stretched for it. Every couple of rungs, I was forced to do a little hop upwards, where I’d dangle for a split second while my feet found purchase. It was fine for the first fifteen or so rungs, but the higher I climbed, the worse it got. Don’t look down until you’re at the top, I reminded myself. No matter how much you want to. 

	I lost track of how high I’d climbed after the first minute, where the smell of dust and the sound of plastic flapping in the breeze had been left far behind. This high up, apart from the unnerving clunk of the ladder, the only sound was the wind, which whistled through the tower in front of me. 

	My arms were starting to burn, so I risked a quick glance upward to see how much further I had to go. Only a few more rungs. 

	Nothing matched the sense of relief that rushed through me as I hoisted myself over the final rung and onto the large plateau at the top. It was wide enough that I could lie in any direction without touching the edge. I leant against the mast behind me and shivered, not sure if it was from the excitement or the sudden cold.

	The entire orange sky was laid out before me, without as much as a wisp of cloud. The giant dam wall to the right of the town was much smaller now. At the train station, it looked like it reached up into the very sky itself, but here, I could see where it ended. I hovered my smallest fingernail over it and it was hidden completely from sight. Up here, everything was small. Even the city seemed somewhat insignificant. The largest lights were pinpricks, the skyscrapers mere matches. Alongside the matchstick city stood a long line of black pylons. From the right angle, they looked like figures with their arms outstretched, marching in pairs towards the place around which the whole world seemed to centre.

	The crane was another place I could have stayed forever. Staring out as the tiny dots of people flitted from place to place made me feel as tall as a giant, and twice as important. If anyone acted out of line, they’d find themselves under my thumb. I held it out in front of me, covering first the pylons, then the city, and then the dam. The world was lucky I hadn’t been born a giant.

	I proceeded to take out my copy of To Kill a Cat, where I read chapter after chapter quietly to myself. It was easier to read atop the crane than anywhere else. I heard the narration far clearer in my head without any homely distractions. However far removed it was from me, the plight of the protagonist, Rusk, seemed just a little bit closer. She’d also lost a father, even if for her it carried a little more permanence.

	I gazed towards the dam and looked for the small factory heads amid the trees. I couldn’t find them. Resigned, I continued reading. 

	Rusk and her cat had endured so much, and finally, they’d found safety in a small town. But I knew they weren’t safe. That was the problem with books. There they were, happy to be sheltered for the first time in months, and I was just waiting for everything to start going wrong again. I lost hours in those pages. I didn’t know how the writer had done it, but I needed to find out what happened next at any cost. I hoped that by the time I came to the story’s end, I’d know the author’s secret – why I couldn’t put it down.

	Time seemed to stand still at the crane, so I was never sure exactly how long I spent there. But when I eventually tore my eyes from the pages to find the sky darkening above, I knew it was time to head home. Before leaving, I made my customary silent vow. I promise to do something this great. I said it quietly in my head, tracing the landscape with a finger. Countless people had worked to build a city and a dam that towered over every one of us. I wanted to do something as great, something as important. I would. I just knew I would.

	I sighed, tucked my book away and shuffled towards the ladder. The return journey was usually easier. Provided I don’t look down. Like before, only the wind and the disconcerting metallic clunks of the ladder could be heard as I slowly made my way down, rung by rung.

	However, this time as I neared the floor, sounds rose up to meet me. I only caught snatches, but it sounded like cheering. I didn’t want to look down, but it only got louder and louder. Eventually, curiosity got the better of me. I caught a brief glimpse of the ground below. I couldn’t see anybody. But I could hear them. For the first time, there were other people here. On another day, I might have climbed back up and hid, but it was getting dark. Instead, I clambered down faster. Maybe I should have gone back with Erold.

	‘Do it, burn it up!’ I heard someone shout amid the indistinct voices.

	All of a sudden, everything shook. The ladder rattled so heavily that one of my arms was flung off, and I lost my footing. Ears ringing, I grappled desperately with my right arm, hugging the rung as the world continued to shake around me. My heart was beating so fast, I thought it was about rip out of my chest. What the hell is happening? Is the world ending?

	The ladder clanked, and I heard something whistle as it plummeted past me. I realised too late that it was one of the ladder bolts. With a gargantuan scream, the top of the ladder lifted off the crane and fell slowly backwards. I let go of the rung in panic and found myself falling through space. There was nothing I could do. 

	The fall was short, and when I hit the ground, everything went black.

	 


– CHAPTER ONE – 

	Bud

	III

	 

	When I woke up, my mouth was full of dirt and every part of my body ached. Gagging, I clawed at my mouth with my hand, flinching as the movement sent a shot of pain straight through me. I turned to the ground and spat twice, which was all I could manage before a seizure of pain wracked my chest. My first thought was fear that my mouth would never feel clean again. The second was regret. I’d known the ladder would fall, sooner or later. I should have gone home. 

	Staying as still as possible, I tried to focus on breathing, taking shallow breaths at first. Very slowly, I opened my eyes, which had been furled tightly shut. I dreaded to see what the damage was, but my curiosity was nothing if not morbid.

	Luckily, I wasn’t bleeding anywhere, or I’d have felt it soaking through my clothes. In fact, I could move every part of my body just fine, even if it hurt so badly I didn’t want to. A broken chunk of ladder lay in front of me, its edges razor-sharp. It must have smashed into pieces when it hit the ground. I was at least lucky enough to have fared better than the ladder. 

	I started easing myself up off the floor when voices sounded behind me. My heart pounding in my throat, I dragged myself around the base of the crane, where I lay, caked in dirt. Waiting. I half-expected the world to start rumbling at any moment like before. My head was ringing, and I was shaking in fear, but there was also an unexpected excitement. For the first time in my life, I had no idea what was going on. Anything could happen, anything at all.

	‘Shit!’ a man exclaimed, his voice somewhat muffled behind the crane. Maybe this isn’t the best person to introduce myself to. I stayed where I was and listened. ‘It really knocked the hell out of this place, didn’t it? And it was far away too. I mean, I felt it. Felt it like it was in my goddamn chest.’

	‘We all did,’ a second voice replied calmly. ‘That’s why we’re doing this. Get it right here and we’ve cracked it. But it’s still not up to snuff yet, obviously. You see that crane?’ They were both silent for a moment. ‘It’s still standing. When this thing’s powerful enough, stuff like that rusted piece of junk’ll fall to pieces.’

	‘Seems pretty powerful to me,’ the first man muttered. There was a metallic clang. ‘Imagine if that was an arm. It’d be destroyed. Ripped to shreds.’

	‘Don’t think like that.’ The calm voice strained slightly. ‘There won’t be any arms getting tangled up in this. This is just a wake-up call.’

	‘Sure,’ the first man replied quietly. ‘That yours?’ There was a short pause, and then a rustling. ‘Then I’m taking it.’ Footsteps crunched, loud at first and then fainter, until I heard them no longer.

	When I finally allowed myself a quick peek around the crane, there was no one, only the same distant noises as before. A thousand different thoughts were running through my head. 

	Something’s going on. Why did everything shake, and what do those people have to do with it? It was just like something from my adventure books. It felt very different in real life though. Those characters could traverse tumbling towers and brush themselves off with nary a scratch. My body was aching all over, and I didn’t think I’d even fallen that far. I looked at the rusted ladder on the ground. If I’d landed underneath it in the wrong way, I may not have woken up at all. I shuddered at the thought. Ladders didn’t kill people in books. What kind of hero would succumb to a ladder?

	But they wouldn’t succumb to fear either.

	I could see the forest clearing from where I lay. If I made a break for it, I could probably make it before anyone spotted me. I’d be safe. I’d be none the wiser about the day’s events, but I’d be safe. On the other hand, I could try and get closer. See what was going on. Every sinew in my body yearned to run, but my head had other ideas. I was bruised and sore, nearly crushed by a falling ladder. I wanted it to be worth something.

	Besides, they wouldn’t hurt me. I was just a kid. And they didn’t sound much like masterminds. 

	Cautiously, I crept from the crane, using the house foundations for cover with my head still fuzzy from the fall. I squinted to check for the glint of glass before every step, lamenting my lack of matches in the low light. My mouth still tasted of dirt, but spitting would have been too loud, so I balled up the inside of my shirt and wiped my mouth on it.

	As I made my way past each foundation to the edge of the site, I realised that I’d have had to sneak past the strangers anyway. That made things a lot simpler. 

	The group were gathered together on the dusty plain, a short distance from the unfinished houses. There were no more than nine of them. They were all clad in black clothes and masks so I couldn’t make out their faces, but in the low light, I could barely see anything anyway. Some held torches, and most of them held bottles too, which they took ample swigs from. Adorned on their masks were two white capital Ds that stood back to back. I’d never seen the symbol before. It was even painted in dripping letters on a few crates overflowing with wires and connectors, through which two of them were avidly rifling. Whatever they were messing with, it sure didn’t seem like fireworks to me. 

	It didn’t make sense. Only a few people were there, drinking like it was some kind of party, and as I listened, they cracked jokes with each other. There was even music. I wouldn’t have been scared, were it not for the masks and the secrecy.

	I’d have been the last person to say somebody shouldn’t play with fire. Erold and I once set fire to an old oil can in his back garden, to impressive results. Sometimes, I’d borrow one of the matches from the upstairs dresser and burn a story I wasn’t happy with, feeling the heat consume the shrivelling paper until I was forced to drop it. But this was different. There was something very unsettling about the two figures sorting through the wires. Maybe I didn’t want to know what was going on after all.

	‘Okay everyone, get back,’ one of the strangers called suddenly as two of them hefted up a box of wires and trudged off into the field. A few of the rabble shuffled around, but none of them moved. He laughed, reaching up and itching behind his mask. ‘Alright, I get it. You’re excited, but come on.’ Still nothing. I leaned in closer. His voice sounded strangely familiar. ‘Hey, shut up for a minute!’

	I flinched. The music stopped abruptly. The masked strangers quickly shuffled back and assembled before him.

	‘Sorry. Listen, I know we’re getting close. The first couple were… fine. Long boy here’s still got his legs, that’s all I’m saying.’ One of them ground their heel into the dirt. He laughed again. ‘Take it easy son, they’re almost there. But it’s not long before the ninth comes a-knocking and we pay old Jackie Square a visit, and besides, I think we’re all just having too much of a blast. Who’s up for one more tonight?’ The group roared in support.

	My fists clenched so tightly that my knuckles cracked. If they were going to do whatever they did before, I had to go. My fall might not have been the result of any malicious intent, but it was clear that they weren’t much concerned with safety, cranes and broken glass be damned.

	‘Okay, okay!’ he shouted aloud. ‘This one’s for the man himself. I hope you feel this, David, wherever you are. Yours sincerely, the dogs.’ They all howled in response. ‘Ready?’ 

	I felt like this was a good time to go. I’d stayed long enough. The next earthquake could bring down half the building shells, and my cover with them. I crouched down by the corner of the wall and took a deep breath. Between me and the forest, there was nowhere to hide.

	‘Three!’ he shouted, with the crowd shouting along a second later. I furled my fists, ready to run. ‘Two!’ I crouched low to the floor, praying it was dark enough that they wouldn’t see me. ‘One!’

	I waited the crowd to react so I could race off. I stayed there for what seemed like minutes. Nothing happened. Then, he said it.

	‘Oh come on, what is it n—?’

	Multiple things happened at once. 

	A deafening roar swept across the place, so loud I had to cover my ears in pain. At the same time, the ground shook beneath me. The cracking and smashing of glass and stone echoed through my head, all illuminated by a fiery orange blaze that shot straight up into the sky, but it was all I could do to focus on keeping my legs straight. They were like jelly. I floundered towards the forest, barely daring to turn back. 

	When I did, I saw that most of them were on their backs, while the few left standing were holding their heads and whooping. They were actually laughing. They’re insane, I thought, my legs moving so slowly, it was like I was in a nightmare. It can’t be real. This is not real.  

	But it was. 

	After a few agonising seconds, my legs started listening to my head. I sped off into the safety of the trees, turning back one last time to make sure no one had seen me. But it didn’t matter at that point. I wasn’t stopping. I tore down the dust path, ducking and weaving as the dark silhouettes of branches clawed at me. Countless questions swirled around in my head. Who are those people, and why were they meeting up at the building site? What’s that symbol? What’s the explosion for? And who’s David? 

	The only David I knew was my uncle, but the last time I checked, he wasn’t telling masked men to go to abandoned building sites and blow them up. As I ran, all the questions blurred together into an indistinct mass of confusion and regret. I didn’t want to know the answer to any of them. Before I fell, the entire day had been so ordinary that I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d fallen from the ladder and hit my head. I would have believed all of it to be some kind of nightmare I’d soon wake up from if it didn’t feel so real. I was caked in dirt, my arms and legs ached, and I felt like I could be sick at any minute. 

	More than anything, I just wanted to go home. I’d be able to worry about it all tomorrow, if I could only make it back in one piece. 

	With immense relief, I left the forest behind and made it to the streets. I paused for a moment to catch my breath. 

	The street lamps, flickering as they often did, illuminated nothing but rows of quiet houses. On a nearby porch, a cat lazily opened an eye to meet mine. It yawned and shut it again, evidently deciding I wasn’t even worth a meow. There were pub cheers and backyard mutterings in the air, but all the same, the hushed road felt strange, at odds with the cacophony I’d just escaped. I was still far from home, so I rubbed my legs to soothe them a little before carrying on. 

	Nadivan Avenue was no place to be caught at night, but it was the quickest way home, so I hurried through it. Excuses about what I’d been doing ran through my mind as I went. I couldn’t tell my mother what I’d seen. The coffin would have been nailed at ‘building site’. I could say that Erold and I lost track of time at his house. It happened often enough that I might just get away with it, provided she didn’t call them up. It was far from foolproof, but I was too tired to think of a better one. 

	‘Jacob!’ 

	I almost jumped out of my skin, but luckily for me, it was only Michael, one of my father’s work friends. He was standing outside the Duck’s Head, holding a pint in one hand and a cigarette in the other. It wasn’t half as reputable a pub as the Pail and Anchor, my father told me, but if you lived to drink, you’d live well there. He swayed softly against the pub sign, scratching his lazy beard.

	‘Jacob, what grave did you crawl out of? You look exactly how I’ll feel in six hours,’ he grinned, before abruptly choking on his drink. ‘Don’t move!’ he pleaded suddenly, stumbling backwards through the pub door. ‘One second!’ I wasn’t sure what to do. 

	On the one hand, Michael was harmless, but if he told my mother I’d been messing around by the Duck’s Head at this hour, I couldn’t afford the hell she’d make me pay. I was considering cutting my losses and legging it when the most unexpected figure appeared from behind the door. 

	It was like some bizarre alien monster with mottled off-white skin, upon which green and grey patches bled together. Every heavy footstep resounded in the air, and it stared at me with a single yellow, windowed eye. Suddenly, it raised its arms and bellowed. I shrieked and leapt back, balling my fists together.

	Michael’s laughter emerged from the pub, and he soon followed it, giggling between sips.

	‘Told you you’d get him,’ he said to the white monster. The figure chuckled back, and then turned to me, teetering ever so slightly.

	‘Hello, Jacob. Recognise me?’ 

	I did. I knew that voice anywhere. But it can’t be. Cautiously, I shook my head. The figure clasped both hands around its neck, and with a short, sharp twist, its head came clean off. I peered around its arms to see who was underneath. It couldn’t be. But it was. His face was red, and he looked exhausted, but it was my father.

	 ‘It’s my work suit,’ he burbled. ‘Jacob, it’s me!’

	‘Dad…’ I was speechless. He’s back? 

	‘Shh, shush now!’ he said, louder than I had spoken. He placed a puffy white finger on my lips before staring at it in horror and hurriedly retracting it. ‘No one can know. If you tell anyone I took my suit back, I’ll get in trouble. Don’t get too close – I’ve got chemicals and stuff on me. But I’m back!’ He stood there grinning, cider in hand. ‘Aren’t you happy to see me? To see your old dad?’ Offended, he pursed his lips and scrunched his eyes at me. 

	Of course I was happy. I’d been terrified I’d never see him again, and yet inexplicably, there he was. I was so relieved and confused, I didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, confess everything I’d seen or simply kick him. He was supposed to be out of town on his three-day shift. But here he was. Maybe I hit my head a little too hard after all. Before I could answer, his expression of mock offence melted into sober concern. 

	‘What are you doing here, Jacob?’

	‘I just wanted to see you, Dad,’ I said quickly. He was in no state of affairs to hear what really happened. Not that I’d have told him, anyway.

	‘Ah,’ he hiccupped. ‘Well, here I am.’ He wiped his forehead. ‘You’ll be wanting to head home soon. Young man or not, this is late. I’d hug you, but…’ He gestured at the chemical staining on the suit. I nodded in agreement – there was no danger of me straying any nearer to him in that monstrous getup. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘safe journey, son. Just don’t tell them I took my suit back. It’s “unsuitable” for casual wear. Remember that!’

	‘Okay Dad, I will.’ 

	I waved meekly to Michael, who raised his pint with a wry grin, content to watch his orchestrated reunion in action. Then, I turned to the cold, empty night.

	 ‘Wait a minute,’ my father said, in a tone of voice I recognised all too well. Slurred or not, it meant trouble. For the second time that evening, I staved off the temptation to disappear down the road. ‘Is this about Brooke?’

	I’d never been so relieved and annoyed at the same time. Brooke Townsend. Debating partner, giver of advice and taker of no nonsense. We were friends, but not at all inseparable like Erold and I were. My father didn’t see it that way though. He always said we were charming together, and that we couldn’t hide anything from him. I was about to rebuke him as I’d done so many times, but I realised it wasn’t a bad excuse. He clearly didn’t know she was away.

	‘We were just hanging out after school together. I was only there because she’s got a nice house. Please don’t tell Mum, okay?’ I said earnestly. The latter at least was true – she did have a really nice house, which she never quite let me forget. My father winked at me in a way that made me feel deeply uncomfortable. I smiled weakly back.

	‘Of course not,’ he said. He opened the pub door and leaned in. ‘Maggie? Maggie!’ he yelled above the general merriment. I only vaguely knew the owner of the Duck’s Head from my father’s attempts to introduce me to his various friends. It was difficult remembering them all when they seemed to consist of just about everyone in town.

	‘Yeah?’ she shouted from within.

	‘My son’s been spending some time with one of his girlfriends and he doesn’t want Sarah to know. Could you say he’s been helping you out today?’ Laughter boomed from within.

	‘He’s been in the kitchen since four,’ she chuckled hoarsely back.

	‘You’re a lifesaver,’ he said. He turned to me, satisfied. ‘You can go on home now. Just don’t tell anyone about my suit, okay? It’s a secret.’ I strolled past the pub’s wooden benches. ‘Oh, and don’t tell your mother I’m back yet!’ he shouted. ‘I’m still there!’

	‘Okay Dad,’ I said softly, resisting the urge to shake my head. These were the loudest-spoken secrets I’d ever been asked to keep. ‘Good night.’

	‘Good night!’

	With that, I was finally free to go. I plodded along home, one weary foot after the other. The day had started out ordinarily enough, but at the very end, it had thrown me for enough of a loop to make my head spin. There was so much I didn’t understand, but every muscle in my body was sore. I’d never been so relieved to see the front porch of my house. It didn’t matter to me that my mother was sitting there, nursing her wounded chrysanthemums; I barely even noticed. 

	It was a blessing to be able to place both feet on the doormat, upon which I immediately collapsed into an exhausted, confused, but above all relieved heap.

	 


– CHAPTER TWO – 

	Wick

	I

	 

	As often as I complained about my scratchy bedsheets, when I woke up the next morning, I could have sworn my whole body was floating on a cloud. The sun crept in and alighted upon my chest through the holes in my broken window blinds. It was so warm and cosy, especially considering I was still sore all over, that I scarcely considered why I was lying comfortably in bed, why I was clean, and more importantly, why my mother hadn’t interrogated me. 

	Perhaps she had. I clearly didn’t remember what followed after I’d fallen on the doorstep, without even the strength to hold myself up. I patted my bedside cabinet, but To Kill a Cat wasn’t there.

	A host of questions bubbled to the surface of my mind, diffusing just as quickly when I yawned. I wasn’t even awake yet. Did any of that actually happen? I lay back in bed and stared up at the ceiling for as long as I could keep my eyes open. Deep down, the answer was simmering away, but it was too early for comprehension. I had time.

	Eventually, hunger got the better of me. I stumbled downstairs, only to be greeted by my mother, who was waiting at the table, taking a slow, measured sip of tea. Her eyes narrowed through the rising steam of the cup.

	‘Good morning, Jacob,’ she said. ‘The toast just popped up.’ I grabbed a slice and shambled over to the table, rubbing my eyes. ‘Sleep well?’ It was asked innocently enough.

	‘Yeah. You?’

	‘Yes, thank you, very. Once my son was safe and sound at home, of course.’ I stopped buttering my toast mid-spread. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. I’d just like to know where you were. The town’s a scary place at night – I’m sure you’ve heard enough stories at school.’

	‘I’m sorry Mum,’ I said. I rehearsed my answer in my head first to ensure it sounded convincing. ‘I was helping Miss Rogers out after school and we just lost track of time. You know how busy that place gets.’ I took a bite of toast. ‘Ask her if you want,’ I added, chewing slowly. ‘She’ll tell you.’

	‘I’m sure she would,’ my mother smiled. ‘And I’m sure that dingy, claustrophobic pub is exactly where you’d love to be working, stuck all afternoon with a bunch of loud, boring old men. It certainly sounds preferable to walking all the way next door and helping to paint the fence, right? A job that we both know pays better than three evenings in that place?’ She took a sip of tea. 

	My mother was talking about Eumaia’s house. Our other next-door neighbour, Rosie, was bonnie-faced and sweet as icing sugar, but even she knew that painting the fence would be an exercise in futility when her six children were wont to wreak havoc in the garden. 

	‘Again, you’re not in any trouble, Jacob,’ she said. ‘I don’t mind what you were doing. But if you’re going to go camping with Erold, or,’ she coughed, ‘work late in town, let me know. Just give me a little notice next time, that’s all. Eggs?’

	‘Eggs’ was her way of calling a truce. Let’s let eggs be eggs.

	‘Eggs,’ I agreed. And with that, the matter was settled. 

	My mother overdid the eggs, but it wasn’t out of malice, as she always overdid them. This really was as far as she wanted to follow it up. I was more than happy to leave it there too. I didn’t even need my alibi.

	After breakfast, I shrugged out of my pyjamas and into my jumper and trousers, stopping briefly to stare disdainfully at the reflection in my bedside mirror. There was a small welt on the bridge of my nose that I was sure hadn’t been there the day before. I ran a finger along the indent of skin, and suddenly I felt a shiver run through my body. Last night. 

	The fever dream had been real. 

	My morning fatigue instantly disappeared. It was as if I’d woken up again. I shoved a spare pad of paper into my schoolbag, and then I crumpled up the unfinished story on my desk. It was perversely satisfying to watch it compress in my grasp, something I’d laboured so long over. Without a second thought, I tossed it into the wastepaper bin with the others. I had something else to write about now.

	I tried to keep myself composed during the drive to school, only noticing after I bade my mother farewell that my fingers were spotted with tattered sponge. I’d picked the backseat to pieces. 

	When I walked into school that day, I laughed. I’d often felt that something had been missing from me. I never had any big secrets to harbour, or worldly insight I was forced to keep to myself. I’d been flat, like a drawing on a piece of paper. But not anymore. It was burning inside me, twisting and searing in the most fantastic, terrible way. I finally had a real secret of my own that I wanted to tell everyone.

	But I couldn’t. And somehow, that made it even better.

	I knew I couldn’t tell Erold or Brooke. Erold would have told me in an instant if he’d been the one to see it, but if I so much as mentioned the word ‘explosions’, he’d go looking for them without a second thought, ignoring all protestation as usual. Erold and fire mixed about as well as could be expected. Thankfully, he didn’t notice my barely-suppressed excitement, busy as he was running laps until class began. Brooke was different. She knew I was hiding something. 

	When I refused outright to tell her what was on my mind, she changed tactic. Fresh from her visit to the Pengian Isles, she was handing out souvenirs to her friends. She always did so after a trip, which drew as much ire as it did admiration from other students.

	‘It’s got to be good if you’re that bad at hiding it,’ she said. 

	With that, she presented me with a beautiful piece of platinum that had been shaped like an arrowhead. It reminded me of the necklace my mother always wore. Knowing Brooke, however much it cost, it was too much. Presents like that made little sense to me. As far as I was concerned, an expensive necklace or watch was worth less than an ordinary one, because after wearing it once, you immediately had to stow it away for safe-keeping, where it could never be damaged, broken, or, heaven forfend, ever worn again.

	I accepted it all the same, placing her bribe in my back pocket. I wasn’t stupid. 

	‘Your birthday’s coming up,’ she said. ‘You’re welcome. Now can you just tell me? Don’t make me wish I’d held that beautiful souvenir ransom.’

	‘Well it’s a bit late for that,’ I said, patting my pocket. She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘But it’s nothing, really. My dad’s just coming home soon. I can’t wait to see him again. And even if it wasn’t that, why does it matter? You’ve got secrets too.’

	‘None that you know about,’ she replied wryly. ‘Which is the only kind of secret when you think about it. I was joking anyway – I don’t need help to figure out you know something you probably shouldn’t. Just take the necklace, alright?’ I realised that the silver cord between her fingers was also intended for me. ‘Unless you’re planning on going rabbit hunting with Erold, there’s not much use for it in your back pocket.’

	I thanked her sheepishly and slipped the cord on, muttering that it wasn’t really of any greater use around my neck. She coughed.

	‘Rusk lets her sister drown to save the cat,’ she uttered under her breath.

	We were both reading To Kill a Cat at the same time, which we’d done with many other books before. The aim was to get through it as fast as you could, before the other person spoiled all the best parts. ‘It incentivises improving reading speed, frequency and comprehension, so everybody wins, even the loser,’ as Brooke might have put it. She was a quick reader, but luckily for me, she’d been busy abroad. I was ready.

	‘When she leaves the village, she sets her house on fire as a diversion without knowing her grandmother’s still inside.’ From the flash of horror on her face, I knew I had her beaten. She sniffed. 

	‘Is it too late to ask for that necklace back?’

	Talking to Brooke made me realise how much I’d missed her. There was nothing wrong with Erold, but I couldn’t talk to him the way I could with her. Brooke was clever, and brutally logical when the mood took her. It was why I’d been so quick to make friends with her when she moved from the city. It was also why I was keeping my silence now. I could almost hear her response. ‘Tell your parents. Tell the police. Why haven’t you done so already?’ 

	And then she’d lambast me for going out late on my own. If I refused, she’d promise to tell them for me. In fact, she’d probably tell them regardless of what I said. That was my only problem with Brooke. She was never wrong, and she always did what she knew to be the right thing and damn the consequences.

	What Brooke didn’t know was that I wasn’t planning on getting into trouble for the sake of a few drunk townsfolk messing around with matches. Even though I could have been hurt, in that building site, they were greater dangers to themselves than anyone else.

	That was what ran through my mind as I spent the day writing. Hunched over my pad in every lesson and during every break, I wrote unrelentingly until my ink-stained wrist ached from the constant tension. In class, the work came from tearing my eyes off the page to pretend I was paying attention. Over the entirety of the half-term break, I’d written so many stories that felt like faint facsimiles of what I’d already read and loved. 

	This was different. It was real.

	I knew I had to do something about what I’d seen. It wasn’t just a few drunks messing around – I knew that. Someone could get hurt, someone who wasn’t stupid enough to deserve it. But I couldn’t tell my parents, or anybody I knew in case I implicated myself. I wasn’t innocent. There were a lot of yellow warning signs in the building site that I’d ignored, lots of striped tape that I’d ducked around. I couldn’t remember everything they said, but I remembered them mentioning a David. Even if it wasn’t Uncle they’d been talking about, he’d know what to do. My birthday was only a few days away; I resolved to tell him then. Until that day, I just wanted to write.

	So I wrote. It helped to pass the time until my father came back from his first ‘three day’ work excursion. 

	Always the lover of big entrances, when he finally returned, he surprised my mother by running into the house armed with a fireman’s axe and a welder’s mask. I came running down the stairs when I heard shouting, only to find him pleading for her to put down the steel pipe she’d been wielding. If he hadn’t thrown down the axe and torn his mask off, I’m sure she’d quite happily have beaten him to death with it. She didn’t soften up when she saw that it was him, either. In fact, I think her propensity for violence increased when she realised the trick he’d played on her.

	They both calmed down soon enough however, even if they laughed for quite some time afterwards. My father laughed anyway; my mother’s laugh was so affected, I assumed she was already planning her revenge.

	‘Dad, you’re back!’ I cried once they settled down. I hugged him tightly.

	‘Missed me?’ he asked. 

	‘Missed who?’ We both laughed. Missed who? I asked again in my head. I saw you just the other day. But I kept my silence. Besides, three days or not, I’d still missed him.

	‘It’s good to be back,’ he said. ‘Those flat, grey factory walls sure paint a pretty picture, but there’s just something about home that can’t be beat.’ He glanced at my mother; her eyes looked ready to start boring into him. ‘Not that that’s a problem,’ he added quickly. ‘You know I like a challenge. Which reminds me,’ he said, reaching into his pocket and bringing out a small, brightly-coloured cube. Six different colours were mixed up on each side. ‘A friend pitched in with me to buy this from the plant’s stuff shop. Don’t let the bright colours fool you – we spent every break trying to solve the damned thing. Cut a short story shorter, I got lumbered with it, and I was wondering if you’d give it a go.’ 

	He held it out. It rattled. I took the plastic cube and twisted it one way, and then another. The arrangement had changed completely. Already, my head was starting to hurt.

	‘Thanks, Dad.’ I pocketed the cube. ‘I’ll try my best.’ He seemed satisfied. ‘Can we go into town now you’re back?’ I asked him. ‘You were gone for ages.’ He let out a cough.

	‘I just stepped through the door – let me catch my breath first. Maybe later, we could go for an ice cream and a catch-up. There’s plenty of time to talk. Plenty of time.’ 

	Even though he spoke to both of us, his eyes lingered on mine a moment longer. I understood. When he went outside to fix the gutter, I resolved to get my answers later.

	It wasn’t the family reunion I’d been expecting, but then, the first one hadn’t been either. I wasn’t going to get much more out of our resident handyman, so I retreated upstairs with my notepad. My writing couldn’t disappoint me like people did. It was as good or bad as I made it.

	And although my writing had slowed down over the day, I was sure that this story would be the one. It had never come to me so naturally before. I had no notes for the characters, no drawings or timelines. I wasn’t even sure what would happen next – it was as though the plot materialised as I wrote it. The fact that it shared certain similarities with my night at the building site may have had something to do with it. Explosions were abundant, and the hero was stuck between freedom and a sense of moral duty. But there were no drunken fathers, so I called it even. 

	For the sake of courtesy, I gave my father’s cube a twist every few pages, but it was abundantly clear that I had no idea what I was doing. At least it helped to keep my mind off my father’s imminent departure. He was leaving tomorrow.

	That evening, we ate as a family again. A celebratory platter of marinated meats and thick paprika chips adorned the table, so delicious it was almost worth him leaving. Almost. When the conversation died down, I asked whether we could still go to town. I already knew the answer. I just wanted him to say it. He had departed winking and waving, and returned exhausted. I had a feeling this would be a running trend from now on.

	‘Sorry, the last few days completely wiped me out. The next time I’m here,’ he promised. Then, we continued eating and laughing together as though he’d never left. 

	After the meal, he excused himself and went upstairs to bed. That was the end of our grand reunion. The next day, he’d be gone, just like that. It wouldn’t be as bad as the first time, because I knew he’d be coming back. I just hoped he’d think to bring his old self back with him.

	That night, I couldn’t find my copy of To Kill a Cat anywhere. I knew I needed it if I wanted to stay ahead of Brooke, but it was just my luck that I’d probably left it at school again. Instead, I turned my lamp off and lay in bed, propping my story up in the yellow light of the full moon. It was a balmy evening at the onset of summer, so I stuck one foot out of the bed as I flicked through it. 

	The same pangs of dull frustration hit me as they always did – I didn’t like it as much now. The words tasted less sweet when spoken aloud, the characters resembling people I knew a little too closely. And my well of ideas was dry. Just keep going. I wanted to.

	I withdrew to my window, furling up the blinds. At least it was beautiful outside. The stars were like the pricks of light that speckled the city, only the city was aglow both day and night. I couldn’t see the city from my window – it was the wrong direction, and the land lay too low. If I squinted, however, the dots in the sky blurred into shimmering baubles, which looked closer to the blinking, blazing high-rise towers I could see if I shut my eyes completely. I wanted to live there. Not alone, obviously, with my mother and father. The competition, and especially the cash prize came to mind. If I could only write something that everyone liked, I’d be one of the people that made it.

	The explosion at the building site flashed in my mind’s eye. If I told people about it, I could already hear their response. ‘Why, that sounds terrible. And yet strangely familiar, almost exactly like that story of yours…’ And then who would read it? No one, I resolved. No one.

	The next morning, my father was gone. I woke to find the pages scattered across the room like a bomb had hit it. As I collected them, one by one, I realised what I had to do to revitalise the story. I hated it. I was giddy at the thought of it. I needed to go back to the building site.

	I wrestled with the idea on the long walk to school, where I made a brief stop by the bakery. Sometimes when the gate was open, I’d sneak around the back to where the old cakes were stacked high on trays by the rubbish bins. They were only going to rot anyway. If anything, I was liberating them from a far worse fate.

	‘Prick!’ a familiar voice called out as I was striding over the piles of black bin bags. It was Arlo, who emerged from the dusty air of the bakery covered in floury gunk, an unsliced loaf under his arm. ‘I had to wash after what you did. Thanks a bunch.’ 

	I swallowed, taking a cautious step towards the nearby stack of iced pastry swirls.

	‘You’re joining the Volunteer Force,’ I said. ‘If you want to fight, you need to be able to dodge a lot more than an apple pie.’

	‘Fair,’ he said, and then he laughed. ‘Haha, yeah, that’s true.’ Suddenly, he wasn’t angry anymore. He was strange like that. ‘Don’t touch the swirls, they’ve been out for days.’ He turned one over to show me the green underside. I recoiled in disgust. ‘Take a bun instead. I’m almost done here; I’ll walk down with you. The buns are—’

	As he gestured to the tray, the loaf slipped out from under his arm and plopped onto the floor.

	‘If nobody saw it, it didn’t happen,’ he said quickly, scooping it up and brushing it off. ‘Right?’

	‘Right,’ I replied uncertainly. He was bigger than me, after all. Ganglier, but bigger.

	‘It’s not your family’s loaf, okay?’ he said, seeing the look on my face. ‘I’ll make sure a real bastard gets it. I’m only doing this because Dad’s busy. He’s gone to see Mum.’ He went quiet for a moment, and then disappeared back inside. 

	There aren’t nearly as many cakes out here as usual, I noted as he left, silently cursing the bakery’s recent prosperity. Scroungers like me were going to be hit hard. I took an iced bun and examined it thoroughly. It seemed safe. When Arlo returned, I headed off with him, munching on my bun as he babbled.

	‘So yeah, I’m off to start basic training soon. Gonna learn to kill people with guns, grenades… our bare hands. Just Amiri and me, friends together. Comrades together!’

	‘Sounds good,’ I lied. ‘So you don’t want to stay at the bakery?’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘Why not?’

	‘Stupid question.’ He breathed deeply. ‘You see a lot of faces in this place, hear a lot of things. This town’s small. It doesn’t look like it, but it is. The same people want the same stuff, day in, day out – it’s a broken record. Who wants to live like that when they could be a general, fight for a bit and then retire in the city? With a pretty girl,’ he added hurriedly. I nodded. Arlo clearly had a few screws loose. If unlimited access to cakes wasn’t enough, there was no hope for you. That was without mentioning that nobody volunteered for the Volunteer Force. If they did, they wouldn’t need knockers to come at night and take people away. 

	But despite all that, even someone like Arlo could see the allure of the city. As we parted ways at the school gates, I felt just a little more assured that going back to the building site was the right thing to do. It was certainly less mad than wanting to go to war. If only a little.

	After school, Erold and I continued on towards the forest. I wasn’t sure what I’d find, and I didn’t want Erold to get curious, so I kept quiet about it. Unfortunately, as we neared the forest entrance, the sound of whooping got louder. A small crowd of students was gathered together. They were Colin Tine’s friends.

	‘We should sneak past,’ Erold whispered. ‘They’re not afraid to kick cats around, and cats are sharp.’

	‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ve got your back.’

	‘It’s my front I’m worried about.’ I promised him that his front would be just fine. 

	We were all set to slink past them with our heads resolutely turned away, when in the corner of my eye, I saw what it was they were gathering around. Colin stood at the group’s centre, brandishing a branch against a confused, mewing, wide-eyed tabby kitten. It stared terrified at the tall boy before it, flicking its ears back every time the branch whipped through the air. 

	‘Let’s go. It’s only a cat.’ Erold was desperate to leave, but something that day compelled me to act. It was just like in To Kill a Cat, when Rusk finds the cat being hunted. Damn that book, I thought, if it was going to make me do something I’d regret. But I couldn’t leave it.

	‘They’ll kill it,’ I whispered. ‘I’ve got to do something.’ I cleared my throat. Erold stood back, ready to march off as though we hadn’t been walking together. ‘You’re brave to be hitting something so small,’ I said loudly. The crowd turned to me. Colin smirked and swung the stick through the air again. The kitten’s enormous eyes were pleading. I bunched my fists and walked up to him, until I was as close to the cat as he was.

	‘It’s not brave,’ Colin said, examining his stick. ‘I get it. Not brave.’ He grinned keenly as he picked at a lump of stray bark near the tip. ‘It is fun though.’ His friends jeered their support for him. 

	Amid the noise, the bewildered kitten padded timidly towards me.

	‘I don’t think it’s fun,’ I said. The kitten mewed loudly in agreement, sitting at my feet and staring at Colin with its ears back. Go! I shouted in my head. I nudged it with my foot to will it away, but it just mewed even louder. Exasperated, I gave it a gentle kick – it squeaked in surprise and sprang off down the road. Colin looked from me to the cat, which crouched on the corner a moment longer before scampering off around the bend. 

	‘You can have fun with us if you want, Jacob,’ Colin said, the stick tightening in his hand. ‘Just had to ask. But I wouldn’t try that again. Not unless you want to be the new cat.’ His friends seemed enthusiastically in favour of the idea, shouting some less-than-savoury suggestions. Colin took out his pocket knife and casually started whittling the stick down. He seemed amused. ‘It’s just a cat. There’s tons of them around. Why’d you care?’

	‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘What’s the point of hitting a stupid cat? Anyone could be doing that. Doesn’t sound like fun to me.’

	‘I wasn’t hitting it!’ Colin said, brandishing the stick. ‘I was going to skewer the stupid thing, and then skin it. But okay then, what’s more fun? If you come up with a good answer, I won’t skin you.’ He smiled; I couldn’t tell the extent to which he was joking. If he was even joking. 

	I shivered, suddenly wishing that I hadn’t tried to save the stupid cat after all. My mind scrabbled for anything, anything at all as the crowd closed in, but I drew a blank. There was only one thing I could say.

	‘There’s a plot… I mean, an old building site through the forest…’ I winced. I couldn’t go back if Colin and his friends were there, and they wouldn’t leave the place alone once they discovered it. At least now, the cat might be safe. It better live the hell out of its nine lives for this. ‘At night, people sometimes show up with torches and blow stuff up for fun. Doesn’t that sound better than a boring old cat?’ 

	Colin’s face lit up with a look of excitement that I hadn’t expected. I realised too late what danger I may have just placed them in. As terrified as I was, I didn’t wish injury upon any of them, even if some of them may have deserved it.

	‘They blow stuff up? No lie?’ I nodded vigorously, turning to his friends. Unlike Colin, several of them seemed sceptical.

	‘Yeah. I don’t know if it’s every night and I’ve only seen them once, but if it happened before, it’ll happen again. And even if they don’t come back,’ I hastened to remind them, ‘the building site’s good on its own. There are loads of old cranes there, and places where you can hide or camp out.’ Colin seemed pacified. He thrust the stick through a loop in his belt. ‘It’s right over there if you want to go see for yourself!’

	‘You’re alright, Jacob,’ he said. His eyes jumped briefly to my schoolbag. ‘If you ever wanted to put down those books and have some real fun, I’d let you tag alone. There are enough real cats out here to mess with, or save or whatever. You don’t have to be stuck just reading about them. Think about it.’

	And with that, he walked off, his gang shouting vague obscenities at me that became more and more incomprehensible the further they disappeared down the forest path. I watched until they were gone. It was only then that I noticed that Erold was gone too. What are friends for? The question wasn’t entirely rhetorical, but I couldn’t blame him for thinking I’d lost my mind. He was strong, but even he knew better than to mess with a Tine.

	It looked like I wasn’t going back to the building site any time soon. I kicked up a cloud of dust, scuffing my shoes. I could’ve lied or made up any old thing. But that wasn’t true. I could have lied, but you don’t tell lies to bad people that have easy access to you for five days every week. What had happened, happened. There was nothing I could do. 

	Exactly. A dark thought crossed my mind. It’s done. Now, I don’t have to do anything. I can just bide my time, and wait and see what happens to Colin’s little gang. We’ll all find out soon enough if the building site is dangerous. But I shook my head free from the idea – I was going to tell Uncle on my birthday, and that was that. 

	I stood there alone for some time, unsure of what to do with myself. A few casual acquaintances greeted me as they strolled by; one or two even wished me an early ‘many happy returns’. I thanked them tacitly and watched them walk away, wondering why I’d ever been so scared. The street had never been devoid of witnesses. Colin couldn’t have skinned me. 

	An unexpected meow surprised me from behind. I turned to find green eyes peeking from the shrubbery of a nearby garden. It wasn’t the kitten, but an older tortoiseshell cat, who poked its face out among the leaves to squint at me.

	‘And where were you?’ I asked exasperatedly. ‘Don’t you cats stick up for each other? That kitten would have been done for if not for me, and I won’t always be around to help.’ The cat stared at me, nonplussed. It blinked once, slowly. Maybe I’d been reading too much To Kill a Cat after all. Still, I hoped the kitten was alright, wherever it had scampered off to. ‘You’re welcome,’ I added. 

	I went home, leaving the furry, green-eyed witness still staring out from its hiding place. It would be my birthday soon. I never felt so happy to simply be in my own skin.

	 


– CHAPTER TWO – 

	Wick

	II

	 

	There were only a few days left until the big day. 

	I couldn’t sit still. It was like a switch had been flicked. At my desk, I couldn’t read or write for long before I had to move, either to tense every muscle until my body ached, or run around the close. Even dread of the claustrophobic crowds that infest such occasions like woodworms in timber wasn’t enough to abate my excitement. 

	Neither was the bizarre dream I had, although it no doubt did its best. A voluminous green balloon floated above the town, its skin stretched taut, fit to bursting. When it popped, a bloody red tide burst forth, and I woke up. I felt as harrowed as I’d been at the building site. I remembered one comment from that night vividly, about how the explosion would have torn an arm to shreds. Better than drowning in a bloody wave. It made my hair stand on end. Both scenarios were just like dreams. But the former was real.

	I knew exactly what to do; a single red pin went in my noticeboard to remind me. On my birthday, I would tell Uncle everything I'd seen. I couldn’t let myself get caught up in all the reverie. I can’t be distracted. But there was so much to be distracted by.

	Leading up to the big day, my mother and fathers’ lives seemed to be dedicated to party preparation. It was no surprise – my granddad’s birthday was only three days after mine, so we often celebrated them together. I didn’t mind sharing, and he had little choice in the matter, to the relief of my parents. He avoided parties like the plague, especially birthdays, but he couldn’t bring himself to miss mine, much to his own chagrin. Imagine being held hostage in a celebration of your own life. I couldn’t decide whether it was wonderful or terrible.

	‘One day closer!’ I announced happily to my mother, having decided it was wonderful.

	‘What is?’ she asked drily, stretching to pin up a birthday banner surrounded by drapes, balloons and coloured string.

	‘Very funny,’ I said. ‘But really, I can’t wait. I’ve heard everyone’s going to be here. Erold, Brooke, Mr B, Dad’s friends…’ I licked my lips. ‘Jackie Square.’

	‘Jackie who?’

	‘Jackie Square. You’ve not heard of her?’

	‘I can’t say that I have, though with a name like that, I’m sure she’s doing well for herself.’

	‘I guess so.’ Relief washed over my disappointment. ‘I still don’t get why we’re having it here. Our house is so small.’

	‘Small spaces are more intimate places,’ my mother lectured, although I’m sure what she meant was, ‘I know your uncle’s house is larger, but he’s busy this year, so stop asking.’  I helped her to pin up the remaining banners. ‘I can promise you this Jacky won’t be attending if that’s what you’re worried about,’ she said. ‘It won’t be the whole town – just a few family and friends.’ 

	I doubted it. Birthdays were town affairs. That much was clear from the many visits we received, during which cards and presents were amply dropped off to torture me. Until the big day, I could only sit back and watch it all pile up. 

	I was almost sick of all the well-wishing by the time one of my father’s old work friends came around. I couldn’t remember his name, but then, he had a lot of old work friends. At least it hadn’t been a knocker.

	‘It’s been too long. I presume you haven’t come by just to drop off this hamper, which is beautiful by the way,’ my mother said, ushering me upstairs when I tried to sneak a peek.

	‘You’ve got me,’ he laughed. ‘I was wondering if I could borrow Douglas? Just for a minute, I promise.’

	‘I’m afraid he’s still at the plant. He won’t be back until midday tomorrow, at the earliest.’

	‘But I—’ He stopped himself. ‘Of course. Sorry for bothering you.’ 

	My mother shut the door, fiddling with her necklace. When she saw me sat on the stairs, she shooed me away with unexpected fervour. I didn’t blame her – there was much to prepare.

	When my father finally returned, he barely set his bag down before dashing out again to visit the Stalls. I didn’t even get to ask if I could go. The answer would have been the same as always, but it was customary for him to at least pretend to consider it. It wasn’t until he returned from that long trip that we finally got a chance to talk. He needed help moving the party supplies. I surveyed the goods as we worked. 

	Wrapped cuts of meat, a few bushels of vegetables and some straining crates of wine and cider. Fewer cakes than I was expecting, I sighed. I hoped Mr Baker would be pitching in.

	‘Jacob, you can help yourself to a bottle of cider if you want,’ my father said, as we hauled the last crate through the garden gate. ‘I was drinking by the time I was fourteen.’

	‘I’m not even thirteen yet, Dad.’ He did it deliberately. He had to. No parent could remember all thirteen verses of ‘We’ll Drink ’Til Drink’s the Only Thing We Think’ but forget their own son’s age. ‘I’m not thirteen for another two days.’

	‘Of course,’ he said. He heaved up the last crate in a single motion. ‘But no one else needs to know that, right?’ 

	He winked and walked off, the bottles clinking with every footstep. I didn’t even like cider. 

	But the biggest distraction had yet to come. I was working on my story alone in my room. Writing had slowed to a crawl. I changed the beginning after feeling that it could be better, but then I had to go back and change the rest of the story, as it no longer suited the first few pages. It seemed as futile as trying to climb a towel as it fell off the railing – you could clamber up and up forever, but you’d never get anywhere. Besides, after a fair bit of scrutiny, I realised that a line I was particularly proud of had accidentally been copied from A Violation of Penance, one of my favourite books. I crossed it out a hundred times, but I could still read it through the scribbles, incensing me to no end. The cube received many frustrated turns in between every re-read I forced myself through. 

	Luckily, Brooke visited the house with a way out by means of an invitation. Anything would have done. So when she offered me a train ticket to come with her to the city, I almost took her hand off with it.

	My mother insisted on accompanying us for the trip. Brooke didn’t mind, but I wasn’t keen on have my day out policed. Brooke and I had taken the train alone many times before, and she’d been just fine with it. When I pressed her for a reason, she reminded me that it was my birthday and tapped her nose. I didn’t quite understand the implication. I’ll be right there with her the whole time. Why does she want that? Ultimately, I didn’t let it faze me. A trip to the city was a trip to the city.

	Everyone else seemed to have the same idea. As my father said, the town blossomed in the summer, and died a death in the winter. But the sky was as clear as could be, so I didn’t much mind the crowds that day. I looked for Uncle’s friends, but as busy as the station was, they were nowhere to be seen. The tents were still by the noticeboard however, seemingly a permanent fixture now. Beside them, words like ‘freedom’ and ‘defence’ littered the walls. 

	While we were boarding, a few bleary-eyed denizens of the tents woke up. I waved at them as the whistle blew. One of them, a vaguely familiar man sporting a thick beard smiled and waved back.

	Long journeys often made me queasy if I didn’t have something to stare at, so I appreciated that I could see outside. That was another thing I loved about going to the city. The trains were better, with newer seats, and always with large, clear windows through which you could watch the whole world whisk by. I stared out of mine, thankful that Erold and I weren’t ready with stones on the other side. 

	The white dam stood out boldly against the clear sky. It was odd to think that it had been there since 1701, a fact drilled into my brain from our innumerable mandatory school trips there. The town had changed drastically since then, but for some reason, the dam remained obstinately the same, even down to the very bricks themselves, which were actually blotchy and grey up close. It was an enormous, cavity-stricken tooth, and if it were ever uprooted, the whole town would be swimming. The sky would be blue, and everything else too. I made a note to write that down. 

	One little crack, a single, fatal aberration was all it’d take. It sounded too dramatic to be real, even though everyone in town lived it every single day. I’d find out eventually that this was a problem with life in general. Real life was too far-fetched to ever write into a story. Who’d believe it?

	The train soon rolled up alongside the plants where my father worked. The smell was so acrid, I had to close my throat. How much worse is it up close? Outside the plant doors, several figures were slumped against a bench in their stained protective gear. One of the workers slowly rolled barrels up a gravel slope, where a series of blue vans were parked, waiting. It was like a funeral procession. My father was in there, somewhere, and it made me sick to my stomach. 

	I had no great love for his old workplace; it reeked of burnt woodchips, and had always been alarmingly full of people armed with scratched visors, hacksaws and jagged senses of humour to match. But it had also been like a family. Everyone knew everybody else, and on the few occasions I’d visited, there had always been someone my age to talk to. Children weren’t exactly supposed to be there, but people forgot their packed lunches all the time. I couldn’t imagine anyone cycling out to the chemical plants to drop some sandwiches off. No one visited a place like that.

	I shuddered. It didn’t make me appreciate what my father did. It made me angry at how stupid he was being, how stupid anyone would have to be to put themselves through that. No money was worth that stench clawing at the back of your throat for three consecutive days. Nothing was. 

	My mother saw my exasperation. ‘I’m sure it’s not as bad inside those suits,’ she said through her sleeve. Brooke concurred, delivering a lecture on safe working conditions that I agreed with for the sake of convenience. I looked back at the workers on the bench. They looked ready to keel over.

	There was one consolation. I didn’t think my father was there, at least not all the time. Seeing him at the pub was enough of a clue that something was going on. Whatever it was, I couldn’t blame him. Writing in my bedroom for a few hours a day was absolute bliss by comparison. I swore to finish my competition-winning story soon, so I could start my larger tale. My novel. Our way out. 

	I stared out at the plant. I couldn’t live in a place like that. And maybe, just maybe if I got this story done, my father wouldn’t have to either.

	When the train’s brakes started screeched, my worries fizzled from my mind like damp squibs. We’re here.

	***

	The city felt like it had been made in the sky. All the surrounding buildings were impossibly high, the mirror sheen of the countless office towers and restaurants reflecting the perfect blue of the sky so seamlessly, it was hard to discern where one ended and the other began. Not that the city gave you much room to admire it. Unlike in town, the roads were actually used by cars, which trailed behind one another in long, loud lines that we, along with an entire city of strangers, had to cut across. A thousand voices spoke at any one time, and the pavement seemed more like an ocean than a walkway, with people rippling in and out of shops to join the collective wave. 

	Almost immediately, we walked past a shabbily-dressed man playing beautiful music on his mandolin to the passing crowds. Two officers in uniform came and escorted him away, but the mandolin music continued, playing from the speaker hidden behind the instrument case. 

	It was the strangest, most interesting place in the world, a place where boredom would have been considered an achievement.

	Everything was bigger. Billboards taller than my house advertised an ‘E.K. Donway book signing’ that I regretted I’d miss, even if Eumaia would be back in town soon anyway. Nobody seemed to have heard of bricks, as the shopfronts were smooth and metallic, with enormous windows through which their wares were laid bare. In every bonbon emporium, glass jars lined the walls, filled to the brim with more assorted confectionery than even I’d dare eat. That said, when my mother bought us a bag of chocolate honey snuffers to share on the walk, they went quickly. 

	The book stores too were greater than any the town laid claim to, although the owners were snappish around their oldest volumes, which were so weathered that their pages could only be turned with a special silver page turner. At those prices, I hoped it came with the purchase. 

	And every shop had multiple floors. I’d almost forgotten the verticality of a city visit. It all came back to me when we made a short stop at a coffee house and found ourselves perusing five floors in search of a spare table.

	Even the rubbish was better. Brooke and I were waiting outside a clothing boutique for my mother to return when I heard a tinny noise emanating from a nearby bin. Someone had thrown away a music player. It sat amid stray food wrappings, a bulky box wrapped in a tangle of wires. I tucked it into my pocket when Brooke wasn’t looking, tapping at buttons randomly to shut it up. I’d have sawn my left foot off for one. And someone just threw it away.

	‘This place is the best, Brooke, it’s just the best,’ I beamed as my mother finally emerged, laden with shopping bags that bulged enticingly. I offered to carry some, but she kept me at arm’s length. I was fooling nobody, which was probably for the best.

	‘I guess it’s not bad,’ Brooke replied. I was incredulous.

	‘You lived here for years,’ I said. ‘You should know how amazing it is. All the beautiful places and things to do. And it’s so big, too!’

	‘So?’ she scoffed. ‘It’s large in some ways, but trust me, it’s smaller in others. And it’s not beautiful. There aren’t any natural features, none you’re allowed within ten yards of anyway, and you’d never, ever see a sunrise – not through the crowded skyline. Why do you think we moved?’

	‘Because you got poor?’ I suggested. It was only a joke, but I backpedalled quickly when I saw her look of righteous indignation. I knew better than to argue with her. Brooke could lead a horse to a dam and convince it to down the whole reserve if she felt like it. But on this occasion, she was quite simply, emphatically, wrong. I’d have swapped a few sunsets and meadows for a city like that in a heartbeat. By the sound of it, we’d been born in the wrong places.

	Eventually, I ran out of excuses to stay, and we had to head home. I thanked Brooke numerous times for the ticket, noting that it was one of several uncharacteristically nice things that she’d done for me because of my birthday. I joked that she should start numbering them so I could keep track. She told me she’d already lost count.

	On the way to the train station, we passed a rundown shop entrance that was pasted with copies of the same flyer. I remembered seeing a few of them around town; Uncle’s friends had been handing out at the train station. They all featured a long list of dire warning about the town, along with the vaguely ominous promise that ‘change is coming’.

	I was still thinking about it when I got home. I couldn’t wait to see Uncle. My birthday was so close, I couldn’t force myself to sleep, so I tried getting to grips with the music player instead. The half-dozen songs it could play skipped or stuttered every few seconds, but that just made every listen unique – it never played the same way twice. After figuring out the myriad of controls, I returned to my story. 

	I read through it, munching on the single chocolate honey snuffer I’d saved from the trip. My lamp was playing up, so I lit a single wavering candle. Under its light, I rewrote sentences and changed names until my hand was sore. But none of it was right. I quickly crossed out all the amendments and changed it back. What a waste of time that was. The story just didn’t seem substantial anymore, not compared to what my father and Uncle were doing in real life. In a way, Colin was right. Stories were just like pretending. 

	I felt more and more like the dying candle, once burning strong, but now having dripped right down to the table; a scorched wick bearing a blue flame that would succumb to the slightest breeze. The explosion had been the spark to the whole story, but the spark had gone out. I didn’t want to write it anymore.

	I wanted to write about a small town that could be flooded at any moment. Or a world that could be flooded, anything that mattered more. I wouldn’t have asked Erold to read through my story, let alone Brooke or Eumaia. If it wins, the competition isn’t worth winning. Noticing that I’d misspelt a word on the first page, I let it fall into the waste bin with a sigh. If I were ever going to make it, it wouldn’t be like that. And I planned to make it.

	Unable to fall asleep, I passed the time leafing through my older books for inspiration. Soon, I found myself reading the same sentence over and over again, and before I knew it, I found myself slumped in bed, the book tenting over my face. The air around me was warm. I brushed the book aside and flicked the covers off. It was bright, and the birds were tweeting loudly just outside my window. It took a second to hit me. Today is the day. 

	I opened the living room door to find my parents waiting at the kitchen table beside a glorious full breakfast spread. My father fired a party popper at me – the strands caught in my hair and hung there. There was a silent pause.

	‘Happy Fourteenth Birthday!’ my father announced. ‘Thought we’d start it with a bang!’ 

	I brushed the party popper strings out of my hair. ‘You’re in so much trouble,’ I grinned. Then, I leapt forward and tackled him to the ground, knocking him straight off his chair and into the pile of envelopes beside the potted lily-of-the-valley.

	‘Careful of the glasses on the table!’ my mother laughed, moving out of the way as we tousled on the floor. ‘Knock over the plant, and you’ll be celebrating your last birthday!’ 

	We had breakfast together for the first time since my father left. I spent it alternating between opening envelopes, pocketing any generous donations and scoffing as much food as my stomach would allow, trying in vain to diminish the seemingly endless supply of eggs and bacon. There were many cards from my father’s friends, a few from my mother’s, and some I hadn’t expected at all. 

	‘Dear Mr Bell – Many Happy Returns. Regards, Alain Hawthorne,’ read a card from my mother’s father, whom I’d never actually met. At least he remembered this time. My mother’s hand tightened on my chair as she stood over me, reading. 

	I also got a card from Eumaia, who spent her time living between the town and the city in the two houses she’d bought with the money she earned as an author. She was actually quite famous now; I regretted that I didn’t get to see her as much as I used to. ‘I’m sorry I won’t be there,’ the card said, ‘but I trust you’ll make it a birthday I’ll truly regret not being able to attend. The happiest of returns, Eumaia Kay Donway. P.S. You are the first.’ Inside the card was an unpublished short story, to which a large, pristine banknote had been attached with tape. 

	My heart almost leapt out of my chest. The first? 

	I excused myself from the table immediately and ran to my bedroom with it, flinging the door open. It was straight from the typewriter, complete with smudges and all, but somehow, that only made it even more precious. I read it once, then twice, and then a third time. It was good. It was really good. I didn’t know how long I could keep quiet about it. I’d like to see Brooke try to beat me to the end of this one. I relished the thought. 

	Back at the breakfast table, I felt a sudden burning desire to get a typewriter. It’s my birthday, I reminded myself, wholeheartedly chewing my way through the spread. I may already have one.

	After arranging the cards around my room and being reminded adamantly by my parents that the presents could only be opened later, I decided to meet up with my friends. My mother and father were preparing for the party anyway – I’d only get in their way. I reached for my old, scraggly coat as I passed the hook, only to find that it had been replaced with a brand-new jacket, with a grey hat poking out from one of the pockets. I tried it on. It fit perfectly, and the hat was warm and snug. I did my best to crush my parents to death in a grateful embrace. They croaked their appreciation.

	As I left the house, the small corner of a yellow envelope caught my attention from underneath the doormat. I smiled. I had an idea who that might be from. Erold and I used to play a game together; we took turns hiding notes and secrets for each other in the obscurest of places, a game which stopped after Erold gave up trying to find mine. When he asked me where it was, I’d proudly peeled it off the bottom of his doormat. He’d been annoyed that day, especially when he read it. ‘I told you I’d have to find it,’ it chided. 

	The envelope lacked an address, only bearing my name in a large, spidery scrawl. Inside, his distinctive writing style was hard to make out, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way. His family had all signed it, his parents very officially and his sister with an indecipherable, but nonetheless much-appreciated smudge. 

	Alongside the letter, a small wooden figurine of a soldier was nestled. Even though it was barely larger than my thumb, it was incredibly intricately carved, from the soldier’s proud, jutting chin, along the creases of his trench coat and all the way down to his raised rifle, which looked fireable. 

	The only questionable feature was the soldier’s feet, which looked roughly whittled and out of place. On the base, a big ‘E’ had been scratched. Erold had clearly made it with ample help from his father. I made a personal note to thank him – Mr Smith made his living whittling wood, and what he sold, as good quality as it was, could never be described as cheap.

	The door was wide open when I arrived at Erold’s house. Erold and his little sister were busy making a mess of the kitchen, whilst Brooke and Erold’s father were engaged in some kind of debate in the living room. I caught her authoritative voice through the door.

	‘I actually visited the Public House yesterday to read up on it,’ Brooke said. ‘Involuntary itinerancy is twice as bad in the city per capita, and the conscription rate is comparable. The city may wear its opulence on its sleeve, but the sweat of thousands forged those cufflinks. The ceiling there is higher, if you understand my meaning, but the floor is so much lower. I know the Democratic Defence are only trying to help, but their hate’s directed at the wrong people. And some of the things they’re saying, Mr Smith? Frankly, it’s scary.’ 

	Mr Smith’s deep voice soon followed, calm and resonant. ‘Hmm, you’ve certainly done your research, haven’t you? I have to admit, I don’t know the numbers myself.’ He paused. ‘It’s never simple, not when they’re involved. I’ll keep your words in mind. I had doubts of my own, but then, when you have children, doubts are never far away. You’re a sharp one. Be careful not to let your doubts whittle you down—’ But that was as far as he got before Ildi saw me and gave the game away. 

	I greeted everyone heartily, Mr Smith especially. When he stood up, I gulped.

	 Erold’s father was as sturdy as a log, twice as thick and thrice as tall. It fascinated me that someone who whittled wood for a living could look so much like they were carved from an old tree themselves. He chuckled and held his hand out. I thanked him for his generous gift and shook it, expecting to be crushed by his enormous fist. It was surprisingly gentle.

	‘Happy Birthday, son. Thirteen, is it? Now, that’s a special time. The entire world is yours. Make sure you take good care of it.’ 

	After considerable effort, Brooke and I were able to pry Erold away from his messy excuse for a cake, ignoring the attempted bribe of a slice if we waited for the monstrosity to bake. There was nothing showing at the Graullie Picture House, so we went to the Float instead. I used some of my birthday money to buy us each an ice cream sundae that even Erold had trouble finishing. 

	When the quiet girl behind the counter heard that it was my birthday, she beckoned us closer and gave us each a lit sparkler. In the bright summer sun, it was all we could do to hold them at arm’s length until they fizzled out, but I appreciated the sentiment nonetheless. 

	After scrounging for scraps at the local chipperie, we finally settled down in the forest, our bellies fit to bursting. Brooke lay back and recited lines from her favourite poems. Erold caught a fish with his bare hands and let it go again. We didn’t speak much. We just listened to the river, the three of us.

	‘Thanks,’ I said quietly, my eyes closed. There was no reply. They seemed to understand.

	Soon enough though, I had to bid them a sorrowful farewell to go and prepare for the party. I stopped off at the bakery on the way back to shout up to Sal that I was sorry she couldn’t make it, and I’d make sure her grandson brought her back some cake. 

	A wicker basket descended unexpectedly from the bedroom window on a cord. Inside sat a lavender-scented card and a petite birthday cake. I yelled back my gratitude and hoped she’d get better soon. Old people were either cantankerous or cordial, and she was one of the good ones. The best ones. Gathering the gifts in my arms, I continued home, where I almost dropped them in surprise.

	It all looked so different, I couldn’t help but wonder where my house had gone. A platoon of banners and balloons assailed it like never before; my mother had even replaced her injured chrysanthemums with bright blue and yellow snapdragons. It all looked so expensive.

	‘You only have your thirteenth birthday once,’ she said in the face of my incredulous grin. All of your birthdays are only had once, I thought, but I knew what she meant. I went upstairs to while away my freedom before people started arriving, adding the cards to my growing collection and giving the figurine pride of place on the bedside cabinet. It was nice to be reminded of just how many friends we had here. And Arlo thinks the town is small.

	There was still some time to pass, so I picked up the cube, flopped onto my bed and gave it a lazy rattle. It didn’t take me long, but after a concerted effort, I finally, truly, conclusively concluded that it was impossible. 

	Every time you got one of the colours into the right place, you’d lose another. It was such an innocuous torture device, but all the more effective because of it. Whenever I tried to put it down and do something else, I couldn’t help but think that it had beaten me. A tiny plastic cube had beaten me. I wouldn’t have it. After a few more agonising minutes of clicking and shifting, I managed to align four coloured squares. I’d never been more relieved to hear a car pull up outside.

	‘It’s a start,’ I reasoned, placing the cube on my bed where it made an unassuming indent in the duvet. ‘I can always pick it up again later.’ Pick it up, I added in my head, and either solve it, or dash it against the side of the wall. That thing will not get the better of me.

	I hadn’t forgotten the red pin in my noticeboard as I tramped downstairs. When Uncle arrived, we would talk. Until then, there was a party to get through.

	The first guest to arrive was my granddad. Often affectionately referred to by Uncle as ‘life-clinger’, he was probably the most humourless person to have ever existed. That’s not to say he didn’t find things funny. But they were always the wrong things. I approached him carefully like he was an old stray, knowing the claws could come out at any time. He still looked more than capable of wielding that walking stick of his, should the mood take him. His name was Verol, but my father and Uncle called him Houie instead. Any name seemed to annoy him to some degree, however. 

	Attempting to avoid offence, I decided to greet him with a celebratory verse of the birthday song, but he rapped me sharply with the stick anyway.

	‘No, I’m not nearly drunk enough for that rubbish.’ He sniffed. ‘That old bat won’t be coming, will she? If I have to put up with her wrinkled mug all evening, I swear…’ For some reason, he could never bring himself to say Eumaia’s name, always using some crude euphemism instead. From what I could tell, they’d known each other for a long time in mutual detestation. Strangely though, when I shook my head, he seemed disappointed, albeit only momentarily. ‘That’s what I like to hear. Hug your grandfather, Jacob,’ he said, leaning down in a succession of vertebra pops. I embraced him gingerly, in no hurry of gaining a reputation for being the one who finally did Granddad’s spine in. ‘Damn you if you’ll tell me I’m the first one here.’ I waited. ‘Well? Am I?’ I nodded.

	‘Mum and Dad weren’t expecting anyone for another hour. You’re early.’

	‘Good,’ he cackled, stamping his walking stick into the ground. ‘It’s good to be early, Jacob, always be early. It shows you’re polite, which you should always pretend to be. That, and it’s priceless watching the other early birds try to blend in.’

	‘Well you can’t exactly be late. It is your own birthday.’

	‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘I was late to my fiftieth. I was told there’d be an enormous celebration. Hear that? I was told. So instead of entertaining a few dozen bothersome relatives, I stayed up all night on my own with a good book and a bottle of Berry’s finest. Never suffer anything because it’s the proper thing to do, Jacob,’ he rasped. ‘If you want to be three days late, or ten years, then damn everyone else if they think they can stop you. Life’s too short for such poppycock.’ He cleared his throat loudly. ‘We may as well get the indulgence of the card opening over with. With any luck, my heart will give out along the way. Lead on.’ 

	Bemused, I took his hand and led him through the house. He didn’t say anything, but I heard him sigh with each ‘Happy Birthday’ banner we passed.

	Strangely, he seemed contented enough in the garden. Once he managed to ease into a chair, he tore through the collection of cards with relish, too caught up in the excitement to remember he was supposed to be miserable. Every now and then though, even when the garden was full of people he delighted in refusing to make conversation with, my granddad would look around himself and sigh. People shouldn’t be allowed to make such little sense, I said to myself. Frankly, it should be illegal.

	To my relief, Mr Baker soon arrived with Arlo, laden with baskets of baked goods to raise spirits.

	‘Well I’m baked,’ the baker said.

	‘I’ve been baking for so long, I can’t feel my fingers, so I couldn’t club you one even if I wanted to. Don’t say I don’t do things for you,’ Arlo groaned, his fingers twitching through the basket handles. As I admitted them inside, I pinched a St. Dishonoré from Arlo. It was delicious. Even if he doesn’t want to bake, I chewed thoughtfully, no one would deny that he could. I’d be sorry to see him go if it meant there’d be less cake in the world. 

	‘I guess on the inside, you really are as soft as these cakes, aren’t you Arlo?’ I beamed as the baker shuffled past into the garden. Arlo stopped dead in his tracks. The baskets fell to the floor. At this point, I wondered if I’d made a mistake. When he grabbed me by the collar, there was less ambiguity. 

	‘I’m not fucking soft. Baking is not soft. Just leave off, alright?’ I swallowed.

	‘The cake was good. It’s a compliment.’

	‘How is calling someone soft a compliment?’ I thought for a moment. When I had to deliver my birthday speech, I wanted to be able to do it with a full set of teeth.

	‘You’re a baker – softness is the whole point, isn’t it? That means you’ve got it right. Being called hard would be bad, because something’s only hard if it goes stale. And if you’re stale, then something’s definitely gone wrong.’ I shut my mouth and waited, hoping my verbal flailing would be enough. Arlo’s eyes softened. He let go of my collar and mumbled an apology, picking the baskets back up. 

	‘I’m not soft,’ he asserted once more, a sentiment to which I nodded wildly in agreement. He made it to the kitchen before he turned back. ‘Oh, and Happy Birthday.’ I nodded again, gratefully flashing an unscathed grin. 

	Erold arrived next with his family, and Brooke followed soon after, bearing a beautiful card from her parents who were still working in the city. Dozens of guests turned up, but Uncle was nowhere to be seen. Every knock at the door sent a shiver down my spine, and there was no greater relief than opening the door and finding it to be someone else.

	In the back garden, the guests contented themselves with apple bobbing and charades, the former of which Erold was irritatingly impeccable at. I emerged fruitless from the barrel every time – he didn’t seem to grasp the concept of letting someone win, even on their birthday. 

	‘If you can’t handle the apples, get out of the garden,’ he uttered gleefully between bites. I didn’t like gloating at the best of times, but this was interminable. It’s over apples.

	‘What does that even mean?’ I scoffed. He shrugged.

	‘You’ll never know if you bob for answers the way you bob for apples.’ I gave up. 

	His pride melted away quickly enough, however, with a sudden knock at the door – he stood bolt upright and shivered, drops dripping down his forehead. He tried to pretend it was just the cold water, but we knew better.

	‘Someone’s scared of knockers,’ Brooke taunted, relishing the moment.

	‘That’s not fair, Brooke,’ I warned. ‘Knockers don’t take girls. You don’t have to be scared.’ She rolled her eyes at me.

	‘Women can join the Volunteer Force too, you know,’ she said.

	‘It’s not the same.’

	After drying my face and welcoming the new guest, I extracted an apology from her for Erold. Brooke wasn’t much happier when I told her I’d misplaced my copy of To Kill a Cat. We resolved to start Bresal’s Rope Ladder and Other Trials in the meantime, although I think the fact that she was losing played a large part in the agreement. I’d been sorely tempted to name Eumaia’s short story and spoil it immediately, but Eumaia trusted me, and so I held my tongue. 

	Besides, Brooke seemed a little perturbed. When I asked her about it, she said it was nothing. I told her it was hard to believe that she could ever have nothing in her head. 

	‘It’s just that I haven’t seen Barth in such a long time,’ she said. ‘He should be here. It’s not like him to miss a party.’ She squinted at me. ‘You did invite him, didn’t you?’

	‘Definitely.’ I held much respect for Brooke’s cousin, whom I had to thank for my impressive Achor’s marble collection upstairs. When I was younger, I’d been worried sick about school until his first-hand account of its worthlessness assuaged my fears. He was usually working on one scheme or another, but no matter what trouble he got himself into, he was always writing. I liked him. He was like a warm-blooded version of Brooke. ‘Did he know you’d be here?’ I asked her innocently.

	‘Of course.’

	‘Then I guess we can’t blame him for not showing up.’ 

	Immediately, she launched into a tirade that reprimanded my impertinence and exhaustively listed the strengths of their familial relationship, of which I lacked any ‘significant understanding’. I think she just wanted an argument, which was understandable. It was difficult to find people worth arguing with, especially at a party, where conversations for most guests were nothing more than barriers between themselves and the food tables. I waited patiently until she was finished. ‘Feeling better?’

	‘A little,’ she said. It was hard to tell with Brooke, but for her sake, I decided not to fire back and kept my silence. From the sound of things, it was the only silence being kept there. 

	Erold’s father was in a deep conversation with Mr Baker, Michael and my father were laughing about something together, and my mother was slowly draining a bottle of wine with Mrs Smith, who often came to the house when she had problems with Erold, or Ildi, or anything really. The bottle drained exponentially faster when Mrs Smith was talking. My granddad was given a wide berth, which was for the best.

	The garden was teeming with gabblers and well-wishers, as Eumaia would have put it, yet when the knock came, it seemed to reverberate above all else. There were five of them, no more, no less. I knew who it was. It’s time.

	I opened the door to find Uncle’s car outside and my aunt at the door, clutching her Maro Lavelle purse. Gleaming in full-body chrome, the car door swung open to reveal my cousin, who looked comically small in such a large, imposing vehicle. She held a bundle of ornate pastel boxes, which were tied together with a pink ribbon and bow. And she was alone. Uncle wasn’t with them. I was relieved and horrified in equal measure.

	‘Jacob, it’s been too long,’ Aunt Clarissa said, and she gave me three delicate kisses. ‘We’re so sorry David can’t be here right now, but he’s been held back by his work. Fear not; he has no intention of missing two birthdays at once.’ Her perfume was cloying as she bent over me, so I held my breath and merely nodded. ‘Every time I see you, you’ve grown so much. Isn’t he a picture, Raine?’

	Raine was staring intently at the glowing screen of her PCD. She looked up briefly. ‘N-no, I think. Or yes. I don’t know. He’s thirteen.’

	‘That he is.’

	Clarissa gave my hair a gentle tussle, took the pastel boxes and continued inside. Raine walked robotically along, her eyes still on the glowing screen in her hands. I had to stifle a laugh when her foot caught on the door frame. I didn’t hate Raine, but you’d be hard-pressed to find someone that irritated me more. She talked so quietly and was so indecisive that you practically had to shake her to get a conversation out of her. Stumbling, she quickly put her PCD away, red-faced.

	 ‘Hello, Raine,’ I said monotonously. ‘Granddad’s in the back if you wanted to say happy birthday.’

	‘No. Th-thanks, but no,’ she replied. ‘He came to us… to me… he already visited earlier to talk to David. It’s loud. Could I go upstairs?’ She was gazing down the hallway anxiously. She didn’t like crowds either; we had at least that much in common. I nodded.

	‘Why do you call him David when he’s your dad?’ She gave me a look like I’d just asked her the simplest question in the world.

	‘Because that’s his name.’ I could tell I wasn’t going to get the answer I wanted, so I dropped the subject altogether.

	‘Alright, let’s go.’

	Raine stopped momentarily to gaze at the paintings on the staircase as we went upstairs. ‘I like them,’ she mumbled as we entered my room. ‘They’re pretty.’ With that, she seemed to have exhausted herself of all conversation. She set her jacket down beside her on the bed and tucked her hands into her lap. I wasn’t going to babysit her the entire night, that much I vowed. Luckily, my distraction of a puzzle cube was still indenting the bedsheets.

	‘Have you tried one of these?’ I asked optimistically. She shook her head. ‘It’s a puzzle cube. You move the sides to get all the colours in order. It’s impossible!’ I declared. ‘I tried for ages and didn’t get close.’

	‘Doesn’t mean it’s impossible,’ she sniffed. She winced apologetically and plucked it from the bed, turning it around in her hands. ‘That’s interesting. Six sides of nine coloured squares, which makes fifty-four that can move on three axes. Except…’ She gave it a few twists and smiled. ‘The centre squares can’t move, so there’s only one configuration that works. Difficult, but not impossible,’ she declared. I looked up, not even pretending to understand half of what she said.

	‘Try it if you want,’ I shrugged. ‘I’m not solving it any time soon, especially if you need to know that stuff.’

	She nodded in thanks, and the room quickly descended into silence, save for the rattling of the cube and the mirth of the festivities outside, which drifted in through my open window. I sat there and watched the sides turn in rapid succession, wishing I was with everyone else. I had tried to be polite, and now politeness was holding me hostage. 

	That was the other problem with Raine. You lost her very quickly, and if she started speaking, she tended to lose you. She wasn’t doing it to show off, so I didn’t resent her for it. I just felt small in comparison. On the bed, her jacket vibrated.

	‘My… my tap. Could you ch-check it please?’ she asked placidly. Her hands tightened on the cube. Confused, I drew her PCD from the pocket, careful not to drop it. No one at my school had a tap. Like the music player, it was heavy for its size. ‘Just push the m-m-middle button,’ she said.  I did so, and words materialised on the small screen. I thought it must have been some sort of prank. Raine sniffed. ‘It’s okay. Just tell me.’ I swallowed. It’s not my fault if I’m just reading it from the screen.

	‘Stupid bitch,’ I whispered. ‘Your family is scum. Die in a fire.’ She sat there motionless with the cube in her hand, her face a wall of stone. She could have been dead for how still she was. When she finally blinked, I breathed in relief. I didn’t even realise I’d been holding my breath.

	 ‘Please click the b-bottom button. The one that says, “add to archive”.’ I did as she asked. ‘Th-thank you.’ She took the PCD and returned it to her jacket pocket.

	‘What was that?’ I laughed awkwardly. ‘Wrong message?’

	‘No. They kn-knew what they were doing alright,’ she said. She put the cube down on the bed. ‘Some people don’t like what David does. It’s nothing, really. Just the words of people who are ignorant, and very, very scared. Don’t worry about it. I d-don’t.’

	‘Okay,’ I replied. But it wasn’t. I never thought Uncle was the most popular person in the world, but I couldn’t imagine anyone hating him, let alone Raine. Her smile had faded, and now she wore the expression of someone who was tired and world-weary. ‘You okay?’

	She said nothing.

	‘Raine?’

	‘…Yes.’

	‘Don’t lie. You shouldn’t lie if you know you can’t get away with it. Are you okay?’

	‘Yes… no. It’s hard. Talking is like a ma-ma-maths problem, only impossible, because you have thousands of words to put in any order, so what are the chances of the order ever being right?’ She breathed. ‘It’s scary. I want to be brave, I do. Don’t you ever get scared?’

	 ‘Sometimes. Colin Tine said he was going to skin me alive, but it doesn’t bother me now.’ She went pale at the mention of his name. I shrugged. ‘I didn’t think he’d do it, and I could probably outrun him anyway. That’s why you shouldn’t care. If they won’t skin you alive, they’re useless. Then, it’s just words. Words aren’t knives.’

	‘Words aren’t knives,’ she repeated, nodding. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I hope you don’t get skinned alive,’ she said. I think it was a joke.

	‘Not as much as I do.’ An explosion of laughter rang out. I ran downstairs to investigate.

	My father was juggling apples, to the distaste of my mother, but the amusement of everyone else. At his request, Erold threw one apple after another into the chain. It was hypnotising, especially when he started taking a quick bite from each one before launching it up into the air. It all ended when my mother volleyed three at him in quick succession, one of them hitting him square in the jaw. He fumbled with the other two, and the apples fell around his feet.

	‘That must have smarted. If only you had that welder’s mask,’ she said slyly. This was her revenge. She lobbed a fourth one, which he caught clear between his teeth. A cheer rose up from the crowd. I yearned to keep watching them. My dad’s doing his best down here, I thought. It was only fair that I do the same. I ran back up to find Raine hurriedly replacing the notepaper on my desk. The corner of one of the pages was torn. She smiled.

	 ‘There are lots of things going on downstairs,’ I told her. ‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. Nobody’ll call you names or anything. Probably. Unless you start doing it first.’ She bit her lip. I’m not very good at this. ‘There’s food downstairs,’ I suggested. It was all I had left. ‘There’s a load of people there too, but if you’re hungry… food?’

	 ‘Food,’ she agreed. We left the room together. It was only as I was pulling the door to that I noticed that the cube had been solved. I stared at it suspiciously, but all the colours were in the right places. She hadn’t even boasted about it. 

	The garden had managed to accumulate a host of new guests. I thanked them all for turning up, but that didn’t take long. After that, there wasn’t much else to do but play the adult. I talked at length with people I didn’t know on subjects I didn’t care about, and knew even less about. Erold was trying his best too, cheerily supporting a tearful elderly woman in dark glasses.

	‘If love is blind, it makes sense that it has a hard time getting around. Like you,’ he added, kneeling down to pet her guide dog. He was doing his best. I wasn’t getting involved.

	Michael and my father somehow convinced me to try a cider. It seemed to be a rite of passage – you weren’t supposed to like it, only prove how much unpleasantness you were willing to put yourself through. I downed one and vowed promptly never to do anything so unpleasant again. It seemed to be a good opportunity to get my father on his own, but as he dutifully sipped his pint of lemonade, he clung to Michael like his life depended on it. It didn’t help when the man from the train station arrived. He walked straight through the gate to my father, straggly hair and all, apologising and babbling.

	‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what to do. The missus is at her wit’s end—' My father held his hand up.

	‘Not another word. Follow me,’ he commanded. They withdrew inside at once, without a word of complaint from me. What could I say? The whole thing was infuriating. I pinched an Achor’s ginger beer, popped the marble top and tried to drown myself in it. Slowly but surely, I found myself empathising with my granddad, which was no good thing. It didn’t help that many of the guests seemed to be whispering about when my uncle would turn up. They were neither here for me, nor my grandfather. They could leave, and no one would even care. I envied them.

	Raine wasn’t doing much better. Brooke initially showed a roguish interest in her.

	‘Raine, isn’t it? What’s the worst thing you’ve ever read?’ Brooke asked, doubtless ready to defend it to the death. She took a steady sip of water. Her eyes never left her.

	‘Oh, I… I don’t… really read,’ Raine stammered. Brooke blinked.

	‘Good for you,’ she said. ‘You stay away from those papercuts.’ And that was that – Raine was dead to her. Brooke was nothing if not straightforward. Erold fared slightly better, but even his indomitable spirit had its limits.

	‘Do you like woodworking?’ he asked her, merrily piling up his plate at the tables.

	‘I don’t kn-know. Not really.’

	‘Chucking stones at trains?’ She gave a non-committal shrug. ‘Sword fighting? Tree climbing? School?’ Erold grew increasingly exasperated. ‘Not even school? There’s not much left,’ he huffed.

	‘I think,’ she started, and then she stopped. ‘Yes, I think. I think a lot.’

	‘Thinking’s just what happens when there isn’t anything else to do,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, but you don’t make any sense. And I’m hungry.’ He gave her a solemn bow and trudged off, his plate stacked high. Alone, she was left to suck sullenly on handfuls of the sweets in her pocket, which she was strangely insistent in offering me. She wasn’t even trying. She must be paralysed at home, I reflected, if Uncle’s house is as busy as they say. 

	‘J-Jacob, I don’t think they like me,’ she whispered. ‘Is there somewhere I could go, to be alone?’

	‘There’s a quiet place.’

	I didn’t want to continue babysitting her, but until Uncle showed up, I could have used a little peace myself. I proposed that we all play a game of hide-and-seek. Erold ran off eagerly to hide, but Brooke knew what I was doing and continued helping herself to carrot sticks. Arlo, too old to be seen with the likes of us, nursed an empty bottle of cider, pretending not to have heard. I turned to Raine. ‘Come with me.’

	We snuck out through the back gate and left the din of the party behind, walking until we reached the meadow behind Eumaia’s house, beside her great upturned sailboat. There, we gave a friendly nod to Frank, who, as always, was busy tending the garden. We didn’t talk to Frank, because you don’t talk to Frank. 

	Already, the party seemed so far away. Sunspots dappled a rippling wheat field, glinting vibrantly through the overhanging bouquet.

	‘That’s nothing,’ I boasted. ‘The bridge is better. It’s quiet too. No one goes there.’ Her PCD buzzed in her pocket.

	‘Do you th-think I’d get any signal there?’ she asked.

	‘Probably not,’ I admitted.

	‘Good.’

	We emerged through hedgerows to find ourselves beside a river that Barth and I had camped by the previous summer. Over the water, a wonky wooden bridge stood tall, proud even in its ricketiness.

	‘Follow me,’ I said. ‘And careful not to slip.’ We followed the grassy bank, using the overhanging weeds for support as moss squelched underfoot. A hundred coos rose up. I pointed, and Raine saw that the support rafters above were host to a colony of pigeon nests. ‘If you run and flap your arms, the sound they make as they fly away is like a hurricane.’ Raine didn’t seem very keen on the idea. ‘Or you can just sit here too.’

	And so we sat there, watching time float by. What a strange birthday, I mused to myself. Occasionally, Raine would lean over and dip her hand beneath the surface, watching the water dance around it. The little skimmers also danced around it, darting to and fro on their spindly legs.

	‘How do they do it, Jacob?’ she asked. ‘How do you think they s-stay like that, on the water?’ I shrugged. I’d never really thought about it before.

	‘Maybe they’re moving too quick for us to see,’ I suggested. Now that she’d brought up, I couldn’t help but wonder myself. Some were very still, as though asleep on the water’s surface, floating with the leaves like so much detritus.

	‘It must be n-nice, not knowing anything. They don’t ask how they float, or why. They just do it.’ She sighed and withdrew her hand from the water. A single shake splattered the bank with drops. ‘David’s worried. He says something’s going to happen soon, to the town. To everyone.’ I got the feeling that this was why she wanted to be alone.

	‘I’m sorry…’ I started, but I couldn’t find the right words. ‘I don’t know—’

	‘You don’t read the papers, do you?’ she asked. I shook my head. I didn’t need to. In a town as small as ours, news tended to drift around like smoke in the air – everyone got the scent of it eventually. ‘David doesn’t want me worrying anyone. But you should know. I trust you.’ She took a moment to gather herself together. I started to realise that it was more than just bullies that she was afraid of. ‘Something big is going to happen, and when it does, we all just need to stay afloat. Like these things,’ she said, pointing to a skimmer on the water a moment before the puckered mouth of a fish bobbed up and enveloped its desperately flailing limbs. It disappeared in a web of ripples. ‘Okay, n-not like them,’ she added hastily.

	The events at the building site sprang to mind. Is that what she’s talking about? I’d been turning it over in my head. She trusted me. I felt as though the favour should be returned.

	 ‘I saw something a few days ago,’ I said. ‘I think Uncle, your dad, might have something to do with it.’

	‘Oh?’

	‘I used to go to this building site sometimes. Just to play around.’ I swallowed. The more I tried to remember, the more terrifying it seemed. ‘It was dark. There were some drunk guys, maybe nine of them, and they were blowing some of the old stuff up. Just for fun, I think.’ I licked my lips – Raine was staring at me accusatively. ‘And you think my father’s involved?’ the look seemed to ask. ‘I only thought of Uncle because one of them said his name. “David.” They didn’t seem like bad people, you know? Just… weird.’

	She nodded – I could almost hear the cogs whirring. She took it surprisingly well, considering. She didn’t panic as I feared she would. Afraid of bullies, but not folks setting off explosions in town? She was an odd one. Erold was right – she didn’t make sense.

	‘He’ll want to kn-know,’ she said finally.

	 ‘I know,’ I replied. ‘But I just know I’m going to get into trouble for it.’

	‘You won’t.’ She patted me on the shoulder. ‘You did nothing wrong. I’ll help you, y-you know, if you need it. Back you up.’

	As we trudged back through the meadow, my head was swimming. I wished I hadn’t told Colin about it. I wished I’d never been there in the first place. But I could no more change that than I could wish the crane back to life, and will the broken pieces back together again. I had to tell him. Uncle carried all the obligations that parents had to listen, but he lacked the prerogative for punishment, and he was far removed enough that he could afford to be honest. If there was anyone I could trust, it was him.

	We returned to find his work car parked up outside. He had arrived. There were no excuses now.

	As crowded as the garden was, when Raine and I entered through the gate, he was the first person I saw, surrounded by a halo of guests that whispered amongst themselves in seeming fascination. He was standing beside my granddad, who was himself spluttering like he’d just swallowed a bucketful of ants. It took me a moment to realise in relief that he was laughing, and was not, as I’d thought, choking to death. Uncle wore a wry grin as he whispered in his ear, dressed disarmingly casually in jeans and a weathered shirt.

	‘Jacob, where were you hiding?’ he yelled when he saw me, letting out a hearty laugh. He picked me straight up off my feet and swung me round. ‘I came all the way to give my birthday wishes to my favourite nephew.’

	‘I’m your only nephew,’ I said.

	‘Exactly,’ he breathed as he put me down, winking just like my father. ‘But don’t undersell yourself like that. You can still be first in a race if you’re the only one taking part. Just don’t tell anyone else the details.’ He patted me on the back. ‘Something wicked this way comes. Unlucky thirteen – trust me, it’s all downhill from here.’ 

	Several party guests tittered. Uncle turned to them; they hid behind their drinks and pretended to be talking. He laughed. I knew he was only joking, but something about the way he said it unnerved me. Sometimes, to borrow a phrase from my mother, Uncle was too good at playing the fool.

	‘This’ll be the best one yet,’ I said. ‘I’m working on it now. Just you wait and see.’

	‘I’ll do that,’ Uncle replied. ‘Now come on, there are presents here that still have their wrapping paper on. Unless the two of you start pulling your weight, I’m pitching in.’ 

	If looks could kill, the look my granddad gave Uncle would have reduced him to a simmering puddle upon the floor. Nonetheless, he picked up a parcel and started ripping into it with considerable relish, seemingly uninterested in preserving the present as he tore at it.

	‘Look at the card my son deemed appropriate for the one day of the year I can claim to be mine,’ he said gruffly as he worked, motioning to a card atop his stack. In exquisite writing, the front read, ‘On this, the most special of days, you are cordially invited to…’ I opened it out. ‘Nothing, because you’re old and all your friends are dead. Happy Birthday.’ My granddad let loose a guttural chuckle. ‘Sons have been disowned for less.’

	‘Come on, Houie,’ Uncle grinned. ‘If you can’t be honest with your father on his own birthday, when can you be?’ Considering what the card said, the hug he gave him was exceptionally gentle. I didn’t understand either of them. Being weird must run in the family.

	Several guests approached Uncle as we opened our presents, most of them tongue-tied until he cracked a joke first. As interested as I was in keeping an ear out, it didn’t take long for the presents to win my undivided attention. Among other things, I unwrapped a free ticket to the picture house, a new fountain pen and a box of assorted sweets from the Sweet Shack, which we all knew would be lucky to make it through the night. I made sure to go around and thank everyone for their incredible generosity, mostly to show my appreciation, and only partly to ensure I’d receive something the following year.

	My granddad’s gift surprised me. Inside the coarse black wrapping paper, I found a gleaming golden lighter, which he told me had been in the family for decades.

	‘I would have given it to your uncle or your father,’ my granddad said, ‘but one doesn’t smoke, and the other only smokes when he thinks someone’s watching. Nobody smokes anymore besides me. And the old bat, of course,’ he pondered. ‘Maybe you’ll do me a favour and take it up. It’s fun coughing gunk from your lungs. Give it a try sometime.’

	‘I’ll think about it,’ I said uncertainly. His eyes narrowed. ‘Thanks, Granddad. I'll find a use for it. I promise.’ 

	It was an ornate old thing, with intricate carvings of flames and water droplets all around the case. If only I had this a few days ago, I lamented. The image of me stumbling on broken glass and rebar in the dark was more embarrassing than ever.

	While I was gathering the loose wrapping paper together, my mother sidled up to us. ‘I hope you’re not letting work get you down,’ she said to Uncle, swirling what little wine remained in her glass. ‘I called as soon as I heard, but your secretary kept putting me off.’

	‘Everything’s fine,’ he said, his smile slipping only slightly. ‘They’re not getting Renny if it kills me, though if I end up being literally talked to death, I’m sure they’d count that as a victory. How about yourself? How is your—?’ Cake stop. He stopped himself short, so I finished the sentence in my head. ‘Your… thing going?’ He picked up his mug of coffee and mimicked her swirling.

	‘Very well, thank you,’ was her terse reply. Her hand stopped moving abruptly. ‘We’ve been making progress with key representatives and I really think we’re winning them over, regardless of what Mr Garett, or any of your colleagues may think. Those who flee from vinegar flock to honey, you know. It’s always worth offering the carrot over the stick.’

	‘And what do you do when they’ve eaten the last carrot? Offer them your hand next?’ Uncle scoffed. Noticing that I was following the conversation intently, he pulled me over. ‘Jacob, answer me this.’ Suddenly, I found myself trapped between them, trying to work out which one would be most likely to wield the stick. ‘Let’s say you own a farm. One day, someone much smaller and weaker than you comes in and tries to take a chicken. What do you do?’ 

	My mother and Uncle both stared at me expectantly. The ferocity of their gazes seemed at odds with the simplicity of the question.

	‘What I’d do,’ I said, measuring my words carefully, ‘is ask why he wants it. Maybe he needs it more than me. If his family’s starving, he can take it. But if he’s got chickens of his own and he’s just a selfish thief, I’d scare him away so he doesn’t try again.’ I paused to take a breath. ‘I’ve never had chickens. Is that the right answer?’ Uncle shrugged.

	‘There is no right answer, Jacob. The world’s a complicated place. But I think it’s a decent answer. Thoughtful. Now let’s say the man, even though he’s weak, is exceptionally wealthy. The next day, he returns with a larger group of people than you could fend off. This time, he asks for one of your children.’ 

	My mother, who had been taking a measured sip of wine, gulped and turned appropriately claret. ‘David, not now,’ she hissed warningly. ‘It’s his birthday. He hasn’t even blown the candles out.’

	‘Never mind, Jacob,’ my uncle said, adopting his wry smile once more. He looked very pleased with himself, considering he’d achieved nothing more than my total confusion. ‘We’ll talk later. You stay with your mother and make sure to pat her on the back if she gets any redder. Don’t talk any more about her job though, or she might just burst a vein.’ A few onlookers chuckled, but a single frown from Uncle quietened them down. 

	‘I won’t. I don’t even know what she does. Something to do with cakes - but she’s not a baker, because I never get any.’ My mother’s eyes lit up.

	‘You could join me if you want to,’ she said to me, uncharacteristically enthusiastic. ‘A few hours one afternoon, just to see how I work. That would be interesting, wouldn’t it?’

	I couldn’t tell what I was supposed to say, so I nodded and hoped for the best. Uncle wilted, and it was my mother’s turn to brandish a victorious smile.

	‘I hope it’s an illuminating visit,’ Uncle sighed. ‘Just don’t eat anything while you’re there. As my brother says, your mother makes a mean manchineel pie.’

	‘Come now, don’t just take my husband’s word for it…’

	I need to talk to him about the building site now, I thought. Before it comes to blows. At any rate, I didn’t want to be stuck between them a moment longer. Between words, you could practically hear them sharpening their teeth to fine points.

	‘Uncle David, you’ve finished your coffee!’ I announced, motioning to the mug that he was holding practically upside down. ‘Can I get you another one? I’m supposed to be the host, after all.’ He looked to my mother, who gave a short, sharp, steely-eyed nod.

	‘Jacob, you’re a star,’ he said. ‘Milky please, with as much sugar as you can fit in the mug.’

	 ‘Okay.’ I trotted off, turning back after counting a few steps. ‘Uncle David?’

	‘Yes?’

	‘How do you make coffee?’

	Uncle put his head in his hands and chuckled. ‘Come on Jacob, I’ll show you.’ I held the kitchen door open for him. ‘You can have one too if you like – it’s your birthday, after all. Nobody stopped Dad from boozing and he’s alright. Well, he’s still breathing. I don’t know what more people really expect from him these days...’ I pulled the door shut behind us. Lowering the shutters quickly took care of any inquisitive eyes. Uncle looked around. ‘Where do you keep the coffee beans?’

	I seized my chance, putting a single finger to my lips. Everyone was outside.

	‘I don’t really want to make you coffee,’ I whispered. ‘I mean, I can try, but I wanted to tell you something that happened a few days ago. It might be important.’ Uncle was taken aback by the sudden shift. 

	‘More important than coffee?’ he asked, raising an eyebrow. ‘You’d better go ahead then.’ 

	I checked the window shutters once more for any nosy eavesdroppers. Then, I proceeded to sum up my experience at the building site as succinctly as I could while Uncle listened along. He interjected only once, when I described the fall. ‘Did you get any cuts, bruises, broken bones?’ I said that if my injuries had been serious, I’d have known by now. He nodded. ‘Not even you’d try to smuggle a broken arm past your parents.’ And I went right back to my story, barely pausing for breath.

	 I froze momentarily at the sound of distant titters from the garden. We should’ve gone somewhere more private, I realised, but it was impossible to stop once I’d started. I just had to get it out. At the mention of the explosion, his gaze intensified, but nonetheless, he stayed as he was, without saying a word.

	 ‘And that’s why I’m telling you,’ I concluded when it was finally over. The relief was immense. I felt like a balloon whose string had just been cut. ‘He said your name, and then something about dogs. It could just be someone else. If it is, please don’t tell the police I was there. Or my mum; she thinks I was camping with Erold. I don’t want to get in any trouble—’ 

	He held up his hand and I fell silent.

	‘Don’t feel bad about telling me anything, Jacob. I was thirteen too once. Nothing you tell me is ever going to land you in trouble. That said…’ He closed his eyes and tapped his hand against his forehead. His mouth wrinkled. I thought he was about to sneer. But he laughed instead. Softly at first, but before long, he was bracing himself against the kitchen counter, brushing a single tear away. I watched with my mouth agape. Apparently, it was nothing more than a punchline to a joke I didn’t even understand.

	‘I’m not lying,’ I contended, clenching my fists reflexively. Uncle’s laughter slowed down as he straightened up. 

	‘Jacob, I’m sorry. Really, I didn’t think you were lying for a single second. I don’t think I can explain why I found it so funny. You haven’t told anyone else?’ I shook my head resolutely. ‘If your mother knew, she’d kill me. I never thought you’d get involved in anything like this. And yet I’m not surprised – us Bells don’t fall far from the tree after all. At least life will never be boring for you.’ He smiled in a way that unsettled me deeply. There was pride in it, but also something I’d never seen before. Pity.

	‘So what happens now?’ I asked tentatively. Based on Uncle’s reaction, the masked strangers could easily have been deadly or embarrassingly harmless. I’d have believed either.

	‘You said this happened at a building site on the edge of the forest, right?’ I nodded. ‘And they were joking around, setting off small explosions that were knocking them off their feet?’ I raised an eyebrow at ‘small’ but nodded all the same. ‘And you also said,’ Uncle grinned, ‘that you saw a strange symbol you’d never seen before, like two Ds back to back?’

	‘Yes, it was just like that.’

	Uncle gave a non-committal humph. ‘Well, that’s sorted then. Don’t go back to the building site, especially not at night, and if any of your friends know about it, tell them to stay away. I’ll take care of the rest.’ His casual response was unexpected, to say the least. It was more of a yawn than a gasp.

	‘So I’m not in trouble for going there?’

	‘Of course not.’

	‘You’re not going to take me to the police?’ He scoffed.

	‘If the police were happy to arrest young lads for falling off ladders, you’d have bigger problems than a tattletale uncle. Although I do have to ask – you didn’t catch any of the details of what they were saying, did you? Names? Places? Anything like that for a curious uncle?’ I tried to play the night back in my head, but everything before the pub was hazy. And I remembered it so clearly before. I wanted to punch the counter. I should’ve written it all down. I’d waited days to tell him, and now I wasn’t sure how much I even had to tell.

	‘Apart from the ninth, I can’t think of anything. If they said something important, I don’t think I remember it. I was just trying to get away, you know? Wait…’ I thought back to the leader’s speech, clutching at the edges of my memory. ‘There was a name. The one that was in charge said it. ‘Jacky Square.’ But I don’t know who that is, and I might be remembering it wrong anyway. I’m sorry.’

	‘Jackson Square,’ Uncle breathed. He shook his head. ‘Well, thank you Jacob. It must have been a hell of a night, but try to get it out of your head now. It’s over. I’ll take it from here.’

	‘You don’t seem very worried,’ I said in earnest.

	‘I’m not,’ he chided slyly. ‘I know who they are.’

	‘You do?’ I didn’t know whether to be relieved or horrified. Accidentally or not, they’d almost killed me with the explosion they set off. ‘But they’re crazy! They could have really hurt me, and maybe even worse. They could have killed themselves. Aren’t you worried?’

	‘Of course I’m worried!’ Uncle barked a laugh. ‘People laugh when they’re nervous, you know. It’s natural. The men you saw that night aren’t monsters, but it doesn’t take a monster to hurt people, just a powerful idiot. But you know that already, don’t you? I can only imagine! And just to check – you don’t remember anything else?’ I shook my head.

	‘I tried, but no. I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t apologise, Jacob.’ He knelt down and beckoned me. I shuffled over hesitantly, recoiling in surprise as he enclosed me a hug that half-throttled me. ‘Don’t apologise at all, especially not today. My brave, brave, favourite nephew. Don’t quote me on this, but you may have just saved a life. Maybe more than one. Mark my words,’ he vowed, a strange intensity in his gaze. ‘They won’t be hurting anyone.’ And then he smiled, and the look went away. 

	A cheer blared through the kitchen window. We both turned towards it. I can go outside now, I thought. I’d promised to tell him all about it, and I’d done exactly that. I could leave this whole mess behind just by going through the door and joining the party. It was my birthday, after all. It wouldn’t be running away. Running away…

	‘Uncle?’ I extricated myself carefully from the hug, praying I wasn’t about to do something I’d live to regret. ‘Who are they?’ 

	Uncle looked delighted. ‘Who are they?’ he repeated, beaming. He opened his mouth to speak. One of the guests chose this exact moment to step into the kitchen, mumbling to himself as he rummaged around and helped himself to a generous gin and tonic. When he finally noticed us, he froze. He stared at Uncle, then at the ground, then at his drink, and then at Uncle again. He looked like he couldn’t believe his eyes.

	‘Mr Bell? Is that you, Mr Bell? Oh, oh…’ He lumbered towards Uncle, his hand outstretched. Uncle took it, looking more than a little flustered. 

	‘Mr Baran.’

	‘Daedalus, but Dedi for you. Mr Bell, I’m honoured. This town needs more people like you in it. I don’t know what I can do for you myself, but the Carvery door is always open. We won’t accept money from you, Mr Bell, or your wife. Mrs Bell’s free to collect any cuts, any time.’

	‘That’s… very kind of you,’ Uncle stammered. ‘The moment I convince my wife to start eating meat, I’m sure she’ll be right on down. But in all seriousness, that means a lot to me. I’ll be sure to head down the next time I have a hankering for a good steak. I was just talking to my nephew—’

	‘Oh, don’t mind me; I’m on my way out. But it’s been a pleasure, Mr Bell, a true pleasure.’ He shook Uncle’s hand once more, and then, without as much as a sniff at me, he swaggered back out into the garden, drink in hand. Uncle shook his head and took a few moments to compose himself. Then, he closed the door and flashed a look through the shutters. He seemed satisfied. We were alone.

	‘Okay.’ He pulled up a seat. ‘Now this is going to take a minute. You know what I do, right? Campaigning, protesting – we picketed at the station recently.’

	‘I was there,’ I grinned. ‘Mum was arguing with one of your friends.’ Uncle rolled his eyes.

	‘Of course she was. Did she win?’

	‘I don’t think there was enough time. It was a draw.’ Uncle looked delighted.

	‘She couldn’t have been happy with that. But yes, we do a lot of arguing too. I guess that’s my job – to remind the city of the terrible things they’re doing to us by any means necessary. You must have noticed it, Jacob. Good, innocent townspeople are losing their jobs. Everyone’s got less and less money. And all the conscriptions, obviously; they don’t like hearing about those. Nor do people like your mother, but it needs to be said. Anyone worth their salt in the city hates me, but it’s nothing personal. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t be doing their jobs properly.

	‘Now there are a few groups in town that do the same thing I do, only the city hates them even more. The Tines run the biggest one – the Democratic Defence. I won’t go point by point through their policies, because there’s only so much tediousness a person can take in a single lifetime, but let’s just cut to the chase and say they hate the city too. A lot. They can be very… vocal about it. But while they’re controversial, I wouldn’t exactly say they’re wrong. What some would call “thuggish”, I’d label “dangerously overenthusiastic”. A few of them are fans of mine, actually. So there, you have a group of people that shout about things until they get sorted out. On the other side, you’ve got David’s Dogs, which I also think the Tines have their fingers in, but you didn’t hear that from me.’ He scowled. ‘Now they scare me. Like the defence, they’re fans alright, wearing my name like a cannibal wears their victim’s bloody skin. They’ve got fire in their blood and they’re sparking for a fight. And apparently, they’ve got bombs now too.’ I shivered.

	Uncle licked his lips. Up from his seat, he made for the cupboards and opened them one by one. Once he found the pot of coffee beans, he drew a new mug from the draining board. ‘Dry mouth,’ he explained. ‘It’s bad enough speaking about this nasty stuff without your tongue sticking to the roof of your mouth. I was promised coffee, after all. Come on, I’ll show you how to make it.’ 

	At his instruction, I ground up a handful of beans, recoiling from the bitter smell. It looked like the dirt I’d spat out back at the building site, and I ventured to guess that the taste wasn’t a million miles away either. I took it and added it to the pot with the plunger. 

	‘Where was I?’ Uncle pondered aloud. ‘The dogs, yes. What do you do when someone can’t hear you, Jacob?’

	‘Talk louder. Shout.’

	‘And what do you do if that person’s deaf? And blind?’ I thought for a moment.

	‘Poke them. Get their attention.’ I motioned over to the sugar bowl; he held up four fingers. I spooned one, two, three, four heaped spoonfuls into the mug.

	‘There are people that want to poke the city, because the more we try and talk to them, the clearer it is that they can’t hear us. But to get their attention,’ he said, taking the sugar spoon and prodding a dimple into the centre of the bowl, ‘they need something bigger than a poke.’ He held the spoon from a height and dropped it. It clattered loudly in the bowl, and a wave of granules flew out onto the counter. ‘Bang,’ he said. Solemnly, he swept the sugar from the side with his sleeve and sifted it back into the bowl. It was starting to make sense.

	‘So they’re going to make an explosion big enough for the city to see?’ I asked as Uncle put the kettle on the boil. Uncle tapped it with the spoon repeatedly, deep in thought. The kettle rumbled, a low-pitched squeak emerging as the water boiled. Finally, he answered.

	‘That, or they do it in the city itself. It’s a lot harder to ignore people when it’s the four walls of your home they’re shaking.’ My mouth suddenly felt quite dry. I poured myself a glass of water from the tap.

	‘But the city’s so busy.’ I paused to take a deep gulp. ‘What if they hurt people?’

	‘Maybe some of them want to hurt people,’ Uncle said quietly. The kettle screamed in the background. He took it off the stove. ‘Pour the water, wait a minute and then pull the plunger down.’ As I poured, the screaming died down to a croak. The minute went by slowly. I was relieved to finally plunge it down and add the steaming murky water to his mug.

	‘Milk?’

	‘Thanks. Add it until you think there’s enough, and then add some more.’ I topped it up with milk and gave it to him. My head was swimming. He nodded his thanks. 

	‘And that’s enough of that,’ he breathed into the mug. He sat backwards onto the counter. ‘You’ve got enough rogues to read about in those books of yours. You did the right thing in telling me. You helped a lot of people today. Be proud, but don’t forget to have your birthday while you’re at it.’ He took a sip of the coffee and grimaced. ‘I take it you don’t want any?’

	‘No, thank you.’

	‘Good. Coffee’s nasty stuff,’ he said, smacking his lips together. He lifted the mug and drank deeply. ‘Good for holding yourself together after a sleepless night, but not much else. This isn’t bad at all though, considering.’ The steam rose and obscured his features as he sat in silence. Outside, calls for a speech emerged through the kitchen window.

	‘Uncle?’ I asked. He inclined his head. ‘You said that they were your fans – David’s Dogs. You said they like you. They think you’re right.’ Through the steam, I saw him close his eyes. ‘Do they do what they do, because of what they’ve seen you do? Is it… because of you?’ He sipped the coffee and said nothing. I said nothing. The kitchen suddenly seemed very small.

	‘Sounds like Dad’s about to give his birthday speech. We wouldn’t want to miss that.’ He drifted over to the kitchen door and held it open. ‘The world’s a big place,’ he smiled. ‘Let’s not take on the whole thing at once. Another time.’

	I stayed where I was. When he gestured to the door again, I reluctantly stepped outside with him to where my granddad was standing, theatrically tapping his whisky glass. The murmuring hushed to an expectant silence.

	‘Family and friends,’ he began, studying the small crowd that had assembled before him. I waited for him to add ‘and others’, but it never came. I was surprised. ‘Thank you for celebrating today with me. I originally wished to spend the day alone, but both of my sons demanded that I attend this party and ingratiate myself once more with civil society. For this, I thank them profusely. What are friends and family for, if not to persuade you to continue trying to be a human being? Which, I’d like to clarify, I remain to this very day. Just ignore the yellow eyes and leathery alligator skin, which I will take the liberty to point out is a comparison none too favourable to the alligator.’ 

	There were a few polite laughs from the crowd. My granddad smiled and sipped his drink, but he seemed distracted by something. He hiccupped. 

	‘Most of you have learned to put up with me, and those that haven’t probably won’t need to. To these people, and to those that were… too otherwise preoccupied to attend today’s festivities, I extend my condolences.’ He coughed. ‘I’m a year closer to death and talking to all of you has been exhausting, so for god’s sake, someone cut the cake soon.’ He sat down abruptly and swilled his drink. A few disparate claps escaped from the crowd, but they died down just as quickly as they started.

	‘Cake!’ my mother announced, bringing the mood of the party back up. ‘And more than enough for everyone!’

	My granddad looked truly exhausted in his chair, so everyone left him there, eyes closed, swirling his now empty glass around. My mother asked if I wished to say any words before blowing the candles out. She made it clear that it wasn’t a rhetorical question.

	‘Well, I hope everyone had fun,’ I said, smiling at all the faces I recognised and awkwardly glancing over those I didn’t. ‘I’m glad you all came, and not just because of the amazing presents you brought with you. I didn’t do much to deserve them. But I will. One of my best friends once said that life is like a half-empty can of pop, flat and lukewarm after being left out in the sun too long, with a wasp that’s just climbed inside.’ Erold smiled broadly at me. ‘I think that’s true. It’s good and bad, sweet and bitter, but this year’s going to be different. Something special, I promise. Just you wait!’ 

	There were a few calls of ‘hear, hear’ in the applause that followed. My mother nodded her gratitude. I just shrugged in relief. 

	I didn’t bother making a wish; I was too old for them. Wishes were dreams that you didn’t think would come true. I didn’t have wishes. I had objectives. I took a deep breath and blew the candles out to a chorus of cheers.

	It was a bright end to a long day, and soon enough after that, people started falling away, bidding us farewell before hoarding what snacks they could and scurrying off with their ill-gotten gains. Eventually, only my parents and my granddad remained, left to pick up the pieces before any inquisitive foxes showed up. I collected the glasses, working around my granddad who was still slumped in his seat, his eyes closed.

	‘Granddad?’ I said, prodding at the glass he was loosely clinging to. Panic shot through me – he didn’t look like he was breathing. ‘Granddad…’ My breath caught in my throat. ‘Oh god, Granddad’s dead.’

	He opened a single lazy eye. ‘Even worse,’ he smirked. ‘Though I appreciate your optimism. Today was a good day. Good to see my least-loathed relatives again. It was almost worth paying for the damned thing, if that’s possible.’ He reached for his stick and slowly hefted himself up. I knew better than to try and help him. ‘How old are you again, Jacob? Fourteen?’ I sighed.

	‘I’m thirteen, Granddad.’

	‘That’s what I said,’ he muttered. He reached deep into his pockets and, after an extended excavation effort, finally extracted an ancient banknote. ‘You’re not fourteen – fine. But you are a young man. Tell your parents to take you to the Stalls. Get something useful.’ I made sure to give him as tight a hug as I dared before I took the note. The Stalls? I’m old enough to go to the Stalls? I didn’t believe it myself, but I was hardly going to argue.

	‘You could go inside and tell them yourself,’ I suggested. Unsurprisingly, he declined. He had to be on his way.

	After a surprisingly reluctant farewell, I finished collecting the glasses and hauled my presents upstairs to my room. When I opened the door, I saw the completed cube on my bed. In all the furore, I’d almost forgotten it. It would be so easy, I thought to myself. I could show it casually to my father and watch his jaw fall so hard, it snaps off and hits the floor. It even felt lighter when I picked it up, as though the weight of the challenge itself had been lifted. 

	Too easy, I sighed. If Uncle’s going to take on David’s Dogs, I can beat this measly piece of plastic on my own. And I could have sworn this thing used to rattle. I gave it a shake, but it was silent. Sighing, I looked away and shuffled it, turning the sides in every possible permutation. When I finished, it was its original confusing, jumbled, horrible self once more. This cube’s nothing. I saved people; Uncle said so himself. I actually saved people.

	The thought remained with me as I plucked the red pin from my noticeboard and started tiredly arranging the spoils of the day around my room. It was only then that I finally noticed the pristine black typewriter sitting at the back of my desk, bearing a tag that simply read, ‘Write’. With barely the energy to cry for joy, I fell backwards into bed. 

	My thoughts flitted from person to person – from Raine, whom I decided wasn’t so bad after all, to my granddad, who continued to confound me. But they always returned to Uncle. Exhausted as I was, I felt immensely proud. I hadn’t felt like much of a hero, sprinting away from that pack of guffawing lunatics. I hadn’t done much of anything, really. And yet look what happened. I hadn’t even tried. I wondered what I could accomplish if I did.

	I could help Uncle. I could help so many people, and they’d all thank me for it, in the town, and maybe even the city too. I could do something dangerous, exciting, and above all, important – an adventure worth a story. At that moment, in the early hours of my thirteenth year, certain only of the fact that sleep wasn’t coming any time soon, I made up my mind. 

	Something was going on in town. And I was going to find out exactly what it was.

	 


– CHAPTER TWO – 

	Wick

	III

	 

	It all started at the building site. I said I wouldn’t go back there ever again. But it soon became apparent that one way or another, the place was drawing me back. It niggled at me as I slathered butter on my toast at the breakfast table, watching it melt and slowly ooze down. You can’t put it off forever. I couldn’t even set up my new typewriter without the voice sounding off. You know the real story’s out there, don’t you?

	‘Along with Colin’s band of cronies, no doubt.’

	‘Hmm?’

	I blinked in the bright sun. Frank was staring inquisitively from behind Eumaia’s fence, leaning on his trusty garden spade. ‘Nothing,’ I muttered, red-faced. You don’t talk to Frank. I marched promptly off. There was only one way that I was going to stop talking to myself.

	But when I finally plucked up the courage to return, my schoolbag slung over my shoulder, the place was home to nothing more than a thriving population of burnt-out torches and empty bottles. There was no one to be seen, not Colin and his friends, nor anyone else. I returned to the base of my favourite crane, the one whose ladder lay in great rusted pieces on the ground. Even the smallest was too heavy to lift. If I’d been caught underneath this, that would’ve been it. No trip to the city, no birthday. Nothing. I kicked a loose bottle up into the air; it hit the crane and shattered. I supposed that it could have been a one-off event, but the proliferation of bottles said otherwise. It’s at night. I bet it only happens at night.

	Small stabs of animal fear pricked at me as I gazed around, thinking back to what had happened – my body remembered the sounds and smells like I was still there. I pondered over what they’d do if they caught me. I was only twelve. Thirteen, I corrected in my head. I cursed my father; even I was doing it now. If what Uncle said was true, they wouldn’t touch his nephew. I had more to worry about from Colin and his gang. If what Uncle said was true. But he’d never lied to me before. He was the only one that had never lied, not once – not even to cover his own skin.

	That’s settled then, I resolved, walking back in high spirits. Next time, I’m going to keep my eyes and ears sharp, maybe even bring a notepad along. Nothing’s going to get past me–

	‘Oof!’

	Almost immediately, I bumped into Erold’s mother. ‘I’m really sorry, Mrs Smith,’ I apologised. She was just leaving the Adder’s Inn.

	‘Jacob!’ She straightened her blouse and wiped her face, flustered. ‘How… are you? What are you doing here?’

	‘Oh, just figuring things out,’ I beamed. ‘Sorry again for bumping into you. Are you going home? I’ll walk back with you.’ It was the least I could do. 

	‘Oh, don’t fuss yourself. I… I already know the way,’ she stuttered. 

	‘It’s no trouble – I’m walking there anyway!’ She just nodded, her face as red as her fiery hair as I hopped happily alongside her, trying in vain to make conversation. When we got to Erold’s house, she stood on the doorstep and waved until I turned the corner. She was an airy one.

	I stopped off at Barth’s house before going home; he lived on the same street as Erold. All of the pictures had been taken down from the windowsill. Apart from that, it was just the same as last time – there was no answer at the door, and all I spied through the letterbox was a flood of unopened mail on the mat. I couldn’t believe it. Brooke’s cousin is the laziest person I know, I scoffed. He didn’t even have the excuse of school anymore – he’d graduated years ago. I took out the slice of birthday cake that I brought with me and placed it carefully upon the mat, like an offering. It wasn’t like him to miss out on cake. But then, it wasn’t like him to miss out on a party either. 

	‘Here’s some cake for when you finally get out of bed, lazybones!’ I shouted up to him. I hoped that somewhere inside, he could hear me. 

	The following day, I told my mother that I was staying at Erold’s until late. She thanked me for letting her know this time. After school at Erold’s house, we ate some leftover cake and watched Mr Smith begin work on a new figurine. Erold’s sister and her friends were shouting boisterously in the next room, sword fighting using some rolled-up cardboard tubes.

	‘I couldn’t be more proud of Erold, and my little Ildi,’ Mr Smith told me approvingly as he worked, raising his voice above the clamour. ‘Though they aren’t the whittling sort.’ Erold uncrossed his legs and haughtily withdrew to the kitchen. His father waited until he had left to sigh. ‘Not the whittling sort,’ he went on. ‘I may be the last whittler in the family. I don’t blame them. All action, no patience. But I think you understand. You like writing stories, as Eumaia tells me. They are much alike. Nothing comes from nothing. You start with the real world just as I start with a block of wood. It’s nothing remarkable, but once you start scraping, you find that there’s something underneath. You scrape and scrape and brush the dust away, and what you’re left with doesn’t look whittled at all. It’s too perfect, as though it was always that way. You just had to uncover it, reveal what was already there.’

	He sniffed and rubbed the wood dust from his eyes. ‘Eumaia may be known the whole town over, but I never put pressure on my children to follow in my aunt’s stead. I only want them to be happy.’

	Erold’s voice entered the fray of his sister’s friends, demanding cake. It rang out a few moments later, injured. Ildi yelled triumphantly. I imagined her holding her cardboard sword aloft.

	‘I think they’re happy,’ I said. He smiled.

	‘It’s all I ask. I whittle. My eyes aren’t what they used to be, but it’s a small price to pay to keep us eating. If I whittle all day, it’s a good day. I’ll do it until I die, if the world is kind. If you do anything, Jacob, do something that gives you as much happiness. If that thing is writing, then make sure that by the time your eyes and hands are going, you’ve written a whole orchard.’ I promised him that I would.

	When Erold’s mother came in drenched, asking where the roll of tape was, I sneaked off to disclose my plan to Erold. I found him sulking, licking his wounds in the kitchen.

	‘And if my mum asks, I was here the whole time, right?’ I said after the briefing. I’d avoided using tantalising words like ‘spy’ or else he would’ve wanted to come along too. I didn’t want him to be in any danger. That, and you could never trust him to keep his mouth shut.

	‘Sure,’ Erold shrugged begrudgingly.

	When the sun went down, he walked with me to the edge of the forest path, where I slipped him a handful of my Sweet Shack goodies for the journey home. He left, merrily chewing on his way. With that, I was finally alone in the dark. But this time, I was ready. When I struck the wheel of the golden lighter, I was impressed by the scores of wizened trunks that flared into life ahead of me. I was all but ready to head inside when I heard another small click nearby, and realised that mine wasn’t the only sparked lighter around. I killed the flame instantly and crouched, gazing around for the source of the noise. Have I found my first David’s Dogs member already? This is going to be easier than I thought. 

	Alas, when I scoured the street for the source of the flame, all that stuck out to me was Arlo’s illuminated face. I sighed. He couldn’t be a David’s Dog. He was simultaneously too weird, and not weird enough.

	He was leaning against a lamp post, holding a cigarette askew in his mouth as he prattled to the person opposite, a well-dressed schoolmate I’d seen him with before. This schoolmate, whom I presumed to be his ‘comrade’ Amiri, whispered something that almost made him drop the cigarette. Arlo gestured for him to come closer – when he did, he was rewarded with a face full of smoke. They seemed happy enough, so I left them to it. Even so, as I descended into the darkness of the trees, an uncomfortable shiver crawled up my back. I’d seen masked strangers blow up parts of town under the cover of darkness, but somehow, the idea of someone finding Arlo tolerable was more unsettling.

	Right away, a thin waft of smoke drew my attention as I paced down the dust path, my lighter held aloft. Initially, I could barely see it, scarcely a wisp against the small spots of sky that showed through the treetops. Nearing the source, however, I realised that it was in the opposite direction to the building site. After a moment of deliberation, I decided to investigate the smoke first. They could be burning anything, I thought. Kindling, tyres… evidence. I kept my eyes sharp in case it was a forest fire. I was ready to run as fast, and as far as I had to.

	The smell of burning became more and more intense the closer I got, until it started to catch in my throat. It wasn’t a clean smell, like the tang of crackling logs on a campfire. It was acrid and bitter, and tasted foul. I masked my mouth with a sleeve to filter out the worst of it. Brushing aside a thick tangle of branches, I saw a flicker of flames.

	Cautiously approaching it, I discovered that the fire, and subsequently the smoke, was emerging from an old and battered oil drum, which was filled with the charred, spitting remnants of what may have once been clothes. A few picture frames were strewn atop the burning fabric. They were all intact, the glass still untarnished and clear, attempting in vain to protect the photographs underneath that had long since burned away.

	Around the barrel, the heat of which hit me even from where I was crouching, there were more clothes, loose papers and even a pitched tent that I sincerely hoped was uninhabited. I picked up one of the papers and unfurled it. ‘Draft 9’, it read. It didn’t mean anything to me – I dropped it where I found it. Does someone actually live here?

	I made sure to take a good, long look around before entering what seemed to be a very old campsite. It was difficult to be intimidated; the state of the tent attested to its age, standing as it did on rusted poles and tattered cloth. Aside from a single camping mat and blanket, it was empty, save for a note atop the blanket’s threadbare ruffles. Breathing in the damp smell to dispel the acerbic burning, I picked it up.

	One side was blank entirely, save for a couple of blotches that had smudged onto the blanket. As I flipped it over though, the other side revealed an alarming, spidery mess. The page was lined but the writing was tiny, ignoring the guidelines and spilling out across the entire sheet. What little I could discern to be writing was utterly unintelligible. It continued right the way through to the very bottom of the page, where a single clean line existed, free from inky aberration.

	On this line, below all the indistinct scrawling were simply the words, ‘I’m sorry, B.’

	Presumably, the note was apologising for the writer’s handwriting – I was sure I’d never seen worse. But that didn’t stop it from fascinating me. It was like something a madman would write in prison. Why are they sorry? Is the mysterious ‘B’ the writer, or the person they’re talking to? And was this an apology from a David’s Dogs member? If so, it was shamefully lax on details. I was sorely tempted to take it with me, but ultimately, I decided to leave it where it was, as its author intended. I doubted that anyone else would read it though – no one was going to a campsite like that. And even if they did, the writer didn’t seem like the kind of person you’d want an apology from anyway. I left the tent.

	A scant trail of clothing drew my attention. A jumper, some socks and a muddied shirt led from the tent out into the campsite. I followed them to a small bundle of papers that were tied together with a frayed length of twine. Riddled with damp and singed at the edges, it was stuck together in some places and smudged in others, but the front page couldn’t have been easier to read. It was only composed of two words.

	‘Nine Reasons’. My breath caught in my throat. This could be it. A full list of members. Plans. A confession. 

	Curious, I cradled the bundle and slowly tried to turn the page, but I quickly stopped when the next few pages started peeling off with it. I can dry it at home and try again later, I reasoned. The person who wrote it obviously didn’t want it anymore – besides leaving it on the ground to soak up rainwater, they’d also tried to burn it. I didn’t know why though. If they’d been trying to hide what they’d written, they hadn’t even done a half-decent job of it.

	The line of garments thinned out as I continued to follow it, the bundle of papers in hand. As I left the stench of burning behind, the crackling of the flames gave way to the sound of rushing water. The trail ended with a few stray socks on the edge of the undergrowth. I was left standing above a fast-flowing river. Maybe they went swimming. But that didn’t explain the note. The note was the most confusing part of it all. It betrayed a sense of finality that the scattered clothes and the singed bundle didn’t. I knelt down and watched the rolling rapids in the moonlight. Before long, my head was swimming too.

	Whatever had happened, I didn’t think they were coming back. Of course, this gave me a great excuse to take the bundle with me. I held it carefully in my arms as I turned my back on the river and trudged back to camp. If a few words could save lives, an armful of them could easily save a good town’s worth, providing the bundle was worth its weight. I wasn’t taking it for myself. If it were important, I’d be selfish to just leave it there. Right?

	‘I’ll just read it,’ I said to the empty camp. The barrel simmered and spat indiscriminately. ‘I’ll read it, and if it’s not important, if it really can’t help Uncle, I’ll just bring it back. But if it can, then it’s only fair.’ 

	There was only silence in response. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting – I was alone, after all. In a way, that made things simpler. It was easier asking for forgiveness than permission. Uncle had said so himself a while ago, and I’d fallen back on it many times since.

	When I approached the building site, nestling the papers into my rucksack and threading my arms through the straps, I listened out for the raucous cheers. Nothing. Was anyone even there? Warily, I crept to the edge of the cover and snuck a peek through. 

	The place was exactly how it had been before. As disappointed as I was, it came with an enormous sense of relief. They hadn’t met up after all. Uncle said days ago that he’d sort them out. Perhaps he had. Regardless, I was happy to jaunt back home with a bundle in my rucksack to make me feel like the evening hadn’t been entirely wasted.

	When I arrived, my father was asleep upstairs, my mother outside by her snapdragons. I told her that we’d been playing with Erold’s bow all evening. When she asked me about the burning smell, I panicked and said that his parents had made a bonfire to burn some old rubbish. She yawned and replied that it sounded lovely. I wasn’t sure she believed it any more than I did, but the birthday party was clearly still taking its toll.

	In my room, I carefully placed the bundle of pages next to the puzzle cube. It was strange; Raine figured the cube out in mere minutes, but never had the patience to even pick up a book. She wouldn’t have given the bundle a second thought. The opposite was true for me. I sensed that the cube would be the bane of my existence for the next few days until I either solved it or destroyed it, beating it either way, but I couldn’t wait for the paper to dry. It was something to unravel and piece together. If I couldn’t figure out what it said, I’d show it to someone who could. Either way, it may have just been the most important thing I ever owned. The more I thought on what lay within those pages, the more anxious I became. I left it on my desk, where the sun’s rays would hopefully have dried it by morning, and settled down to sleep.

	I didn’t know what those nine reasons were, but it seemed strangely appropriate. After all, the world had just given me mine.

	 


– CHAPTER THREE – 

	Crumb

	I

	 

	When the sun woke me early the next morning, casting warm bars of light over my eyes that I couldn’t block out with a lazy hand, it was accompanied by an unfamiliar, but very welcome sense of purpose. I knew what I had to do. 

	Slumping tiredly into my desk chair, I ran my fingers over the fragile bundle of papers, spotlighted in the centre of my desk by the golden light pouring through the broken shutters. My fingertips came away slightly moist. I rubbed them dry on my pyjamas, thinking. Those battered pages had been through a lot – the last thing I wanted to do was destroy anything important. Holding my breath, I reached careful over to the front page and lifted it delicately upwards.

	The corner came clean off in my hand.

	I laughed, shaking my head as I watched the page flop back down. I crumbled the corner to dust in my fingers. I could wait. The strange encounter with my father at the Duck’s Head, the new book Eumaia was set to release and the visit to my mother’s workplace were more than enough to keep me occupied for now. Besides, it’s not like it was going anywhere.

	In the kitchen, I wasted no time telling my parents what my granddad had said about the Stalls. My father certainly seemed keener on the idea than my mother was, savouring his last breakfast before the trip back to the plant.

	‘He’s thirteen now, and a boy needs to stretch his legs,’ he said, gesticulating proudly with his fork. ‘He’s going to your work, isn’t he?’

	‘That’s different,’ she replied, coolly sipping her tea. ‘The building’s only down the road, and it’s unlikely he’ll meet many rogues and rapscallions while he’s there.’ My father shrugged. 

	‘If he’s mature enough for your work, he’s mature enough to roam round a field, crowds of people be damned. You won’t wander off now, will you Jacob?’ I shook my head virtuously. ‘See? He might think he’s lying now, but when he sees it for himself, he’ll understand. It’ll do him good to see a few new faces, and he has to learn the value of money somewhere. Where better?’

	An agreement was eventually, painstakingly reached. I was permitted to go with my father, but only if I behaved impeccably until the big day, especially during my mother’s work visit. I agreed immediately – it was the Stalls, after all. The marketplace of marketplaces, where anything your mind could conjure was ripe for the taking, provided you could foot the bill. I wasn’t keen on being surrounded by strangers at the best of times, but I’d stomach it to be able to gaze down the scores of stands and see curiosities from all around the world. I’d heard stories about the Stalls at school, the best of which were naturally as exciting as they were utterly unrepeatable.

	As was to be expected, the period of polite and careful conduct inched its way by. Passing the greengrocers on the way to school, I saw that ‘change is coming’ had been splashed in enormous, dripping letters over the shopfront. The greengrocer was scrubbing furiously at the ‘ch’ with a soapy sponge, supporting her back with the other hand. I was famished just watching her, and with my birthday money weighing me down, I decided to make a stop at the bakery. 

	Opening the jangling door, I found myself behind one of the oldest people in town, and quite possibly the world. I didn’t know his name, but his appearance was unmistakeable. 

	That day, as always, he was dressed inexplicably in a full suit, either oblivious to the raging heat or defiant of it. Old people stuck to the strangest habits like it was all they had left; I would have believed either. His countenance certainly didn’t betray the answer; wrinkles spread like tributaries across a pale face, proud and reposed even as beads clung to his forehead. He asked for two croissants. It was always two croissants, each and every time I saw him.

	‘The wife did not feel, well, quite up to the walk,’ the old man said slowly. ‘But she sends her love, as always.’ He received his croissants, and I watched with a pang of worry as he made such a slow move for the door, I wasn’t sure he’d even make it outside.

	‘Is he going to get home okay?’ I asked, when the door finally chimed shut. ‘I wouldn’t mind getting the croissants for him in the morning, as long as he asked nicely.’ The baker looked at me sympathetically.

	‘Jacob, that’s very kind, but he only lives two doors down. If he lived much further away, I’d deliver them myself. It’s all anyone could do for poor Mr Matthews. He’s been through so much already.’ He only lives two doors down? And his wife’s too ill to foot the trip? I felt guilty for judging him, but secretly, I also harboured relief that I wasn’t old too. My fear of old age grew the more I thought about it. I couldn’t imagine myself in his wife’s position, bed-ridden, unable to drag myself as far down as two doors for a pastry. I’d rather jump out of the window and have done with it, though I imagined she probably couldn’t even do that.

	‘He has to have people who’d do it for him. Why does he walk down himself?’

	‘Because that’s what he wants,’ the baker said. I nodded, none the wiser. 

	‘I could chuck it in through the window if the old codger wanted!’

	There was an unexpected burst of laughter from the back room. Before the baker could even open his mouth, Amiri dashed past, knocking the picture on the counter over in his escape. Arlo’s dead. Or at least he would be, if he had my mum and dad for parents. After carefully straightening the picture, the baker marched over to the back room, where many, many words were exchanged. He took so long, I decided to nab a sausage roll. I left the money on the counter and headed around to the back, waiting until the attempted castigation was over to talk to Arlo.

	Despite his abrasive attitude, I regretted throwing the pie at him, and I’d never really said sorry. Halfway through my apology, he laughed and tossed a lump of pastry at my shirt; it slid slowly down. Apology accepted, it seemed. You never knew with him.

	‘Well thanks for helping with the party anyway,’ I said, munching on the sausage roll as I wiped my shirt down. ‘I hope the Volunteer Force is all it’s cracked up to be.’

	‘Me too,’ he replied uncertainly. ‘Look, I know you had a decent thirteenth. But it gets rough from here, take it from me. If you get into any trouble, tell me, and I’ll sort it. Like the Volunteer Force; I could throw out a line if you wanted me to…’ I told him I didn’t think I’d make a great soldier. ‘Oh, sure, it’s not for everyone. We’ll beat up the bad guys. You stay here and do what you do. Eat cake.’ I nodded. It seemed a fair deal, a bargain even. 

	I left, but not before returning the pastry lump, which hit him square between the eyes. I laughed and ran off, but he didn’t chase me this time, merely chuckling reluctantly where he stood. I felt bad. I didn’t think I’d ever understand him. I hoped that someday, he’d meet someone that would.

	At school, Erold was strangely uncommunicative, which for him was something of a feat. He refused to talk about anything. I tagged along with him on his laps around the field to keep him company, but otherwise, I had to leave him to himself, albeit with the last handful of my Sweet Shack treats to see him on his way. We were both warned in an excruciating two-hour assembly that doing graffiti was banned both inside and outside the school walls. I rolled my eyes. Great, I thought. I guess all the people doing it are going to stop now. 

	Brooke took umbrage with a different part of the school day: the history class. ‘The primary purpose of a history lesson is to memorise a long list of pointless numbers,’ she asserted. ‘It would help for those pointless numbers to at least be the right pointless numbers.’

	This was the third time she’d corrected the teacher, who’d had just about enough of her. Without question, I knew that Brooke was right, even if she was going about it in a way that helped nobody. The teacher struggled to keep it together after sending her out.

	‘The nine letters Foran Jackson sent out to the various dignitaries are the only ones you’ll ever need to know about,’ she said tersely. ‘But for the sake of accuracy, cross out what you wrote. Technically, he did write twelve.’ Admitting defeat was her worst mistake – even from the Head’s Office, I knew that Brooke could smell blood. The teacher’s hand shook as she corrected the number on the board. She was new. I didn’t think she’d last very long.

	At break, I told Brooke that I thought the new teacher would be gone in two weeks. She disagreed. She said one. I laughed and hoped she was joking, but she only laughed harder.

	‘I knew you were right about that Jackson thing all along,’ I bluffed. ‘Plus, it reminded me of the square. You know, the square in the city?’ Brooke laughed once more.

	‘You dolt! Who do you think Jackson Square was named after?’

	‘Wait, what?’

	‘Foran Jackson – it’s his square. It’s a very old place with lots of history. I can lend you a book if you’re really interested. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some reading to do.’

	‘Sure. But you’re free to hang out later, right? After school?’

	‘Sorry, it’s a family day – Morinki and Monoki are coming over,’ she said. ‘Another time.’ She was much like her parents; you practically had to book an appointment to see her.

	She strolled off, presumably to collect her copy of Bresal’s Rope Ladder and Other Trials from her desk. Behind her, Colin sat alone on the bench beside the begonia bush, running his hand up and down the flower heads. Watching me. He plucked one and grinned. So this is what the farmyard hen feels like, I noted with a pit in my stomach, when it realises a fox is watching.

	No sooner had the school bell rung than he came up to me on his own. I didn’t need to warn Erold and Brooke to stay away – there was no danger of them coming anywhere near us. For reasons beyond my understanding, he seemed to have developed a grudging respect for me, which amused me only half as much as it terrified me. He appreciated that I’d pointed him and his friends towards the building site, but it was enough for me that he was still alive to tell me. The fact that he hadn’t left the place in pieces provided tremendous relief.

	‘So what do you get up to there?’ I asked, attempting with every fibre of my being to seem aloof. Colin gave me a great smirk as he leant against the school gates.

	‘Oh, loads. You were right – there were people there. The first time we went, I even found my brother. Can you believe it?’ He rubbed his shoulder and grinned. ‘The bastard was keeping it secret from me! Well, I guess I can’t blame him. We do the craziest stuff up there – way better than going after stupid cats with sticks. Dogs are better anyway, right?’ He ground his heel into the pavement as he spoke, scuffing it to high hell. ‘The defence is starting this club every Tuesday. It’s just sports for most of the day, but at night? Phew! You need to come down sometime. Why are you never there? You know how great the place is, but you never turn up. What, are you ill or something?’ He looked at me apprehensively.

	 ‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘Just busy.’ My mind was racing. Colin’s brother couldn’t be part of David’s Dogs. Could he? After what Uncle said, I wasn’t holding my breath. I’ve got a good idea what Colin means by ‘crazy stuff’, I sighed, a thought that was immediately followed by an idea so insane, it just might work. What was even crazier than turning down an offer from a Tine? Accepting it. Colin was an enemy I couldn’t afford to make. But in Colin, I saw a gateway to answers. And maybe even David’s Dogs. ‘What happened last time you went?’ I asked. I was playing with fire now – I had no one but myself to blame if I got burned.

	‘You’d know if you just came along, stupid,’ he said. But nevertheless, he continued. ‘It was great. We were just spitting about how stupid the city is, because they treat us like dirt. Someone made a paper model of it, and we burnt it on the bonfire together. Come down sometime. We need to hang out. We really do.’ He stared at me, a gaze I falteringly returned.

	 ‘I promise I’ll try,’ I said noncommittally, shifting uncomfortably on my heels.

	‘Haha, that’s real diplomatic, Jacob. Just like your uncle,’ he grinned. ‘You try then.’ He patted me twice on the shoulder before strolling off. As Erold walked up to meet me, I felt for the first time that I truly understood the phrase ‘marked man’.

	I wasn’t needed for my mother’s work yet, so I asked Erold if he wanted to do some much-needed cheering up in the forest. He shrugged, so we headed down together.

	It was scorching. Even under the shade of the trees, we had to loosen our collars and unbutton our shirts. Great swathes of the forest were colonised by fishermen and strollers eager to make the most of the good weather, so we decided not to try and catch any more local wildlife, to my relief. Instead, Erold expressed a simple wish to walk along the bank of the river. I agreed without hesitation. Erold wasn’t a person of words, but he was a person of many words. His silence worried me. I wanted him to be happy.

	The riverside was bustling with life. You could barely hear the water gushing amid the cheeps from excitable birds that fluttered all around, hazy silhouettes beating their wings against the flood of dewy light that burst through the green canopy. The river itself was teeming with all manner of fish, most of which you could only see by the glinting of their tiny scales just below the skin of the water. We walked along the river wordlessly, absorbing the colourful, hectic world around. It was so pleasant, I had half a mind to take a swim.

	‘My dad joined the Volunteer Force,’ Erold said suddenly. I looked to him in surprise. The serenity of the forest quickly drained away. ‘He didn’t want to, obviously. We got a letter in the mail. He left this morning.’ His voice became quite heavy. ‘Guess you were right about the knockers. I didn’t have to worry about them after all.’

	‘I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t be. You didn’t take him.’ He sniffed. ‘You were talking to Colin earlier about that club. I think I want to go. You know, see if they can help my dad. They wouldn’t want people to join the force if they didn’t want to. Maybe they could help him get out of it.’

	‘Sure. Maybe they could,’ I lied. I didn’t want Erold to get involved in any bonfires, not least because it was something he’d get along entirely too well with. But his father was gone. I thought back to how I’d been at the train station, when I waved my father goodbye for the first time. It had been the worst, even with the countless assurances that he’d be back. Erold had none of those. People on the force disappeared for months on end before anyone heard word from them, if they ever heard from them again. 

	Mr Smith’s going to be in the Volunteer Force. He and Arlo might fight one day. Though I was sure they’d be on the same side, the thought troubled me nonetheless. I tried to change the subject.

	‘Erold, look. Down the river!’

	A large duck was floating slowly along, carried by the current and followed soon after by a regiment of smaller ducklings. They all moved in a line in the water, downy with wet, fluffy feathers. They quacked away quite happily, oblivious to Erold.

	He mimed taking them out one by one with a stick from the side of the bank, making a wet ‘phut’ sound for each kill. I stood beside him with another stick, making ripples on the water’s edge while I watched them paddle by. He was waging war with the wildlife again, but I didn’t have the heart to stop him pretending if it made him feel any better. 

	The ducks got me thinking. Everyone said that animals were stupid – that was why we could eat them without feeling bad. But then how did the first duckling know to follow its mother? Past that, how did the rest know not just to follow, but to do it in a perfect, neat little duckling line? For the sake of it, I asked Erold. It was as good a distraction as any.

	‘Hey,’ I said, prodding the bank with the stick and missing the water entirely as I turned to him. He grunted back, eyes and stick still stuck pointedly on the ducklings. ‘How do you think they know to follow each other in a line like that?’ He made another phutting sound, this one drawing a little dribble down his lips. He licked it back up noisily.

	‘What?’ I opened my mouth to ask again, but I was interrupted by a loud ‘phut’. He hollered victoriously, whooping with his stick in the air. ‘Got them! I got every last one of them. Stupid ducks!’ 

	He threw the stick as hard as he could across the water. It hit the last duckling right on the head, which made it quack and splash about in infantile panic. He turned to me with a stupid grin that stretched across his whole face. ‘What?’ he repeated.

	‘Never mind.’ The duckling floundered in the water, spinning in fruitless circles for a while before paddling off to rejoin the group, its little head held low in embarrassment. Never mind, Erold. Never mind.

	We watched the ducklings float on by, but by that time, I had to head down to meet my mother. Reluctantly, I parted ways with Erold. I mentioned that I was going to the Stalls soon, and I’d bring him back something nice. I hoped it helped, if only a little.

	***

	I found my mother waiting for me by her workplace, dressed as she always dressed for work – in a dark suit with not a hair out of place, sporting shiny black shoes and a sparkling silver necklace, in stark contrast to the white one she usually wore. It was always odd seeing her like that compared to my father, who’d usually stagger home red-faced in overalls covered in woodchips, brick dust or paint. But I didn’t want to dwell on my father’s absence any more than Erold’s, so I shoved him from my mind. Something else to worry about later.

	When she saw my dusty, wrinkled clothes, her jaw dropped, and I realised just how bad an idea the trip to the forest had been. All she said was two words. 

	‘Car. Now.’ 

	I was promptly spirited back home to change, where my mother dug right into the back of my wardrobe to pick out a pair of antique trousers I’d never worn before, in addition to a jacket I was sure I’d boil to death in. She caught my look of disdain as she laid the clothing out on my bed. She smiled. ‘Be a sourpuss all you want, but you’ll be a presentable one. Remember, you’re not at the Stalls yet.’ Holding the Stalls ransom granted her an automatic victory, albeit of the cheapest sort, the kind only parents would stoop to.

	Grudgingly, I changed clothes, almost snapping the buttons off in discomfort when I realised the jacket was too short. I was still doing them up as we pulled back up to the building, a decrepit monument to the past composed of crumbling red bricks larger than my head. The ‘cake stop’ Uncle mentioned was sounding better than ever. If there are cakes, one of them better find its way to me. 

	I vowed to be recompensed for my torment as I fastened the last button, but when we pushed past the huge door, my hands dropped to my sides.

	The building looked completely different from the inside, like a small part of the city had moved to town. It was bright and clean, with gleaming black tiling on the walls and floor. Each step squeaked, and squeaking emanated from every direction as people made their way past, occupied with all manner of documentation and busywork. It looked more like a hospital than a cake stop to me, whatever a ‘cake stop’ was supposed to look like.

	‘Mum, what exactly do you do here again?’ I asked. Cake was becoming a more distant prospect by the second.

	‘I talk to important representatives from the city. If we want to fix any issues, or make plans for the future of the town, we send people over there, or they come here, and we talk about changing things for the better. If they say maybe, I talk at them until it turns into a yes. It’s not too hard to understand, right?’ 

	I nodded along to her explanation. It seemed to make sense. There was an odd juxtaposition though. She spoke of the portentous ‘future of the town’ like the most important things happened here, inside a squat old building that nobody had heard of. I thought that was what the Public House was for. I was also failing to see where cake fitted in to the equation, but I didn’t want to make myself look naïve by asking. 

	We headed down a long series of indistinguishable corridors – my mother clearly knew where she was going, so I followed along close by, nodding shyly at anyone that greeted her by name. My father’s friends tended to be loud and frank, but I found them far more approachable than the automatons we walked past that day. Few of my mother’s work friends, or ‘colleagues’ as she called them, were invited home, and now I could see why. They were terrifying, with their perfectly contoured faces and shoes so sharp, they’d stab straight through you. They looked dressed to kill. I didn’t envy whomever they planned on killing.

	Eventually, we found ourselves by two identical lift doors. We pressed the button and waited, listening to the distant echo of shoes squeaking all around. Between the twin doors, an odd circular plate hung from the wall, chipped and grey. Stone triangles radiated like waves of light from its centre, where an unsettlingly realistic profile extruded, a soft grey face with plump cheeks and a large smile. Below the chin, two stony hands were cupped together. It looked very out of place against the polished tiles. I asked my mother about it.

	‘It’s a carving of a traditional figure of spring,’ she explained. ‘She was found early on when this place was still a historical site. After it was converted, they decided to keep her. I’m glad they did.’ She stole a brief glance at the clock mounted on the wall. ‘I know it’s a little superstitious, but she’s supposed to bring luck to the meetings. Holding her hands like this,’ she said, mimicking the pose, ‘it’s like she’s bestowing it to everyone that passes.’

	‘I don’t know,’ I said, studying the face up close. I stared into its eyes, and two polished black stones stared back. ‘Doesn’t she look more like she’s begging? Both of her hands are empty.’ My mother looked at me sharply. ‘What?’ I asked, as the right lift door opened with a ‘ding’.

	‘That’s exactly what your uncle said.’ The door closed behind us, leaving us to choke on the strong waft of floor polish that rose from the mirror sheen of the floor. ‘Something else you two have in common.’ Leave it to her to make it sound like a bad thing.

	When the lift door opened, we found ourselves in a pristine white hallway. Glass doors opened out to rows of sunlit rooms occupied by enormous tables and padded boardroom chairs. I whispered to my mother if this was where all the important meetings were held. It was all so quiet.

	‘It is indeed,’ she said.

	We paced past every door, only stopping outside the final room of the luminous hallway. I squinted through the glass, but I could only make out three murky figures. ‘Now Jacob, before we enter, I’d like to say a few things.’ I braced myself for a lecture. ‘First of all, these people are very important. I’ve said it before, but it can’t be stressed enough. They’ve come to discuss the factory that was shut down recently. Do you remember where your father used to work?’

	‘Yeah.’

	‘These three are representing the factory owners, who made a deal to look after their old employees after the factory shut down. I’m here to ensure it all goes smoothly. And now that you know what we’ll be talking about, please don’t ask me questions every few seconds. I’m sorry if it gets a little confusing, but I’ve had enough ribbing from my dear brother-in-law about this, and you’ve seen your father angle grind and paint the day away enough times. It’s about time you learned what I do. So please, speak freely, but don’t say anything inappropriate, and never interrupt. 

	‘Try also to seem interested – it’s not the most fascinating subject in the world, but they’d appreciate enthusiasm from someone your age. Don’t say anything that your uncle would say; definitely don’t repeat anything he’s ever told you. In fact,’ she said, leaning over to pat a few stray hairs on my head back down, ‘if you wished to simply sit and listen, you wouldn’t hear any complaints from me.’

	 ‘Understood.’ I was still puzzled as to why she wanted me there in the first place if she didn’t want me to talk, but I chose to play along anyway, even in the knowledge that there probably wasn’t any cake waiting for me. 

	As we entered the room, the three occupants stood up to receive us.

	‘Mrs Bell,’ the tallest of the men said, extending a hand. An ashy suit clung tightly to him, which, combined with his tall stature, sallow complexion and thin blond hair, made him look not entirely unlike a lighting fixture, a grey stand holding an aging bulb from which only a pale flash of yellow exuded. My mother shook his hand genially and gestured over to the seats, where they all sat. I followed suit and leaned back into a cushioned leather chair, which was comfortably cool on the hot day. The tall man continued. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again so soon.’ 

	The other man, a smaller, squatter figure in a darker suit, nodded ferociously along. ‘Such a pleasure, Mrs Bell,’ he said. ‘A delight, even.’

	They spent a great deal of time looking over their old notes. It seemed like half the meeting was going to be spent discussing the previous meeting. I braced myself for an arduous wait ahead. Much of it was spent studying the woman, who, proudly reposed at the head of the table, had yet to speak a word. I felt an affinity with her as she leafed through her papers in professional apathy. 

	Finally, after every name and number had been exhausted, they were ready to start. It was no comfort that I was just about finished with the proceedings.

	‘As I was saying, Mrs Bell, it’s a pleasure,’ the tall man said, nodding to the shorter one. ‘And this is your son, I presume?’ I perked up, acknowledged for the first time.

	‘Yes.’ My mother smiled politely. ‘The last time we met, we spoke at length on the difficulty of introducing employment opportunities here when you have a growing industry to capitalise on back home. I thought it appropriate to bring my son along, to draw the conversation back on to more human terms. His name is Jacob, and he’s part of the complications that arise not from failing to introduce opportunities, but from removing them. Children are such incredibly important parts of our lives – wouldn’t you agree?’ 

	The room fell silent, save for the woman still organising documents on the table. There was an unexpected rap at the door. The tall man straightened up.

	‘The tea and cakes are here!’ he announced, and my heart jumped. The promise of the cake stop was finally going to be fulfilled, and in such a spectacular fashion as I could never have imagined. 

	A woman came in, bearing trays laden with cups, teapots, strainers and the widest array of cakes I’d ever seen. I don’t know how she managed to hold it all, balanced as it was on her fingertips and along her arms. She arranged the tableware with such effortless precision, it was like a dance, at the end of which she departed without having received a single word of thanks. I stared out at the spread she laid before us.

	Scones, muffins, tarts, eclairs and delicately thin iced slices adorned the plates in spirals of geometric confectionery perfection. The only thought in my head that didn’t make my mouth water was simply the question of who it was that had spent all that time arranging them so precisely, and more importantly, why? It couldn’t have been to make them more appetizing, as they already looked perfect, with nary a stray crumb or chip of icing to sully the plates they sat on. It wasn’t as though they’d be lasting long anyway, especially if I had any say in the matter.

	I patiently resisted, however, holding myself at bay in a pose of feigned detachment as the shorter man first poured the tea, asking around for everybody’s preference.

	‘Does Jacob take tea?’ he asked my mother. I ground my teeth together.

	‘Jacob does,’ I said before I could help myself. I stared straight ahead, too afraid to meet the eyes of my mother. Red-faced, the man gripped the teapot and filled my cup. Then, everyone around the table was free to help themselves. 

	My mother laid claim to a thin slice of rich, dark ebon cake. The tall man filled his plate with several scones and blueberry muffins, while the shorter man took a tentative nibble from a tart topped with a single strawberry. The woman at the end of the table, who had remained silent throughout, ignored the cakes altogether, taking only the thin handle of her teacup as she fastidiously shuffled her papers together. My mother often told me that everything was best in moderation. I heeded those wise words by stacking my plate high with one of everything. 

	A lull set in around the table, as the conference died down to the clacking of lips and the clinking of crockery. It was more than a little surreal, watching strangers in spotless suits sit around in silence, sampling a selection of cakes. I liked it. It was so strange, it was like a scene in a picture house production, almost worth the unbearably monotonous conversation. Almost.

	‘Jacob,’ the tall man said eventually, breaking the silence. He took a small sip of tea and placed the cup delicately down. ‘I apologise for our rather dry discussion – you must be falling asleep. Permit me to change the subject for a moment. How are you? What have you been learning at school?’

	I gulped some tea to clear my throat of cake crumbs. ‘I’m fine, thank you,’ I said. I rubbed my fingertips together under the table. Crumbs rained down. ‘School’s boring, the same as always. Foran Jackson’s empty letters are interesting, but we’ve only just started learning about the revolution. Before that, we did the Cicadians, but they were around so long ago, it’s not really worth knowing.’

	‘The Cicadians?’ the tall man said. ‘But surely you’re interested in their famous pyramids, no? They were a great people, and their work can still be seen today.’

	‘A great people,’ the squat man affirmed, looking up from his tart, the edges of which had been thoroughly and methodically nibbled. ‘Great history, a very rich history.’

	‘They had slaves,’ was all I could say. I hated the idea of the Cicadians being remembered for all that work. ‘I could build the tallest tower in the world if I got everyone else to stack the bricks for me. Besides, they wasted the pyramids by putting dead people in them. I bet the slaves would’ve built ten times more of them for free if they’d been allowed to live there.’ The tall man laughed.

	‘An unusual point, I’ll grant you. If they’d had any say in the matter, they wouldn’t have been slaves.’ I was starting to strongly dislike the tall man. He seemed to be one of those people that used a thousand words where ten would have sufficed. Even then, you’d still never know what he was thinking.

	‘Forgive me,’ my mother interjected, ‘but if everyone’s enjoyed this short interlude, could we please return to the issue of the day? The closure of the factory, and the pledge to create new work opportunities at the Olsten chemical plant.’

	The woman at the end of the table cleared her throat loudly and placed her papers down. I nearly jumped from my seat in surprise; I’d almost forgotten that she was there. 

	‘Mrs Bell. Shall we get down to the numbers?’ My mother smiled at her.

	‘I’d appreciate it, Mrs Townsend.’ My mouth dropped. Can it be…? Brooke’s mother was rarely in town – I still hadn’t met her. And yet she was exactly as I imagined her.

	‘Two hundred jobs were temporarily lost in the closure, one hundred and eighteen of which were relocated to the Olsten chemical plant nearby,’ Mrs Townsend stated, her eyes flicking every few seconds to the pages laid out before her. My mother nodded as she spoke. ‘The marginally lower wages are contrasted with longer hours, and the option for overtime. Of the remaining eighty-two workers, eighteen of them are now employed elsewhere, and fourteen are in talks to work at one of the adjoining plants. Considering the lack of any contractual obligations to aid former employees in seeking employment, the company has made a clear, concerted effort to ensure that seventy-five percent of them are in steady employment.’

	‘And speaking for one of those families, I appreciate that,’ my mother said. They proceeded to speak at length on the subject, throwing numbers back and forth so quickly, I struggled to keep up. 

	I occupied myself by thinking back to my dismal first impression of the plant. Were we supposed to be grateful that my father was working there, in that place? I wasn’t even sure what he did, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that my father wasn’t any better off now, regardless of Mrs Townsend’s insistence to the contrary. Something told me that these three had never even set foot inside the building. I chomped on a mouthful of éclair to mask my frustration. At least my father was working. He’d be coming home soon. Erold wasn’t so lucky.

	‘The fact that so many families were able to regain employment isn’t taken for granted by anybody,’ my mother said. ‘But it stands to reason that after the takeover, the factory had contractual obligations to keep all employees on the payroll for a full five years—’

	‘No,’ Mrs Townsend said sharply, and she smiled. I knew at that moment where Brooke got it from. ‘The contract only stipulates employees hired as of July two years ago.’

	‘Are you quite sure?’ my mother paled. Mrs Townsend slid the document over.

	‘I am here to talk numbers,’ she stated simply. ‘There can be no more surety on my part. Final paragraph – the condition doesn’t apply retroactively.’

	‘You are correct,’ my mother admitted. ‘It only applies to employees hired two years ago. As of July,’ she added quickly, as Mrs Townsend opened her mouth once more. ‘But,’ she continued, ‘that means that the majority of your former employees still qualify. And not all of these workers found employment after being laid off. It’s the least you could have done, to save face if nothing else. As the company issued its mass dismissal a mere two days before the factory doors closed, it seems to think that firing everyone on spurious grounds absolves it of its five-year commitment, on the sole basis that they are now all “former” employees. I just wish to make it clear,’ she said, her face tightly composed, ‘that the company cannot claim any altruistic intent until every obligation, both legal and moral, has been fulfilled.’

	‘I fear,’ Mrs Townsend said, ‘that this is no longer a question of disputed figures.’

	‘You would be correct,’ my mother said. Mrs Townsend looked disappointed.

	‘I think I should point out,’ the tall man started, as Mrs Townsend began rifling once more through her papers, ‘that the wording in the contract is explicitly clear. “Current” employees, and only “current” employees, are supported for the full duration. This doesn’t include those the company decides it’s unable to work with. Legally, the company’s standing is immaculate. This is a business, first and foremost. In what way would it benefit from rehiring all of its old workers?’

	Mrs Townsend’s ears pricked up. ‘You mean most of them, surely?’ she said. ‘Unless the eighteen former employees that found work elsewhere are to be wrenched back against their will?’

	‘You’re quite right,’ the tall man admitted. My mother looked to her in surprise. Mrs Townsend smiled. The tall man continued. ‘As I was saying, what would the company stand to gain from re-employing old workers if that means shirking workers from the city, who are often better qualified? Especially when the city is willing to subsidise the decision?’

	My mother lifted her teacup loudly, scraping the porcelain against the saucer. Everyone around the table looked up.

	‘An organisation as large as yours has an equally large reputation to maintain,’ she said. ‘When making decisions that impact so many people, it’s common sense to gauge whether a small investment could make a large return on its standing with the public.’

	‘But what would it stand to gain?’

	‘A good question,’ the shorter man declared. ‘Cake, anyone?’

	‘You keep asking what the benefits to the company will be.’ My mother put the teacup down and pushed her plate away. She hadn’t touched the ebon cake. ‘This growing attitude is burying the little goodwill you companies have. You don’t seem to understand that you’re talking about people’s livelihoods. It’s not wealth they’re shouting for in the streets: it’s a living. Of course you’ll benefit! Aside from the dozens of hard workers whose loyalties you’ll own, it’ll also stop the protests against the company name. People tend not to throw punches as casually as words when they’re being listened to.’ The tall man’s face dropped.

	‘This is getting a little dry,’ the shorter man said, flustered. ‘More tea?’

	‘I hope,’ the tall man laughed nervously, ‘that you’re not suggesting we consider any measures simply to curtail the demands of a few radicals.’

	‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t take what I was saying to its most extreme conclusion. Everybody wins against a strawman, because strawmen can’t talk,’ my mother retorted. I hadn’t seen her so impassioned in a long time. Unable to fiddle with her tight silver necklace, she adjusted her watch buckle instead. ‘You do understand that “everything they want” is for their children to have as good a chance in the world as yours? For them to be as safe from hunger, and suffering?’ She paused. ‘From war? This isn’t about contractual obligations. It’s about the families that are being left behind, and the children. We’ve all talked about our children – when we’re gone, they’ll be the only ones left to remember. It’s up to you to decide whether that’s for good, or ill.’

	The tall man’s thin smile drooped to a grimace.

	‘For good or ill…’ the shorter man muttered to himself. The tall man disagreed.

	‘Theodore and Daniel are irrelevant to this discussion,’ he balked. ‘We are here to discuss the small print of the Miller factory contract, not the wider community, and especially not a public policy that is, in fact, a point of contention even within our own establishment.’

	‘You’re speaking as though they aren’t the same issue.’ She gazed up at the clock. ‘But it seems our time is up. I hope something’s been achieved. I wish you all a pleasant journey home. Let’s go,’ she said quietly. 

	She took the time to shake Mrs Townsend’s hand before taking mine and marching out. I dared to glance back as the glass door shut behind us. The three of them were just standing there, watching us. I didn’t think I’d be returning to the cake stop any time soon. 

	Neither of us spoke until we were back in the lift, at which point my mother breathed a deep sigh. Whether it was one of relief or exasperation, I couldn’t tell. She punched the lift button with such ferocity, I was surprised it wasn’t dented. Exasperation it is. 

	She tore the necklace from her neck and pressed it into her pocket. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ she apologised. ‘I’ve had meetings with countless representatives, and I’ve never lost my patience like that. It’s not your fault. Even if you did stride close to the line sometimes,’ she added, ruffling my hair.

	‘You tried your best, Mum,’ I said, patting her shoulder.

	After the long walk back to the car, I tried to break the awkward silence. ‘I didn’t like the tall one – he was slippery. It wasn’t fair that there were three of them either—’

	‘Jacob, it’s okay. You don’t need to make excuses for me. Talking with them has just become slower and slower lately. It’s like wading through quicksand. You’ve got to reach the other side quickly, because if you allow yourself to become submerged, they’ll never let you back up.’ She sighed. I felt like I should say something, but nothing came to mind. We both sat in silence while the car stalled.

	‘Mr Smith’s gone,’ I said eventually. ‘Erold told me. The knockers came.’

	‘Mrs Smith broke the news to me earlier. He’s a strong man – I’ve no doubt that he can hold his own. But all the same, it’s not easy for anyone, least of all poor Erold and Ildi. Erold is going to need all the help he can get. Please be there for him, Jacob.’ I promised her that I would be. She sighed. ‘Damn it, damn it, damn it all to hell! I forgot to pick up a paper...’

	‘Go,’ I said. ‘I’ll look after the car.’

	The silence was stifling in her absence. I wound the window down, but it didn’t help. My father was stuck doing any number of awful things in the plant, my mother spent the day trying not to strangle her clients, and Erold’s father was gone. Just… gone. The more I learned about the adults in town, the less I envied them. And I was already thirteen – I’d be joining them soon enough. I wondered if I’d be any less unhappy than they were. Not wishing to ride that train of thought any further, I peered out of the window.

	Arlo was meandering down the street with his friend, playfully stepping on his shoes whilst Amiri spoke. Giving a casual stretch, Arlo said something offhandedly, and Amiri froze. His face was gaunt. They walked briskly off, Amiri listening intently as Arlo jabbered away. I assumed it was Arlo’s first attempt at an actual joke. If it was, he certainly seemed to have learned his lesson. 

	The street was mostly quiet now, save for a lone painter atop a rickety ladder, brushing away at a small section of an enormous unfinished facade. My dad would’ve painted the whole thing by now, I thought. My dad… He was supposedly on his three-day shift, but that was what I thought last time. He was hiding something. I should get him when he’s at the pub. He talks a lot when he’s drunk.

	‘I’ll talk to him,’ I resolved, saying it out loud as though it cemented the thought in reality.

	‘Talk to whom?’

	I jumped as my mother’s face appeared by the window.

	‘Erold,’ I said, flustered. ‘He wants to join this club, but I don’t think it’d be a good idea. I’m going to try and talk him out of it, before he tries to talk me into it.’

	‘Maybe he needs the distraction. But you know Erold,’ she said, handing me a rolled-up newspaper. I placed it on the seat beside me. ‘Bless him if he doesn’t give life all he’s got, but he needs someone to make sure his head’s screwed on properly. Can I ask about this club, or is it a secret, “boys only” kind of thing?’

	‘It’s not a “boys only” thing,’ I scoffed. Whatever that means. ‘But it’s not interesting either. You’d probably fall asleep if I tried to talk about it, and I really want to get home, so…’ She rolled her eyes.

	‘I get it, Jacob. Boys only.’

	‘Can I have a look at the paper?’ I asked, watching it unfurl slowly, almost invitingly, on the seat beside me. My mother looked as though I’d just asked her for a cigarette.

	‘If you must,’ she said. ‘It’s not very interesting though. You don’t usually read the news, so you’ll probably fall asleep, and I’m not sure I can still carry you upstairs to bed…’ She received my best stare in return. ‘I’m only joking, silly. But it won’t read like a book does. No news is good news, as they say.’

	I picked up the copy of the Daily Tributary and gave each page a cursory glance, the way strangers did at the station. The front page paid homage to the oldest woman in town, who was dying at the age of ninety-nine. I couldn’t help but consider how annoyed I’d feel. One year shy of that big, round number, and a cold threatens to do you in at the last minute. I moved on, but it didn’t take many pages turns before I understood exactly what my mother meant. The only constants in each article were death, illness and war, none of which, luckily enough, seemed to be happening anywhere near us. 

	The best local news was that my father’s old workplace had been purchased by ‘bank-owner Walter Stilgoe’, the lesser-known Stilgoe brother. Fascinating. I moved swiftly on, my opinion of the paper, as well as the town, gradually declining.

	As far as the newspaper was concerned, the rest of the world was where things actually happened. So I glanced past foreign horror stories, past updates on wars whose names were even more incomprehensible than the reasons they were being fought, just trying to find something to hold on to. It wasn’t until the last weary page that two words caught my eye, and refused to let go. ‘Jackson Square.’

	With bated breath, I followed the story along two pages as it described a speech that my uncle had given to a group of city officials. Once the speech was over, however, he’d started an unexpected and very disruptive demonstration in Jackson Square with five others, holding banners and shouting to passers-by. Just like Uncle David, I grinned. Reading on, I discovered that they’d only stopped after being arrested by the police. I almost dropped the paper when I saw it. He’s been arrested?

	I checked the date in the article. It was the ninth. He’d been arrested in Jackson Square on the ninth.

	I had so many questions. What was he doing at Jackson Square? Why was he putting himself in the line of fire? There was no mention of any explosion. So he stopped them, then? Or maybe they were still out there. I just didn’t know, and it was killing me.

	When we arrived home, the car had barely pulled up to the house before I threw myself out of the door, sprinting up the driveway. I tackled the stairs three at a time, and when I got to my bedroom, I flung the door open, vaulted over to my desk and prayed for answers, panting away. This thing better make sense of all this. With a single hand, I lifted the front page from the bundle of papers.

	When I saw what was written underneath, I dropped it, flinching as the paper cracked and crumbled into itself on the floor. I read what was written, and then I read it again, this time slower.

	‘Chapter One?’

	Everything seemed to hang there, crystallised in that moment of confusion. The only thing that broke it was the sound of my mother’s voice calling me from downstairs.

	‘Jacob!’ she shouted. ‘Your uncle is on the telephone. He wants to talk to you.’
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	I hurried down the stairs, muttered a brief thanks and slammed the receiver so quickly to my head, it nearly knocked me out.

	‘Uncle?’ I could hear breathing down the line. I pressed the receiver even tighter to my ear – I just had to hear his voice again. 

	‘Hey, favourite nephew,’ he said finally with a weary chuckle. Weary or not, my relief was immense. In the midst of everything going on, Uncle’s laugh was the calm in the eye of the storm. ‘Have you heard the news? I guess not – it’s still early days after all.’

	‘No, I have.’ I looked over to the counter where the paper lay open. ‘You were in Jackson Square. You got into trouble.’ I heard a nervous laugh from the other end.

	‘Who did you hear that from? Your mother?’

	‘Uncle, it was in the paper.’

	‘The paper? The paper!’ He sounded absolutely delighted. ‘Don’t tell me – the Galleon Gazette? No, the Brackish Informer!’

	‘It was the Daily Tributary.’ There was a slow, protracted groan.

	‘Better than being arrested, I suppose.’

	‘Well you’d know.’ He said nothing. I guess he didn’t have a witty riposte. ‘Uncle, what did you do?’

	‘What does it sound like? I got arrested.’ There was more nervous laughter.

	‘I’m serious.’ He went quiet for a moment. I could almost hear him thinking on the other end.

	‘Who’s listening?’

	I looked around; my mother was clasping her white rabbit necklace around her neck. She gave it an approving tap, reached for her keys and left promptly through the front door. ‘Just your favourite nephew. Now what happened?’

	‘I got my hands dirty with a bit of sleuthing.’ The timbre of his voice had changed completely. All the nervousness was gone. ‘As it turns out, David’s Dogs were planning on setting off a little firework display. After that tip-off from my most trusted and favourite anonymous source, I got the time and place for those bastards at the city constabulary. I told them to cordon it off and get a search going as soon as possible. And you know what they accused me of?’

	‘What?’

	‘Scaremongering. Rabble-rousing. As though I stood to gain anything! Bloody fools. They were wrapping rope around their own necks and inviting me to kick the stool. I might’ve given it a nudge if they’d been the only ones standing on it.’

	‘But… they were going to blow the whole place up!’ I couldn’t believe what I was saying.

	‘I don’t know about that. It’s a heritage site – you’d only have to put a dent in it to make your point. But to put even a dent in a place like that is unthinkable. Jackson Square is history, and you can’t destroy history without people getting caught in the crossfire. If they were crazy enough to try it, I had to be crazy enough to stop it. The speech was my last resort. The city couldn’t stop me talking if I paid for my time, so I made sure everybody and their dog knew I’d be there. That included David’s Dogs.’ I shuddered.

	‘But they might’ve done it anyway. Even with you inside.’

	‘That they might have,’ he said quietly. I shuddered again. ‘All I knew was that if I didn’t try to do something, I’d never forgive myself. So first thing in the morning, I gave a pointless twenty-minute speech to nobody in particular, and as soon as it was over, my workmates and I got the banners out and ranted about the threat for as long as we could. We kept everyone out of Jackson Square for a good long while, at least until the police arrived.’

	‘Your friends trust you a lot,’ I noted.

	‘They do,’ he said.

	I paused. ‘I don’t think I trust you that much.’ He chuckled.

	‘I’d never ask you to. They stuck with me the whole time, shouting for them to check the area even as we were being bundled into the police van. And lo and behold, when those proud morons climbed off their lofty perch and took a look around, they found bomb parts in a disused factory not two minutes from the square.’

	‘The paper didn’t mention any of that,’ I said.

	‘Welcome to the Daily Tributary readership.’

	‘Hey, the article was nice. It said you were a hero – the only one that says it like it is.’

	‘If causing a ruckus and shouting at complete strangers makes you a hero, I think I’ve been accosted by dozens of the blighters,’ Uncle said. ‘Drunk, a lot of them.’ He sighed.

	‘You don’t like being called a hero?’

	‘It’s not a good thing to be saddled with. If someone fell under a car or started drowning, I wouldn’t know what to do. I’d probably leave them to it – no use giving them someone to take with them. That’s not heroic. I just knew that to save the square, I had to go there myself and call their bluff.’ He laughed. ‘I love my job.’

	‘Is your job still going to be okay after being in prison?’

	‘Prison? Slow down there, I wasn’t charged with anything. They didn’t have much, obstruction of movement I suppose, but the city doesn’t want the world knowing that someone like me helped them out. They just wanted me gone. You know, keep it all hush-hush, even if the police said the plot was a complete slapdash mess that might not have even gone off anyway. I’m back home with Renny and the others now, so there’s nothing to worry about. Even the speech went well, considering, and I’m not the best public speaker…’

	I could barely speak. ‘What do you mean there’s nothing to worry about?’ I tried to keep my voice down. ‘You’re lucky not to be dead. They could’ve blown it all up. They still can, right?’

	‘If they somehow get their hands on a few tons of volatile materials, perhaps,’ Uncle laughed. ‘But why would they want to? They wanted attention, and I gave them that for free. I did them a favour. When the papers catch on, they can throw their name into the inevitable storm. Or better yet, they can take the hint and bury their heads in the sand where they belong. I told you – I did some sleuthing. From what I can tell, they're a bunch of kids that have no idea what they're doing. Might’ve even learned a lesson or two from all this, if we’re lucky. In the meantime, Jackson Square is just fine. And it’s all thanks to you. One or two people might have been caught up in “the Jackson Square attack”, but now, nobody will. Be proud.’

	I felt myself shiver despite the heat of the day. I tried to speak, but my mouth was dry, so I merely held on to the receiver, grinning like a fool.

	‘Jacob, are you still there?’ I heard the voice ask at the other end.

	‘I’m still here. I’m just… happy to help.’ Once again, I wouldn’t have been surprised to wake up back at the building site. ‘None of this feels real,’ I wheezed down the line.

	‘It’s real, Jacob,’ Uncle said. He chuckled. ‘My favourite nephew. The next time I come round, I’m making the coffee. Just try not to let it all go to your head, okay? I’ll leave you to enjoy your day now – I just wanted you to know what happened. You’re a brave young man. Maybe too brave…’

	‘Okay,’ I said, holding myself together as best I could. I waited until the line was dead. Then, the telephone went back on its cradle. I breathed out shakily. I’d been expecting a very different call. What if I get hurt? What if I get Colin hurt? Or Uncle? It had played out every way but this way in my head. Everybody was fine. It was the end of the story already, and yet we all made it out alive. It was like the best book I’d never read. You’re a brave young man. I felt like I was about to explode. I grabbed my coat and ran outside, slinging my arms through the sleeves. 

	I shot around the close, raising my voice in celebration. For once, I didn’t care who heard me; I just knew that they were going to. Frank was watering flowers under the shade of Eumaia’s boat. As he turned towards the noise and bunglingly raised a hand, his mouth slightly ajar, I felt a pang of pity for a man I knew had never experienced such an uncontrollable outburst of pleasure.

	I saw a magpie grooming itself on the pavement and waved at it, whooping with wild abandon. It cawed and darted to a nearby fence as I hurtled past, dodging and diving through groups of sedate pedestrians. I ran and ran until my lungs burnt and my legs were numb, and then I ran some more.

	I wheeled my bike out of the garden, brushed the carpet of webs aside and peddled it all the way to the train station, where I squinted to make out the tiny factory heads. I can’t see anything from here. I rode down a winding dirt path by the tracks until finally, I drew alongside the huffing, puffing towers. Through the dust clouds, I could just about make out one of the workers heaving barrels past three parked blue vans, to a white one waiting on the corner. I whistled and waved at them. They stopped for a moment, put down the barrel and then finally returned the wave with a thick gloved hand. I tried to shout to them, but the train beat me to it.

	I raced the carriages that screamed past me on the way back, and then I continued to Nadivan Avenue, down along the river and then back up again. I didn’t even know where I was going. That was the best part. I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I went everywhere.

	I couldn’t say when I returned home how long I’d been gone. A minute or a day – I would have believed either. I hung my coat up, pinched the cube and flopped onto my bed. Breathing heavily, I passed it from hand to hand. At that moment, anything felt possible.

	I quickly found myself stuck in the same rut as usual, shifting sides randomly until I started repeating myself. I could only ever get a few squares aligned before they began to separate. What had Raine done right that I was doing wrong? I studied the cube intently. Maybe there was a mechanism I’d missed, or a clue concealed on the cube itself.

	The cube’s carefully inspected six faces had no buttons, indents or grooves, bereft even of a logo. It had nothing to hide. I was on the verge of giving up, mindlessly picking at a square with a fingernail when I heard a rasp, and saw that the edge was starting to peel. They weren’t squares at all, just coloured stickers. Carefully, I extracted the red sticker, revealing the shiny black plastic underneath.

	The rules were very simple, as my father explained. All you had to do was align the colours. Immediately, a small voice of dissent rose up against the idea in my head. Taking them off would be cheating, it said. You’re supposed to twist the sides until they match. That’s what Raine did. But Raine wasn’t me. She’d followed the rules stringently, to the point where winning barely registered with her. Without the struggle, where was the victory? 

	I peeled off every red square, taking care to go slowly to keep the stringy strands of glue on the stickers. Raine had constrained herself to the rules she placed on the cube, which was all well and good, but she never considered that the confines she worked in were self-imposed. Uncle had been in a difficult situation, and he’d only won by putting the rules aside. You aren’t allowed to stop a group of schemers by sitting on top of their bomb. It was so easy, it’s practically cheating. So sometimes, cheating is just fine. I placed all nine stickers on the duvet, arranged in a square just like the cube face. Starting on the other sides, I transferred the stickers methodically until finally, I had six sides before me, in a configuration that took me more time than I’d admit, and doubtless more time than Raine had taken to solve it in the first place.

	The stickers went back on just as meticulously to ensure they looked untampered with. When I was done, I held it in my hand. The cube was whole again. I couldn’t say I felt proud, but I thought I’d grown up a little. I’d beaten the cube by placing its arbitrary rules aside, and recognising it for what it was – a small, shiny piece of plastic. Toys were fun, but there were bigger things to worry about. And the world wasn’t going to wait for me to grow up.

	Speaking of which…

	Placing the conquered cube down beside the bundle of papers, I slowly drew out my desk chair and ran a finger down the wrinkled, blistered front page.

	‘Chapter One,’ I said. I forced myself to read it several times in disbelief. Chapter One? Chapter One? I lifted the title page and scanned the one underneath carefully, as best I could through the tears and blemishes. Then, I read the next page. It wasn’t until I reached the end of the second chapter that I was finally convinced. This had nothing to do with David’s Dogs. There were no plans, and no conspiring. It was the most harmless thing in the world, nothing but a story, albeit one written none too badly at all.

	I was almost ashamed at how relieved I felt; it was like a weight had been lifted. Once I skimmed through the stack’s ninety or so sheets, I knew beyond a doubt that nothing written inside those pages could hurt anybody. I could only imagine the disappointment my twelve-year-old self would have felt – it was almost funny. Adventure, gunpowder, treason and plot. It sounds so different when you read about it. I smiled, rubbing my ashy fingertips together. It was strange how strongly you could crave something you didn’t understand.

	I guess I don’t need this anymore. I patted the singed bundle forlornly. Back it goes, back to the damp of the forest to rot away. Although… 

	I thumbed through it slowly, marvelling at how it had survived the elements despite its original owner’s intentions. I hadn’t had a chance to sit down and read something in a while. After Uncle’s call, I could use something to take my mind off all the madness. I’m sure nobody would mind me borrowing it just a little while longer. After all, there was surely no better gift to an author than an audience. I looked over at my bedside cabinet, to the bookmark in my copy of Bresal’s Rope Ladder. It could wait. I flipped carefully back to the front page and started reading.

	It became clear very early on that it was more of a manuscript than a finished story. Chapter names had been crossed out and replaced, and sections of each page, even entire paragraphs were scribbled out, or missing entirely amid the tears and burn marks. From what I could deduce, the story centred on a mother who had to brave a dangerous wasteland with her son after a terrible war. There was no mention of his father as they travelled to the last train station to seek safety. He was just gone. Gone like Mr Smith, I shivered. Poor Erold. Nonetheless, I did my best to force the thought from my mind and press on, just like the characters in the story. Feeling bad wouldn’t bring him back.

	The further I read, the more careful I had to be with the hole-pocketed pages. I was on the edge of my seat, and not only because turning the very page was perilous. The writing itself became more erratic, the characters more desperate. I feared for them as I never feared for any characters before. This story wasn’t written like the others. Reading it, I felt like I was living in the head of a crazy person, who only barely kept themselves together for the sake of their child. Small details changed from page to page, and characters turned up and vanished without rhyme, reason, or even basic consistency. It was annoying when the manuscript’s illegibility forced me to fill in the blanks myself, but I couldn’t deny that it suited the story well.

	Before long, I wasn’t sure if a happy ending was even possible. Too much had happened. On every other page, somebody breathed their last, and the way the group of survivors was slowly whittled down was as morbid as it was creative. I had to wonder what the writer’s life had been like for them to make a world like this. It was harrowing and deeply disturbing, and yet I couldn’t stop reading, staying up until the early hours of the morning.

	‘Jacob, breakfast’s ready!’ Only my mother’s insistent knocking at the door prevented me from finishing it there and then, even as I sat red-eyed and sore at my desk. 

	It’s just the story I want to write, I thought as I tried to bookmark the page. The corner came off in my hand. I frowned. Where are those silver page-turning things when you need them? 

	My father returned from his shift, surprising us when we were eating breakfast. It was midday, but I was still in my pyjamas. I loved the weekend. 

	‘Jacob!’ He’d only just shrugged his satchel and heavy work coat off, but he seemed very energetic, in spite of the bags under his eyes. He’d also deigned not to use the welder’s mask and axe this time. Very wise. ‘I said I’d treat you in town earlier. Are you still up for it?’

	‘Really?’ It was difficult to avoid suspicion after last time. 

	‘I promised, didn’t I?’ I couldn’t argue with that. I’d seen so little of him recently, I agreed immediately. However, that wasn’t the only reason. We’ll be alone. He’d have no excuses left. I looked to my mother, who nodded back.

	‘Let’s go!’ I donned my birthday coat proudly for the occasion.

	My father first drove us to the Graullie Picture House, where we picked up a stick of Pearson Pearl’s candy floss and sat through a showing together. Pearson Pearl’s was the best. Needless to say, the candy floss was gone in the first five minutes, but the show was pretty good too, so good, I was glad I’d persuaded him to buy a ticket for himself. He didn’t even talk once throughout, although a vein clearly bulged in his neck from the effort. 

	After that, we took a stroll around town. Every once in a while, we became entangled in conversation with one of his many acquaintances, but he’d worked everywhere in town, so it didn’t surprise me. It was hard to mind when he was in such good spirits. After so many days, it was like I finally had my father back.

	‘When I was your age, I’d go hedge hopping with my mates, getting into all sorts of trouble,’ he reminisced as we walked. ‘Over brick walls, bushes, trees…’ Strolling past an old oak, he hoisted himself up effortlessly into its boughs and lowered himself back down again. ‘We were little blighters, but who isn’t at that age? Do you ever, you know…?’

	‘I’m not you, Dad.’

	‘Of course not,’ he caught himself quickly. ‘And good for you. It was a different time, anyway. A bag of Pearson Pearl’s was next to nothing, and by fourteen, everybody except my brother had a job, myself included. I worked here.’

	He nodded at the Carvery as we walked passed. I recognised the owner – he was the man who talked to Uncle at the party. He stared wordlessly back, standing at the counter beside a set of razor-sharp knives that could only dream of looking as lethal. ‘Dedi likes his steak on the living side of pink,’ my father muttered from the corner of his mouth. ‘But he’s soft as butter when you get to know him. The place is a death trap though – something to bear in mind if you ever work there. Although,’ he added, scratching his neck, ‘maybe you don’t want that kind of job. What about that book you wanted to write? How’s that coming along?’

	‘Good,’ I said, rueful that I had nothing to show for it yet. Wait till he sees the cube.

	‘That’s my boy.’ He hooked his arm around my shoulders and gave me an affectionate squeeze. ‘We don’t have many writers in the family – none really, but don’t let Granddad hear you say that. I’ve painted, plastered and plumbed, but I can’t pick up a pen and write half like you can. I’m not slow,’ he added defensively when he saw the look on my face. He jabbed his hands into my sides and tickled me until I agreed. ‘It’s not a question of being smart or stupid,’ he continued. ‘You could have a whole world of philosophers, but when no one knows how to lay bricks or plaster walls, we’re all right back to wallowing in the mud. As long as you work hard and do what’s best for your family, nothing else matters. But enough about that, it’s sweltering.’

	I was surprised to find that we’d managed to walk all the way down to the Float. ‘He needs the biggest ice cream you’ve got,’ my father said proudly. He saw my frown. ‘You want a big one, don’t you? One that could touch the sky?’

	‘I guess so.’ He bought nothing for himself, but I insisted he have a few spoonfuls of mine. We ate it together by the bank, admiring the boats bobbing on the glimmering water.

	‘Mike, Maggie, Ben and I used to skinny dip here,’ he said, laughing as I turned my nose up. ‘It’s where I met my first girlfriend too. At the time, I told her she was my nine reasons, but I was only young back then. There are lots of stories I could tell, but more I probably shouldn’t, of course.’ He winked at me.  I didn’t reply. He looked down at his feet and stopped talking. We both knew he’d been stalling for long enough.

	‘Why were you in the pub, Dad?’ I asked him. ‘You said you’d be gone for three days, but you came back. Why?’ He was unnaturally silent. ‘Please tell me. Whatever it is, I can handle it. You say everybody needs to tell the truth, but why should we if you don’t? I won’t tell Mum.’ He sighed.

	‘Are you sure about that?’

	‘Drown me in the river if I’m lying.’ I gave him the fiercest, most intense stare I could. I meant it.

	‘I’m not strong all the time, Jacob.’

	He said it so softly, I had to look away. ‘You know some people think homesickness isn’t just a feeling. It’s a sickness – you can catch it in the air like anything else. Well it was going around on that first day. Our town’s something special. Sometimes, you have to be away from something before you can remember just how special it is. After a pint with old friends, I was going to take the train back. Don’t look at me like that – it was just a rough time settling in, that’s all. I’m better now. We’re all better now. Okay?’

	‘Okay. It’s just that Erold didn’t know his dad was going away until he was gone. If something bad happened to you or Mum, even if it was horrible, I’d rather know. I can help.’

	‘I know you can,’ he said, rustling my hair. He pulled out a cigarette and fumbled for his lighter. When he couldn’t find it, I held mine out, which he took with an appreciative nod. ‘Sometimes there’s a price for being honest, but with family, it’s always a price worth paying.’ He took a puff of his cigarette. ‘And on that note, we did agree that everybody should be honest…’ With the ice cream finished, we started making our way back to the car. 

	‘So what?’ I asked him. He smiled.

	‘I wasn’t the only one out of doors that night.’ I glared at him, singularly unimpressed with the sudden turn in conversation.

	‘Lots of people were. It’s a big town.’

	‘You were heading back home, if I remember correctly.’

	‘Yeah, well you’re old. Maybe your memory’s not like it used to be.’

	‘Come on Jacob, Brooke’s a nice girl.’ I elbowed him in the side. He snickered, bracing himself defensively in anticipation of further assault. ‘What?’ 

	‘Nothing. You’re right. She is.’

	‘I’m just saying, she’s a nice young lady,’ he grinned. I shrugged into my seat and shut the door. ‘Fiercely intelligent, and very nice. That’s all.’ We drove back with the radio blaring. When we arrived home, he made a point of letting me out of the car. 

	‘Growing up can be tough and confusing,’ he said. ‘If you’ve got any questions—’

	‘I have a question, Dad.’ He rolled his eyes, refusing to take the bait.

	‘I’m just saying. Girls like things.’

	‘Everyone likes things.’

	‘Well if you liked girls, I might be able to tell you what some of them like.’

	‘If I decide I like them, I’ll ask you,’ I replied curtly. He sighed.

	‘Girls like flowers,’ he said. He pinched the blue head from a nearby snapdragon and placed it into my hand, beaming. ‘Bold and bright ones, like these.’ He winced, realising too late the terrible mistake he’d made. We both knew my mother would spot it, sooner rather than later. She always finds out eventually. ‘Although you should look for them elsewhere,’ he added. ‘Don’t pick your mother’s flowers if you intend on picking anything ever again.’

	‘Got it,’ I said.

	‘And if you don’t care about any of that stuff, that’s fine too.’ He closed my palm around the flower head. ‘Like what you like, and don’t what you don’t.’ I smiled despite myself. It may have sounded stupid, but good advice was sometimes simple enough to be stupid at the same time.

	When we got inside, my father decided to put a record on. It was one of his favourites, a loud, bouncy tune that boomed throughout the house. Within seconds, he was swinging along. 

	‘They like dancing too, Jacob. If you ever want to impress someone, learn to dance.’

	‘I wish you had.’

	My mother expressed her agreement from the sofa opposite, but my father only took it as a challenge. He wasn’t half bad either, and his enthusiasm was infectious. Before long, he had her up there with him. For a moment, I put my concerns aside and watched them tear up the imaginary dance floor together. When it got too syrupy, I traipsed upstairs and placed the snapdragon bud on my desk. He’s lying through his teeth. If he’d been homesick, why hadn’t he come home? Why so adamant that my mum not find out? 

	I’d get the truth out of him, but later. He’d been nice to me, and he only had one day of reprieve from the plant. It was the least I could give him. In the meantime, I fired up the broken music player to drown out the cacophony downstairs, and dived straight back into the manuscript.

	It was like watching two members of my own family trek their way through burnt fields and bloody marshes. I felt every slice of the knife – every heavy footstep and every icy breath. I had no idea that it was possible to make suffering so beautiful. All I knew was that I couldn’t stop reading. I did my best to pre-empt the next nightmarish twist before it happened, as though knowing in advance would somehow change the terrifying inevitability of it. They’ll never make it to the train station, I thought. Or everyone there will already be dead. Maybe there is no train station…

	Turning to the next page, my toes were curled. I couldn’t believe it.

	It had been completely scribbled out. Scrutinising as closely as I could, I couldn’t make out a single word. I tried to thumb past it, but there were no more pages. No, that can’t be it. The story wasn’t over, not by a long way. I thought back to the night I found it, and remembered that some paper had been trampled into the dirt. But only a few sheets. Frustratingly, I’d been right about one thing – they would never make it to the station. They’d never make it anywhere. Either half the story had been destroyed, or it had never been written at all. 

	I threw down the last page and fell backwards onto my bed, arms crossed, fuming. It was a shame that it would never be finished. It was the best book I’d never read.

	But I could fix that… 

	Penning my award-winning novel would have to wait. I loaded my typewriter with paper for the first time; it pinged satisfyingly as I pressed the carriage return lever, setting the paper’s position. I was going to finish the story. There was no harm in borrowing it just a little longer, especially if it meant that I’d have a way to read it after giving the manuscript back. I can make it better too, I noted as I pulled out the first page to start transcribing it. Where words were crossed out or otherwise illegible, I could write my own, even correcting mistakes the original writer made along the way.

	While I worked, typing out page after crumbling page, time seemed to halt, lost in the sea of possibilities.

	The next day, my father went back to work, and news of Jackson Square was finally starting to spread. As usual, the talk of the town was centred around Uncle’s antics. I prepared myself for some awkward staring from my fellow classmates – being his nephew had its drawbacks. Determined to be a contrarian, my mother managed to avoid saying a single word about him, talking instead about the ‘stellar’ police work.

	‘That’s one thing I miss about the city. The pure professionalism of it, from top to bottom.’ I nodded. It doesn’t get much more professional than standing on top of a literal ticking time bomb to stop it going off, I said to myself. But I won’t say that, because I don’t want you knowing that I was the reason he was there...

	A day later, and my father was supposedly on his second work day at the plant. I decided to take a short stroll down Nadivan Avenue. Who knows what I might find there. Or who?

	When I passed the street sign, it was impossible to ignore the ‘Democratic Defence’ that had been graffitied above it in even larger letters. I shuddered. Someone wasn’t paying attention in assembly. At least the Duck’s Head was looking lively. But before I could walk in, Renny Garett shot past, holding a megaphone and grinning from ear to ear. He winked at me, made the cross sign on his chest and vaulted backwards into a nearby garden, just as two red-faced officers rounded the corner.

	‘You haven’t seen a big, stocky bastard go by, have you?’ they wheezed. I nodded.

	‘Yeah, he ran straight past.’ Once they were gone, a single thumb rose up from behind the slats of the fence. I smiled and shook my head, pushing open the Duck’s Head door. Mr Gulliver reached out to me. He was slumped on one of the outside tables, as usual.

	‘She took all but my pants again,’ he slurred. ‘Left my pants. Just my pants.’ Sure enough, he was sitting in naught but a wizened pair of white briefs.

	‘Okay Mr Gulliver,’ I said uncertainly, and headed inside. At least she left those.

	The place was resounding with conversation, as customers clutching pint pots shimmied their way past crowded tables. Maggie was behind the bar, and as always, her banter with the pub regulars was somehow audible above the din. Even with all the hustle and bustle, she was quick to spot me as I approached the stools that were still irritatingly too high for me to sit on. She finished pouring a pint and then sidled over.

	‘Jacob! Scrubbing up nice, as usual. Still a little young to be drinking alone, though.’

	‘Hopefully I won’t be,’ I said. ‘You know when my dad asked you to cover for me? I was wondering if he’s been back since. It’s important.’ Maggie glanced at the door at the end of the bar.

	‘He’s been back,’ she said coolly. ‘Busy in the bathroom now actually, but nothing a little straining won’t take care of. You can wait here.’

	‘Thanks,’ I sighed. It wasn’t unusual to see someone my age in the pub, but alone, I stuck out like a sore thumb. With Maggie’s seal of approval, at least no questions would be asked. ‘Can I get a glass of Achor’s while I’m here?’ She nodded, lumping mounds of ice into a glass and filling it until it frothed over the top. I dug into my back pocket and retrieved a few coins. She reclined from my offering disdainfully.

	‘I’m not taking your money. You know Bethany, our lovely resident server with the pretty red hair?’ I remembered Bethany more for her glazed eyes and gritted smile than her hair, but I nodded all the same. ‘Yeah, well, Bethany did her leg in jumping off the pub roof for a bet. Isn’t that right, you clod?’

	I followed Maggie’s indignant stare to find Bethany sat on one of the cushioned chairs, her leg awkwardly jutting out in a mottled grey cast. She shouted something incoherent about winning, raising a glass of red wine that slopped down her hand. Maggie sighed. ‘So I’ve got her, but she’s about as useless as a snowball in a snowstorm. In other words, as useful as ever. Be a dear and collect the last few empty glasses, and the Achor’s is yours. Show Bethany up for the waste of skin she’s proved to be!’

	‘It’s a deal.’ I took one sweet sip of the drink she placed before me, and then headed off to earn it. 

	I made sure to keep my distance as I went about collecting glasses, to avoid any awkward exchanges with the patrons I recognised. The conversations, which melded together so incomprehensibly from a distance, untangled themselves when I stood but a few feet away. It was impossible to avoid catching a few snatches as I worked. An interesting huddle of what looked to be fishermen were talking furtively to one another. I shuffled over, and started slowly stacking their impressive collection of empty glasses.

	‘You think what you want,’ the man closest to me uttered, scratching his neck and bearing back to reveal a large tattoo of an orca that extended beneath his collar. ‘I’ve heard different. Nothing monstrous, mind. Just rumours. He’s not squeaky clean like he wants us to think.’ He’s not talking about my dad, is he? I asked myself jokingly. 

	‘Hear, hear,’ the old man opposite him piped up. His white eyebrows and thick fringe drooped down over his eyes in such a way that I wondered if he could see at all. ‘I heard the Tine lot were talking to him about some plan or other. A big one – explosive, like. Don’t know much aside from that, but he’s got to be in on it. He’s been threatening more than words for too long.’ Explosive? I decided to stick around a little longer. 

	‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ a third fisherman grunted in a voice so gravelly, you’d swear he spent his days gargling sand. He was a huge man with a jacket and overalls that barely fit him, but in the group, he sat low and hunched, as though trying unsuccessfully to conceal his own enormity. ‘I met him after one of his talks. Queer guy. He’s not big. But his eyes,’ he said, pulling his own eyelids open with two huge fingers. ‘There’s somethin’ in the eyes. You gotta look close. He’d kill if he had to. I swear, he’d starve a drowning man.’ 

	I shuddered at the thought, but I couldn’t help but wonder at his odd choice of words. Who would starve a drowning man? How? Why? I began to wonder which was worse – drowning, or starving? Starving was the obvious choice, slowly becoming nothing but skin and bones over several agonising days. But just trying to imagine the sensation of breathing water in made me feel ill. They’re as bad as each other, I resolved, and I wouldn’t wish either on anybody, let alone both. I collected the glasses together and tottered from the table.

	‘He’s got the city stink about him from that wife of his,’ another of them pitched in as I left. ‘Just look at his runt. What kind of name is Raine, anyway?’

	My hands tightened on the glasses as I forced myself to walk away. It was Uncle. They were talking about Uncle. I pushed past the kitchen door – pots were steaming and dishes were soaking, but my head was swimming in different waters. They said he’d starve a drowning man, whatever that meant. He’s not starving or drowning anyone. ‘Rumours,’ the man had said. As I went back out to collect the remaining glasses, I repeated the word until it resounded like a chime. Rumours. Rumours. Nothing more than far-off stories from who cares where.

	I caught other snatches of conversation as I cleared the room for Maggie, but I was in no mood to listen closer. Let them talk. Even so, my ears pricked up in surprise when I heard Colin’s voice. He was slouched low in his chair, sitting with his family at a table that had been given a very wide berth. I averted my gaze immediately and did my best not to stare. People with an interest in living didn’t stare at the Tines.

	With only a few tables left, I tried to sneak past with my back turned, but Colin hopped up from his chair almost immediately.

	‘What’s it like having the coolest uncle in town?’ he chimed unapologetically, taking my hand and jerking it up and down repeatedly. I smiled politely and muttered that I wouldn’t know. I continued collecting glasses around him, hoping he’d understand that I was otherwise occupied. He didn’t. ‘I didn’t know you drank. School must be getting you down. Want a sip?’ He proffered his glass. The liquid was suspiciously yellow, and the froth that topped it looked like spit. I doubted I’d ever understand how anyone could drink it. I’m not touching that stuff again. Not at gunpoint. 

	 ‘I’ve got my Achor’s, but thanks,’ I said. I stacked two glasses together, clashing them unnecessarily loudly. If this doesn’t tell him I’m busy, nothing will.

	‘Erold pussyfoots around beer as well,’ Colin continued. I resigned myself to the conversation. ‘But we’re changing that at the club. He joined after his dad left. He probably told you about it.’ He took a swig and swished it around in his mouth. ‘I don’t get you. You care so much about one cat, but when Erold’s dad gets taken? Nothing. The defence is trying to stop this stuff. Do you even give a damn? Come to the club and help a friend out.’

	I reminded myself that he was a Tine, so as I moved on to the next table, I chose my words very carefully. ‘I’ve been really busy,’ I lied. ‘Stuff with my uncle. But I do care. I care a lot.’

	‘Yeah, I’ll bet,’ he grumbled. After acquiring the final glass, I made for the kitchen, but Colin blocked the door. ‘Look, if you’re not interested, don’t send me an empty letter about it. Just tell me. Erold came, and he says he’s never missing another one. If you’re still friends with him, you’ll come. You’re one of the good guys – friends don’t leave friends.’

	He left to go back to his table before I even had the chance to lie again. He sat by his father, who was busy talking to one of his brothers, and pulled at his sleeve. Without looking down, his father patted him on the shoulder and continued talking. Incensed, Colin looked back at me with a deathly stare. I retreated quickly through the kitchen door. The second time the door swung shut, I snuck a peek back through. He was slurping what was left of his pint, mumbling into it like it was the only thing that would listen to him. 

	I set down the last stack of glasses and separated them out. They’d have to dig me out of my grave before I’d ever be seen in that club, an arrangement I imagined Colin wouldn’t find disagreeable. But on the other hand, it could be the perfect place to help Uncle. This is too much to think about right now. I came here to talk to my dad. One thing at a time. I paced back to the bar to pick up my drink. That was when I saw him, sitting a few seats down. I wasn’t sure I still wanted to talk, but it was too late to turn back now.

	‘Dad?’ He almost fell off his seat.

	‘Jacob, what are you doing here? I…’ He trailed off in a series of splutters that forced him to put his drink down. I reached over and smacked him on the back. His coughing fit slowly subsided into heaves, and finally, after a few shaky breaths, nothing. ‘It’s not like you to be hanging around in a place like this.’

	‘You know why I’m here, Dad,’ I said. He looked at me with tired, bloodshot eyes. ‘What’s going on?’ After a long silence, he motioned to the bar stools. I clambered on top of one and balanced precariously on it, Achor’s in hand.

	‘Not one word of this can be repeated. Not to your uncle, or your mother. Especially your mother. Do you understand – not one word?’ I nodded. He stared at me for some time. Finally, he leaned back and took a swig of his drink. ‘The company screwed me,’ he said. ‘After the closure, they promised us a place at the new ‘Olsten Chemical Plant’. That’s the one thing they didn’t lie about. The only thing.’ I was reminded of what I’d heard at my mother’s workplace.

	‘Mum was talking with people from the city about it. They said you’re better off now.’ My father shook his head.

	‘The three-day shift they promised us was a joke,’ he said. ‘The other two days count as overtime, and there weren’t enough spaces to go around. It’s our own fault for believing them. That’s what you get for trusting the same folks that just kicked you out of your last job.’ He chuckled bitterly. ‘We decided to draw straws. And guess which one I got? To be fair, they were all offering to trade places with me, but I was true to my word. I worked my one day and then came back on the train. Alfie, one of the guys I work with, he’s a good man. City guy – he hadn’t seen what it was like for the rest of us. He tried to talk to the bigwigs at the top, and he was as crushed as I was when it all fell through. He’s the one that gave me that cube. He called it my crummy consolation prize.’

	‘I don’t know,’ I murmured. ‘I like it.’

	‘Yeah, a crummy consolation prize,’ my father said. The conversation fell into a lull. I sipped at my Achor’s quietly, and he seemed to sink deeper into his chair. He held his glass to the light and stared into it. I wasn’t sure what he was expecting to find. Eventually, he looked up again. ‘Sorry, lost my train of thought.’ 

	He cleared his throat. ‘When I got off the train, I came here looking for work. We can’t live off two days of work a week. I managed to wrangle a deal with… someone. He’s a painter. Very understanding. During the day, we work on jobs out of town so your mother doesn’t find out, and at night, Michael lends me his couch. It’s not much, but it’s enough. The night you found me, I was only drinking to celebrate finding him. You know I don’t touch the stuff anymore.’

	‘But you’re drinking right now.’ He smiled and handed me his pint.

	‘Ginger ale,’ he said. I was wondering why it was fizzing. I took a sip.

	‘Well it’s better than regular ale.’

	‘I’ll drink to that,’ my father smiled, and he raised the glass to his lips. ‘But my body was killing me that night, Jacob. I needed it. Honestly, I think it’s lucky I didn’t end up with the full shift. I don’t know how any man could do three days in a row.’

	‘Why? What do you do?’

	‘You’re not going to like my answer,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure.’ He was right. I didn’t. ‘I do a lot of things. Sometimes I’m shovelling rocks into furnaces, or pouring powder into vats. They don’t tell us why. Most of the time, I’m out back with the harmless stuff that looks like snow. I just barrel it up and take it to the vans. I don’t need my suit for that. You’ve got to wear them constantly though, or you choke on the fumes. There’s no smoking, either. They won’t let us. Not one spark. But I’ll tell you two things now. Firstly, after six hours of shovelling and crushing and pouring in that place, you start to feel like you’re choking anyway. I’ve had to drag friends off the work floor. You don’t forget a thing like that. And secondly, I don’t care what the management says; the suits aren’t enough. After a few hours, your arms and legs start burning. And I mean actually burning.’

	He rolled up a sleeve to demonstrate. His bare arm looked fine, but as I followed the finger up to his shoulder, I saw a smouldering red patch that was contused and sore. ‘The whole arm was raw on the first day,’ he winced. ‘So much for the suit. I guess I should be happy it’s starting to go, but that just makes me more nervous. It feels like it’s all still there, just making its way inside.’ 

	I knew I had to say something, but nothing came to mind. My father wasn’t someone who complained. It had clearly been getting under his skin for some time.

	‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was so bad,’ I said finally. ‘I’ll help. One of the servers can’t work for a few weeks, so I could ask Maggie if I can do the rounds. Or I could get a newspaper round, or paint, or—’ My mind leapt to the manuscript on my desk. ‘Or write. It might not make much, but it’d be something.’

	‘That’s good of you, Jacob. Just like you too. But you don’t need to do that.’ He smiled. ‘We’ll be alright. We just need to make it through, and we will. We always do.’ He coughed again, just once this time, and took a slow, deep draught of his drink. He stared out thoughtfully. ‘We’ll make it through.’

	‘Course you will!’ Maggie chimed. I looked up to see her standing there, listening to us both. ‘We’ll see you alright, if your father doesn’t beat us to it. He’s a worker, he is. All we need is a bit of luck for an honest man.’

	‘I’ll drink to that as well,’ my father said, raising his glass. ‘A bit of luck for an honest man.’ He downed it in one. I did the same, wincing as the icy dregs ran down. ‘You should head home,’ he added, checking his watch. ‘We’re going to the Stalls soon – you should be well rested. I’ve tortured you long enough. You got what you wanted. I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t be sorry, Dad. I love you. And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone. I’m glad I know how hard you work. You’re a good dad.’

	He opened his mouth to speak, but thought better of it and simply nodded. I bade Maggie farewell. It was a relief to leave the stuffy interior of the pub for the cool air outside. I didn’t know how I felt. Uncertain. Conflicted. A little hungry. A trip to the bakery was usually enough to unknot my stomach, so I decided to walk home the long way round. But when I turned the corner, I froze. 

	Arlo was standing there with two clenched fists at his sides. He stared white-faced at the black car parked next to him. Two tall men slowly emerged from it.

	‘Please, Mr Baker.’ One of them motioned to the car, while the other placed a thick hand on his shoulder. Arlo shook his head fervently.

	‘I don’t want to do it anymore. I told you already – the application’s torn up. I quit.’ He tried to take a step back, but the hand held him firm.

	‘I’m sure we can all discuss this back at the Volunteer Force Base. An application isn’t something that can just be thrown away. Please enter the vehicle. We can talk it over on the way.’

	Arlo gawked wildly up and down the street. When he saw me, we locked eyes. I wish I’d said something. I don’t know what I would have said. I was thirteen. There was no way I could have persuaded them to let him go. But all the same, I wish I’d said something.

	Arlo was cajoled into the car, which drove off hastily in a screech of tyres. I stood there for some time afterwards, just staring into empty space.

	My head light, I wandered the streets with nowhere to go. Everything looked the same to me. I was exhausted, and thankfully, when I found myself back home and drew the covers over my head, sleep came quickly to oblige me. My body lay to rest, but my mind cried out in the darkness. They’ve taken him. The knockers had come, and they hadn’t knocked once.

	 


– CHAPTER THREE – 

	Crumb

	III

	 

	‘Time to wake up.’

	‘You’re not taking me!’

	‘Jacob, it’s only me.’ I cracked a single eye open. My father was leaning over me. ‘We’ve got ten minutes if we want to beat the crowds, so get dressed and grab yourself some breakfast. Hey, you okay there?’ I muttered that I was just fine, barely able to find the energy to stretch in the enveloping safety of the sheets. He shut the door behind him.

	Somehow, I stumbled out of bed and into my clothes. I snuck a peek through the blinds. Even the sun hadn’t woken up; this was no time to be up and about. All the same, I flopped my way downstairs and gnawed on a piece of dry toast while my father bolted back and forth between the car and the house, unburdening himself of various items in the living room. Gradually, it filled up with old maps, cushions and even one of the back seats. 

	‘I’m making space,’ he explained, seat cushion in hand. ‘If we want a car’s worth of stuff, we need to make a car’s worth of room.’ I didn’t see how we could afford a car’s worth of anything after last night’s conversation, but then, if miracles were real, the Stalls is where you’d find them. When he was done, we walked through a light wash of rain to the car and finally, with droopy-eyed enthusiasm, commenced the journey.

	The drive was a long and cruel one; I was repeatedly lulled close to sleep by the gentle motion, only to be rudely awakened by a sudden bump in the road, or spike in the radio chatter. Then I was awake again, alone with my thoughts. Staring out of the window didn’t help. In all directions, a dull grey road stretched out. The only distraction I could find were the black pylons, whose thick power lines seemed to cut into the dark sky. They stretched out far into the distance, where they disappeared into the grey mist.

	The rain itself only got heavier and heavier. The pitter-patter on the windshield stopped completely when we went under a bridge, and started once again as we left it. When the bridges started coming in quick succession, it sounded like it was drumming out a heartbeat. 

	‘So what exactly is there again?’ I yawned. I didn’t count on getting any sleep before we arrived, and I wanted to hear another voice. The subject didn’t matter. Words were enough.

	‘When they say you can get anything at the Stalls, they mean anything,’ my father said, his grin verging on ominous. ‘Food, any food you could think of. Antiques, hired help, cars, houses…’ He was amused at my incredulity. ‘Yes, you can buy houses there, at damned good prices too. The only issue is moving the things. But if you can name it, it’s there. I’d talk my jaw off before I could say them all – I’ll save it the trouble.’ I appreciated the concern for his well-being, but the return to silence bothered me. At least, until he suddenly perked up. ‘Wait. You know your mother’s necklace? The white one with two rabbits?’

	‘Yeah?’

	‘I found it at the Stalls,’ he said proudly. ‘Most valuable thing in our house. It’s a replacement for her mother’s old family necklace, or at least half of one. After Cessie died, your mother said she’d wear her necklace every day. And she did, right up until you were born.’

	‘Why, what happened then?’ He smiled at me.

	‘You did. You reached up to her and knocked it straight off her neck. It split down the middle. The left rabbit was fine, but the right one was dust. I can count the number of times I’ve seen your mother cry on a single hand. That night was one of them.’

	‘I’m sorry.’

	‘Hey, it wasn’t my necklace,’ he winked. ‘You were only a baby. All the same, it meant a lot to her. I went all around town trying to fix it, but it was too far gone. She put the good half in her jewellery box, but I never stopped looking. And I found it. It must have been months later, just a random visit to the Stalls, but on one of the tables, I found an exact copy. Same colour, same everything. Except, and you’ll love this – the left side had been heavily damaged.’

	I shook my head in disbelief. What are the chances? ‘Exactly!’ he continued. ‘What were the chances? Of course, even with the heavy discount, I couldn’t afford it in a million years. I went back to that stall many times, and I always left emptyhanded. My mother’s the one that paid for it. She gave me the money. Didn’t ask her too, didn’t even want her to, but there you go. She said she was just doing her bit. Something about how it was “imperative” for women to keep older fashions alive. First time we’d talked in years. Funny that.’

	‘You don’t talk about your mother very much.’

	‘No, I don’t.’ The rain was clearing up. He turned the windscreen wipers off. ‘The next day, I bought it, and brought both necklaces to the jewelsmith. After an ungodly amount of time, we managed to clean up both halves and fit them together. When your mother saw it, she was so happy, she damn near killed me. And that’s why the necklace has a tiny seam running down the middle of it, to this very day,’ he said, tapping his nose. ‘Because it’s not one necklace. It’s two.’

	‘And it’s fragile as anything,’ I added. ‘The chance that these two are the only ones that broke in half like that is tiny. I’ll bet they all fall apart the same way eventually. I’m sorry for all the trouble you went to, but I won’t feel bad about breaking it. Shoddy design.’

	‘Shoddy design,’ he agreed. ‘But very pretty. That’s something to keep in mind today. The Stalls has a lot of things that look big, shiny and new. But at the end of the day, they’re all just out to get your money. Know what you’re getting before you put your coins down. All that glitters, and so on…’

	 He squinted in the low light and adjusted the rear-view mirror. Gradually, the gloom gave way to a blushing pink and orange sky as the sun rose behind us. It grew warmer too. Before long, the car was pleasantly snug. I lounged back, resisting the urge to fiddle with the seat cover, and noticed that there was a long line of cars parked up along the road. I didn’t think much of it at first, but after half an hour of driving, the line was still there. 

	‘They’re here for the Stalls,’ my father explained. ‘Some of the vendors don’t open until later. They’re waiting.’ It was summer; I hoped they enjoyed baking in their cars. I soon saw what they were waiting for, however. Then, it all made sense.

	The view beyond the road was obscured by a tall grassy ridge, above which I could make out a few trails of smoke, but nothing more. It continued, higher and higher, and then suddenly fell away to reveal a sight like no other. 

	Fields upon fields upon fields of people lay before us. Lines of shacks, huts and makeshift stalls blanketed the land, disappearing into the horizon, and for all I knew, continuing even beyond it. It was bigger than any market I’d ever seen. As we neared it, we found ourselves in a long, winding line to park the car, but it barely fazed me. It was enough to be able to press my face against the window and gawk at the organised chaos outside.

	When we were finally parked, I felt the strangest sensation as I got out to stretch my legs. It was like the ground itself was vibrating. I looked up to see the thick black lines of an enormous pylon overhead. It stood on a hill, far above all the commotion. 

	‘What’s making the ground shake like that – the pylon, or the people?’

	‘Yes,’ my father smiled, swinging a backpack over his shoulder. Between the endless lines of huts and stands, an unbridled swarm of people swept through. Bees are the only thing I could compare them to. A constant hum thronged about them, and they pushed past each other like drones, desperate to be the first to reach the centre of each unplundered flower.

	‘I thought we got up early to beat the crowds,’ I shouted, barely able to speak above the cacophony.

	‘We did,’ my father shouted back. ‘So,’ he said, holding out his hand, ‘I’m going to ask you to hold this and not let go. The Stalls is the perfect place to disappear, but if you do, you won’t be reappearing any time soon.’ I gave him my hand and winced as he clamped on to it like a vice, but I understood. Short of wearing tethers, I didn’t see how any group of people could stay together for long. I never liked crowds, but apparently, that was before I’d known what a real crowd of people even looked like.

	‘Ready?’ he asked me. I turned away, unsure of the answer. By the entrance, four snow-white dogs lay in the back of a van, each in their own blue cage. Three of them appeared to be asleep. The last one looked out listlessly, licking the bars of the cage up and down. I felt my legs shaking beyond the sheer vibrations of the ground.

	‘I just don’t want to be trapped. Not in there…’ My hand twitched in his iron grip.

	‘We’ll go down to the temporary districts first. It’s not as busy there. If you really don’t want to stay, we can go back to the car. It’s up to you. Okay?’ We were staring a world of madness in the face, but I trust him. I nodded. ‘Pick up your feet then.’ We walked forward, and were instantly caught in the maelstrom.

	Tossed back and forth between so many strangers, I felt as though I was carried more than I walked. It seemed like everybody was here, from the town, the city and everywhere else as well. I caught slivers of their lives as they passed – two women giggled to one another, tapping on their glowing PCDs as they tapped along on their high-heeled boots. A man in a bloodied butcher’s smock fisted his way through everyone, muttering gruffly about running out of sausage skins. As he pushed past me with one of his white-gloved hand, I looked down in horror to find a dark red handprint on the fabric of my shirt. I turned back, but he’d already dissolved into the sea of bobbing heads. 

	I couldn’t breathe. I pulled at my father’s sleeve, but though he still clenched my hand tightly, he was distracted clearing a path for us. Just as I was about to shout for help, he yanked my arm sharply. I was torn from the stream of people right to the front of the stands, where I gulped in as much air as I could take. Behind me, the hustle and bustle continued.

	‘I told you you’d be fine. Catch your breath,’ my father called above the clamour, seemingly oblivious to the stain on my shirt. ‘When you’re ready, we’ll go along the stalls. What you see will be worth the trip, I guarantee it.’

	He was wrong about the former – I didn’t recall him telling me once that I’d be fine. But about the latter, he couldn’t have been more right. Once my heart was out of my throat, the Stalls was all too ready to win it over. A shifty-looking man in burgundy dungarees hawked his ‘brand new’ parachute, which billowed above the stall in the wind. Nobody seemed to be questioning the gaping hole in the middle of it, but then, no one had bought it either.

	Further down, an enormous woman lay on a rickety leather armchair; spare boxes were piled up underneath so she could see over her stall, where her shrewd black eyes glowered.

	‘Luxury items for sale,’ she rasped, reclining further on the chair. Gingerly, I picked up a book. Two identical men stood on the cover against an ugly mustard-yellow background, one fat and crying, and the other thin and grimacing in what I imagined was supposed to be taken as a smile. The thin man pointed out to me with a cocked hand, saying through a speech bubble that doubled as the book’s title, ‘I’ll See You Thin in 80 Days!’ I leafed through hundreds of pages of blank eating schedules. Only three had been filled in, and on the third day, a brown smear adorned the corner of the page. Probably chocolate. I looked back at the woman, who met me with a beady glare. She uttered the price demandingly. I quickly put the book down.

	‘Burning a hole in your pocket?’ my father laughed. I’d been clenching and unclenching my fist over the change in my pocket without even realising it. I let go of the coins and looked down, embarrassed. ‘Don’t spend it for the sake of spending it. Trust me – there’s no better feeling than knowing you’ve got some spare, tucked away.’

	‘That’s a stupid idea though,’ I grumbled, gazing out at the enormous assortment pressing upon the stall tables. ‘There’s no point having money if you’re not going to spend it. That’s like buying a house and not living in it.’

	‘Lots of people do that too,’ he said.

	‘Then lots of people are idiots,’ I resolved.

	‘Well that’s not exactly the point, but in a funny way, I guess you’re right.’ He chortled to himself. ‘No, I can’t fault you there. They’re idiots alright.’ 

	I took his advice to heart, making sure to scrutinise every item I saw. There was a lot to miss, especially as we’d barely started exploring the temporary districts. These stalls would only be up for a single day before being packed away, and because of this, the vendors were vicious in their sales patter. For some, it seemed like their entire lives were laid out on tables before us. I would have searched out the stranger stalls for curiosities, but in this place, every stall was the stranger stall.  

	A small, inconspicuous green box was the centrepiece for one stall owner, bowed over and wrinkled in their old age. They wouldn’t let anyone near it without talking to them first, but upon inquiry, the owner would proudly unclasp the latch and open it up to them with a curled, toothless grin. Every one of them recoiled from its contents and left shortly thereafter. Against all common sense, I mustered the courage to approach them.

	‘Too young,’ they croaked, stroking their chin. ‘You couldn’t begin to guess. What’s inside the box is worth more than you or I. I’ll give you a clue: you used to have none, but now have many. I used to have many, but now, as I grow old, have none. What’s in my box? Speak quickly, child.’ Despite their certainty that I’d never get it, they seemed oddly insistent that I guess anyway. After a brief thought, I shrugged my shoulders. They pursed their lips at me. ‘Very well. Move along.’

	‘Stupid place for such a precious box,’ I muttered once I was out of earshot. Part of me hoped that somebody would snatch it and run off with it. The image of the rude vendor trying to catch up to them with their bowed back was so ludicrous, I couldn’t help cracking a smile. But the smile disappeared as I suddenly realised that we’d just reached the end of the Stalls. After walking for so long, I didn’t think it was possible.

	Beyond the stalls, endless verdant fields glowed in the blazing sun with barely a whisper of wind. It was the most serene, surreal scene considering the madness that preceded it; I was happy simply taking all of it in. I’ve only walked down a single line of the Stalls. Not a district. A line of a district. I strode out past the last stand and stared down the remaining rows. They continued in almost perfect alignment for miles. I knew then that I could never explore it all. Even if I stayed there for months on end, I wouldn’t have time to see everything. 

	‘Come on,’ my father said as I reluctantly re-entered the crowded rows. ‘I need to buy a few things while we’re here.’

	For a long time, we weaved in and out of countless stalls, until finally, we started to slow down. The air around us told me that we’d reached what was already my favourite district. It was thick with the aroma of fresh bread, succulent, sizzling steaks and rich chocolate. I bought a freshly made milliard de feuille, and at the first bite, I almost dropped it.

	‘Erold would be in heaven right now,’ I told my father, who agreed. Then, I frowned. I quickly returned to the stall and picked up a second one, as well as a slice of kasutera crescent cake for Brooke. Something told me that the Stalls was a place that neither she, nor her parents, would ever find themselves.

	As I walked and ate, I noticed that the people around us looked different to those we’d passed before. They were dressed a little more plainly, and were often laden with burlap sacks brimming with vegetables or seeds. Some neglected to wear shirts at all, making do with threadbare trousers that were straining at the seams. I asked my father about it.

	‘A lot of folks come here looking for rare and precious things,’ he said. ‘You know what they say – if it’s not in the Stalls, it’s not worth having.’ He frowned. ‘But that’s not the only reason. There’s an entire town’s worth of merchants here, which means one thing: a town’s worth of cheap produce. When money’s tight, there’s nowhere better. You save even more if you buy in bulk, though sadly these days, some can’t afford to do that either. 

	‘I’ll take a sack of potatoes, please,’ he said offhandedly to a vendor hawking his earthly wares. My father swapped the coin between his knuckles while he waited. ‘You’ve got to cut the cloth to fit, son,’ he said. ‘As times get harder, we’ve all got to cut the cloth to fit. Thank you kindly!’ He exchanged the coin for a sack he swung swiftly over his shoulder. 

	With his silver tongue, my father bartered over carrots, onions, leeks and even fresh chicken, the latter of which I had to carry back to the car myself, so laden with vegetables my father was. By the time we returned, it was noticeably busier, which I hadn’t previously thought possible. Any more people, and they’re going to have to start stacking, I shuddered.

	‘We shouldn’t stay much longer if you want to get home in time for tea,’ my father said. ‘If your money’s still burning a hole in your pocket, now’s your chance to put that fire out.’ 

	I started off by doing him proud, negotiating a few pennies off a stack of paper and a spare ink ribbon for my typewriter. I also picked up a black leather notebook. The same table had been laden with every size and shape of PCD imaginable, and I was sorely tempted to finally get a ‘tap’ of my own. Thinking back to Raine, however, there was no question – the notebook won, hands down. It was neatly embossed and fit snugly into my pocket, and there was even a secret compartment built into the spine. It was perfect. I flipped to the planner almost immediately to start making notes.

	‘You’re a bit young to be scheduling things,’ my father joked as we left the stall.

	‘You’re never too young to start scheduling things,’ I said with a studious air. I wasn’t entirely joking either. Colin was getting more and more insistent that I join his club. His patience was wearing thin, and I wasn’t sure how much he had to begin with. If I decided I had to go, it wasn’t going to be like last time. I was taking notes.

	It wasn’t long before I started running out of things to buy; coins jangled distractingly in my pocket as we walked. Why is it that money’s only hard to spend when I actually have any? Around me was everything I could ever want. Trousers to replace the ones that were constricting at the waist, and pillows filled with the softest down. If I ever wanted to take up an instrument, they were all here, and were I in a more violent mood, there was every weapon under the sun. The swords were the hardest to walk by. The ornate designs never failed to catch my eye.

	One of them, a tapered katana in a scabbard almost as long as I was, held me mesmerised. I drew the hilt back, and at a flash of crimson, the blade was promptly replaced. I left the stall at once, making sure not to look back at its owner, who I knew was staring at me. The hair was still standing on the back of my neck stalls later. When I told my father, he laughed it off like it was a joke. I flushed with embarrassment.

	‘It looked like an old sword. It was probably rust,’ he remarked.

	‘And if it wasn’t?’

	‘If it wasn’t, you were right to walk away quietly.’ If he was joking, he hid it well. ‘I told you that you could find anything and everything here. I wouldn’t go around asking any strangers what they came to buy, or what they’re carrying. You might not like the answer.’

	‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I won’t.’

	My bare neck felt uncomfortably exposed for the remainder of our stay; I rubbed it self-consciously. If someone were to be stabbed suddenly, or shot, you would never, ever find the person that did it amid the sea of strangers. A young man passed us, fiddling inattentively with his wallet until a bulky figure placed a hand upon his shoulder, muttered something into his ear and briskly escorted him away. I pulled at my father’s sleeve for him to do something, but he shook his head sadly.

	‘They have business together,’ he murmured as they disappeared into the crowd. ‘Here, you have to keep yourself to yourself.’ I hoped that my father was just scaring me. All the same, I stayed closer to him after that. 

	When he finally placed a hand on my shoulder and suggested we head back to the car, the only thing I felt was relief. The visit had been unforgettable, but I was physically and mentally exhausted. I fingered the loose change in my pocket as we walked back through the entrance. There’s always next time, I consoled myself. It’s not like the Stalls is going anywhere.

	As the radio crackled and sparked into life, the fatigue set in. When I was very small, my mother would play the radio to make me go to sleep whenever I cried. She said it was the only thing that calmed me down. It wasn’t the talk shows or the music, just the static between channels. The static that played as my father searched for a channel must have sent me to sleep, because I blinked, and when I opened my eyes again, we were already parking the car up. My mother was waiting for us outside, fiddling with her necklace. 

	After my father and I unloaded our spoils, repeatedly emphasising to my mother that the shirt stain was only tomato sauce, I went upstairs, shrugged the bloody thing off and collapsed onto my bed, tossing the notebook onto the cabinet beside my copy of Bresal’s Rope Ladder so as not to forget it. It didn’t matter that the sun was still big and bright in an azure sky. My arms and legs were floppy with exhaustion, and I could barely lift them once they’d settled into the cool snugness of the duvet. I’d gone to the Stalls and lived to tell the tale. I had a manuscript to work on, and more than enough to agonise over now I was back home, but there was time enough for that. I shut my eyes, and allowed myself a moment to lie and be still.

	My mother mentioned earlier that Erold had been around, asking if I’d joined a certain club yet. It said a lot about our friendship that I was considering it. I was considering joining the group that almost killed me. It would be the biggest mistake I’d ever make, and cost more than I could ever have dreamed of.

	But that was just another thing to worry about tomorrow. 

	 


– CHAPTER FOUR – 

	Fleck

	I

	 

	It was the first cold day in weeks, which made getting out of bed a more wretched task than it already was. It was a bitter reminder that the heady days of summer wouldn’t last forever, though the wafting smell of cooking eggs made it easier to stomach. After feeding more paper to the typewriter and tiredly tapping out another manuscript page, I gave the snapdragon bud on my desk an affectionate prod, and then finally stumbled downstairs to breakfast. 

	There, my father and I recounted our adventures at the Stalls, mounting a passionate case for my return while strategically omitting the literal blood and figurative guts of the day.

	Ultimately, she agreed. I was so happy, I didn’t even care that I’d lost a shirt. ‘I suppose you’re old enough. Blink once and you’ll be fourteen – twice, and you’ll be working like your father,’ she sighed. ‘I’ll just have to figure out a way to keep my eyes open forever.’

	‘You could take lessons from your son,’ my father said. ‘Jacob, you look like you didn’t sleep a wink. No doubt working on that cube all night.’

	‘No, I’m just tired,’ I said, yawning casually as if on cue. ‘I finished that thing days ago.’ My father was in utter disbelief, so I trudged upstairs to retrieve it, holding it carefully at the corners to avoid brushing the stickers off. Both of them looked impressed.

	‘Well, I never!’ my father scoffed, once he’d picked his jaw up off the floor. ‘Can I take a look?’ I gulped. I was holding it precariously between my thumb and middle finger.

	‘Here,’ I said. I ignored his outstretched hand and held it up to his face, helpfully turning it so he could see each side. ‘Take a look.’ He raised an eyebrow.

	‘I don’t know what’s gotten into you!’ he exclaimed. ‘I just want to get a good look at it.’ He closed his hand around the cube and plucked it gently from my grasp. My breath caught in my throat. What can I say? No? I waited for the worst. ‘Let me just… what the—?’ I could hear the stickers crinkling in his palm. He gave the cube a single shake. 

	It shed like a dying fir, raining coloured stickers down upon the floor. After another firm shake, he turned it over in his hand. A small black cube sat there, unapologetically naked. The glossy plastic sported only a few stickers, whose thin tendrils of glue were still desperately clinging on.

	The room was silent. Then, my father exploded. 

	‘You’re a man after my own heart!’ he wheezed in a bout of laughter my mother was distinctly unimpressed by.

	‘Very duplicitous,’ she said, before even she had to smile. ‘But your father’s been failing to fool people his whole life, so at least I know where you get it from.’

	‘That cuts deep, Sarah,’ my father pouted, lifting his ring finger. ‘I fooled you, didn’t I?’ On that point, she conceded. They shared a kiss, which they covered up with the cube. 

	‘Jacob,’ my mother added slyly, ‘I’m pretty sure they sell these all over the city. I’ll ask Clarissa to pick up a replacement for you to solve. They make pyramidal ones too—’

	‘Sorry, I’m going to be late for school.’ I grabbed the last slice of toast and dashed off. The last thing I heard before I slammed the door was my father saying he wanted the cube framed.

	***

	I couldn’t say that everything returned to normal, but just for the next few weeks, the world seemed to calm down. It felt like the calm before the storm. But after so much talk of knockers and bombs, I wasn’t complaining. I finally had a little time to myself.

	Most of it was devoted to my manuscript. It definitely needs a prequel chapter, I resolved as I worked. People won’t understand what’s going on without a prequel chapter. And can’t he be travelling with his father instead? That would be interesting…

	The more time I spent on it, the less I had to ruminate on how quiet things were without Arlo and Mr Smith. All the same, as a small tribute, I decided to make the father a former soldier. Every once in a while, I’d lean over and pat the soldier figurine in a moment of silence. We miss you, Mr Smith. The thought only made me work all the harder. I burned through my first ink ribbon as the stack of paper I bought from the Stalls practically vanished, although judging from the overflowing wastepaper bin, that was more a testament to my own inexperienced typing fingers.

	Any time I had left, I devoted to trying to write smaller stories that was wholly my own, but inevitably, they joined the other disappointments. I took out Eumaia’s short story each time – if my story didn’t compare, I threw the rubbish away. None of them did. That was the problem. The typewriter ate the paper I fed it hungrily. But so did the bin.

	Eumaia finally returned as well, which was an unexpected delight. There was no better surprise than finding her tapping down the driveway in her thick, lavish coat at the height of summer, smoking away like nothing had changed as I ran up to meet her. Like with my granddad, I was careful in my embrace, but Eumaia needed no such concession. She was living proof that old women hardened, not softened, with age.

	 ‘Look at you, Jacob. You’ve aged a year in a month!’ Her voice cracked as she brushed the hair from my eyes. She had a very piercing gaze. It was kind enough, but when it looked at you, it saw all of you. ‘Meaning no disrespect, obviously. You try to keep up with a consummate professional like me,’ she said, tapping her own weathered cheek. I laughed. ‘We can talk. We will talk. But later, child. I was told that the Volunteer Force have taken the liberty of borrowing my nephew. Unfortunately for them, he owes me a game of Five Card Flop, a game that I will have.’ She cleared her throat brusquely. ‘If anybody thinks they have that authority over my family, they’re out of their insufficiently sized craniums…’ 

	She kissed me on both cheeks and marched off, wielding her cigarette like a baton. I smiled after her. Erold will be just fine. 

	As welcome as it was, Eumaia’s return was nonetheless a melancholy reminder that Mr Smith wasn’t the only person missing. I decided to head down to the bakery and check on Mr Baker. 

	On the way, I was delighted to find a familiar-looking kitten cleaning itself on the side of the pavement. I held my hand out and made a tutting noise. It took a little time to recognise me, sitting stark still for several seconds before bounding towards me. As I bent down to stroke it, it jumped up to meet my hand, making mewling noises all the while. It looked significantly stragglier than before. I hoped it wasn’t living on the streets. At least Colin didn’t get it.

	‘You’ve got somewhere to go, right?’ I asked the kitten, stroking up and down its back where I could feel the notches of its spine. It responded with an especially indignantly mew, staring up at me with its large green eyes. ‘Unfortunately,’ I confessed, ‘I do have somewhere I need to be.’ I bade the kitten farewell, trying not to look back as it scampered along behind me. If I gave in, I knew I’d end up taking it home, and even with my father working two jobs, I didn’t think we could afford it. All the same, I made a promise to sneak it a little something if I saw it again.

	At the bakery, I held the door open for the besuited old man. He gave me the biggest smile as he inched by, clutching his pastry box. Two guesses what’s on the menu today.

	Inside, the baker was gazing at the picture on the counter. When the door jingled shut, he looked up and greeted me warmly, like he always did.

	‘What brings you to my bakery on this beautiful day?’ he asked. ‘As flattered as I’d be, I’m guessing it’s not the company.’ He looked at the counter. ‘Unless it’s the iced sort of company, of course. Apple pie?’ I nodded.

	‘I thought this’d be a good place to get rid of some of my birthday money, Mr B,’ I said. It was as good an excuse as any.

	‘No better place, if I do say so myself,’ he laughed, generously patting his paunch. ‘Guaranteed to brighten up your day, though I can’t promise it’ll make it any less crumby.’ He smiled even as he sighed. ‘I know, I know – no one comes here for the entertainment. That said, we’ve never done better. I don’t know what it is about money troubles that makes people want pastries, but I’ll not complain if it gets you all over here, if only for the conversation. Sometimes you end up with nothing but the bread to talk to, and that can get you some very strange looks from customers.’ I nodded along politely. ‘But yes, it pays, which helps my mother, my son and me. My son in particular, who doesn’t half love spending money. I’ll have to teach him one day what it’s like to spend it when you’ve had to earn it first.’

	He smiled at the thought, pausing almost like he was waiting to hear a shout from the back. But nothing came. Arlo’s absence permeated every moment of the silence.

	‘How is he?’ I wasn’t sure if the baker knew how Arlo had left. If he didn’t, I didn’t have the heart to tell him. ‘Wasn’t he going to join the force?’

	‘Yes…’ The apple pie was bagged and on the counter before I could blink. ‘You missed him – he left not too long ago. I tried talking to him many times. He wouldn’t listen. But then, what is a son that listens to his father but a son that’s given up?’ He gulped and wiped his glasses. ‘Sorry Jacob, I’ve just been thinking. I wouldn’t recommend it.’ The coins in my hand had grown slick, so I handed them over. He tossed them in the register.

	‘Thanks, Mr B,’ I said, sliding the bag off the counter. ‘I’m sorry about Arlo. If he changes his mind, I’m sure he’ll come back.’

	‘Oh, yes,’ he said quietly. ‘Like all the others who came back.’ He adjusted the picture on the counter and fell silent once more. I bit my lip and tried to think of something to say, but my mind was blank.

	Luckily, at that moment, Sal broke the silence, calling from upstairs. She had a sixth sense for despondency. At her insistence, we all joined in a few card games at her bedside, just like old times. He cheered up a little after that. He got five straights; I wasn’t surprised.

	It was a strange, sombre time in town. Like all moments of peace, balanced serenely on a knife’s edge, the only certainty was that it was going to end. It ended when Raine came to stay.

	She turned up out of the blue at our doorstep, clutching a small bag of belongings and asking to stay over. 

	‘Only f-f-for a few days,’ she beamed endearingly, swinging her bag as she spoke. My parents invited her in immediately. I poked my head around the door, more concerned with making sure that Uncle or Clarissa weren’t waiting around the corner as part of some sort of prank. But Raine had indeed come alone. For all I knew, it was the first time she’d left the house on her own. When we asked her why she’d come to stay, the single moment of hesitation was enough to give the game away for me. Something’s wrong, was my first thought. She’s not very good at this, was my second, more exasperated thought.

	My suspicions were confirmed when I went to help her set up the spare room. The garish grin melted away into nervous excitement the moment the door closed behind us.

	‘I did it, Jacob,’ she whispered. Oh no. I half-expected a ghastly confession to follow.

	‘Okay,’ I said uncertainly. ‘There’s no one else here. You don’t need to whisper.’

	‘Sorry,’ she whispered. She put her bag down and held my hand, tittering away. I would have been less unsettled if she’d turned up at the house covered in blood. ‘But you said I needed to be brave, and I was. I did it.’

	‘Did what?’ I dared to ask. ‘Write a book? Help a friend? Kill someone?’

	‘No, don’t be s-s-silly,’ she scoffed. ‘I took the bus.’ Don’t be silly? I opened my mouth to speak, but there was no fathomable response, so I promptly shut it again. ‘I did it all by myself,’ she continued. ‘I bought the tickets and sat on my own the whole way. I thought that when you take the bus, there’s only one, but I took three. I f-feel like some kind of hero.’

	Raine Cass, hero of the people and seasoned bus rider. Heroism it wasn’t, but I felt a begrudging sense of pride nonetheless. She’d crossed a road that day, an admittedly small, but nonetheless very literal road. She said she wanted to be brave. It’s a start.

	‘The bus didn’t stand a chance – it’ll be those bullies next,’ I said. She brushed a lock of hair aside and smiled.

	‘They won’t know what h-hit them.’

	During her stay, she kept mainly to herself and her maths books, which I judged after a perfunctory flick through to be too complicated to be worth the effort of deciphering. My mother and father certainly didn’t mind the extra company, and she was even less obnoxious than before, almost to the point where I was sad she’d have to leave. She even convinced my mother to start painting again, after complimenting the paintings that lined the staircase.

	‘They’re so mysterious,’ she said. ‘Like that one.’

	She pointed to a watercolour painting of a beautiful woman, the top half of whom was wreathed in golden clouds, the bottom concealed in a blaze of smoke and ash. I shrugged. It had been there for so long, I’d never really stopped to think about it. 

	‘I guess so. Why are you so interested?’ I asked. She replied that it fascinated her.

	‘See, painting is really just maths,’ Raine illustrated using one of the paintings. She went into a great amount of detail about angles and golden ratios, none of which I understood at all – I was still stuck on the idea that painting had anything to do with maths at all.

	Maybe that’s why I hate painting, I pondered as we sat in the garden together, watching my mother set up a canvas and effortlessly splash a scene onto it. The longer I watched, the clearer it became that it just wasn’t for me, but at least Raine had tried. Later that day, I showed her a few of my favourite stories in return, but it didn’t take me long to realise that there was no amount of persuasion that could convince her that there was a reason the author had made the curtains blue. I considered it a draw.

	We went to the picture house together, walked along the river and passed the time with card games and old stories, without as much as a bad word in between. It was so nice, I had to wonder what it was all for. When we got a frantic call from Uncle and Clarissa saying the school had reported her missing, she finally confessed to me.

	‘David says we’re moving soon. I d-d-don’t want to go anywhere, especially if it’s further than a bus ride away. But I don’t know if we can stay in town either. And his face…’

	‘What about his face?’

	But Raine simply shook her head. ‘You’ll see.’

	She wasn’t lying. When they came to pick her up, Uncle had a hefty purple weal on his nose. My father was horrified, my mother concerned but unsurprised.

	‘I look in the mirror too much anyway,’ Uncle laughed, unsettlingly nonplussed. When we asked him what happened, he waved it off. ‘It was my fault – we were in a dodgy place anyway. Someone got a little too enthusiastic, that’s all.’ Clarissa didn’t look too sure.

	‘But you’re okay, right Uncle?’

	‘Of course I am – I’m a Bell. Never better,’ he laughed again. ‘Just tell me if you see rascals trying any funny business like that here.’ As Clarissa and Raine got in the car, he took me aside for a moment. ‘I mean it,’ he whispered. ‘If anyone lays a finger on you, you tell me, okay? You tell me as soon as you can.’

	After they left, my father told me what really happened. Apparently, he’d been protesting in a rich part of the city and somebody had thrown a punch at him. Rumour has it, the Democratic Defence had riled everyone up first, and Uncle had been mistaken for one of them. That was the rumour, anyway.

	I decided something that day. I was sick of rumours. I was sick of not being trusted with anything more than scraps of the truth. He needs help, and I need to know just what’s going on. If they’re getting my uncle knocked about in the city, they deserve having someone on the inside, telling all their secrets. I wonder if there’s a free place at Colin’s club after all…

	It was time to talk to Erold.

	I doffed my coat and hat and embarked on a citywide search for him, but despite being the easiest person in town to spot (you just had to follow the smoke), for some reason, he was nowhere to be found. Ultimately, I found myself alone at the Float, stabbing holes in my drink as the quiet girl cleaned the counter next to me. She was looking as forlorn as I was feeling.

	‘Are you okay?’ She nodded, looking away as she continued wiping the counter down. ‘Is it about your mum or dad, or your friends?’ She shook her head. ‘Do you not want to talk about it?’ She nodded. I nibbled at my straw. I wished there was something I could do; there was enough misery in town. If my dad had been there, he’d have known exactly what to say. ‘Would it help if you had a float?’ She shook her head and gave the register a shake – it barely rattled. ‘No, I mean if I buy another float, would you drink it with me?’ 

	She seemed confused, but took the coins all the same, pouring a tall, thick glass of butterscotch. When she saw that I wasn’t joking, she ducked under the divider and sat next to me. She held out her hand. I took it. She shook it and gave a little laugh. At that point, I knew it had worked. We sat together and drank our drinks. Ice cream fixed what words couldn’t.

	‘Time to repent!’ a voice cried rapturously.

	Startled, we both turned around as a haughty woman emerged from the old chapel across the street, proudly beating her chest and ringing a bell. ‘Abandonment of the church is abandonment of redemption. When Man wreathes his saviour in flames, he will be paid in kind.’ 

	I rolled my eyes. Outside the chapel, I saw people like that all the time. Doomsday announcers were always around, which irritatingly enough meant that sooner or later, one of them would probably end up being right. I was surprised, however, by who I saw behind her, wearing an ‘End of Days’ sandwich board and bell-ringing quite jovially despite the impending doom. When he saw me, he waddled over, grinning.

	‘The end is nigh, don’t you know? How are you, anyway?’ I was incredulous.

	‘What do you mean the end is nigh? Erold, what the hell are you doing?’ Still silent, the Float girl indicated her confusion beside me.

	‘I tried to get a job at this place, but I have to buy my own stupid apron, so I’m saving up. I hope I get it soon – end of the world and all.’ He gestured to the sandwich board. ‘It’ll be worth it though. I’ve always wanted to do this job. Something that involves animals, you know?’

	‘A vet?’

	‘A butcher.’ It caught me so off guard, I almost spat my drink out. 

	‘Whatever you say, butcher. I wanted to talk to you anyway.’ Erold pulled up a seat beside us, and almost succeeded in sitting down. I tried to make it quick; the other bell-ringer hadn’t noticed that he was missing. ‘I think I want to go to the club. What do you think?’ He almost knocked me out with the sandwich board.

	‘I think the end of the world can wait,’ he grinned, crushing me against the board and jangling all the while until he saw the Float girl’s bemused expression. He quickly composed himself. ‘What? He’s my friend. And if it’s about the whole butcher thing, sorry, but someone’s gotta do it. Animals eat their own babies, you know. Nobody’s perfect. I’m Erold by the way. Sorry, you don’t talk a lot. What’s your, er… name?’

	She patted her pockets and looked up and down the counter, searching for something. Then, she clicked her fingers. Quick as a shot, she was in the storeroom, making one hell of a racket. Eventually, she emerged with a small pin on her shirt. ‘You are being served by – Lilendi’, it read.

	‘Good to meet you, Lilendi. Nice name,’ he said, giving her hand an enthusiastic shake. He seemed to thrum with energy. ‘This day is just great. What would you say if I told you I could throw the bell up high and catch it on the board? You’d think I was crazy, right?’

	‘I’d say,’ I chimed. Lilendi echoed my sentiments.

	Sure enough, the bell sailed high into the air. When it came down, Erold tilted his entire body sideways and dropped down with it as the bell’s clapper hit the corner of the sandwich board. It teetered on the edge perfectly. I burst out laughing. Beside me, Lilendi gave an enthused round of applause. He’s been practising.

	‘And I thought you were mad,’ I laughed.

	‘The difference between madness and ambition is success,’ he replied, with a distinctly un-Erold-esque air of profundity. I was impressed, but he couldn’t keep it up for long. ‘My aunt said it,’ he admitted eventually, red-faced. ‘My mum called her loony when she said she’d get my dad back, but she can do anything. He’ll be home in no time.’

	‘I’ll bet,’ I said. ‘If anyone can do it, it’s her.’

	Erold started doing tricks with the bell as we talked. At one point, Lilendi even levered out an old stand camera from behind the bar, and ushered us together for a few photographs. It seemed strange at first, until I remembered that the Float travelled to a lot of places. It must have been hard to make friends. 

	For the last picture, she wound the lever back and leaned over the top to catch herself in the frame. For once, Erold messed up his timing; the bell conked him on the nose just as the flash went off. He picked it up dourly, none too happy about the moment being captured forever.

	‘Great. Now when my dad comes home, he’ll ask why my nose looks like a light bulb on the blink,’ he grumbled, rubbing it tenderly. ‘Then he’ll be right back to teaching me how to carve wood. And I’ll get splinters again, and then he’ll feel bad—’

	‘Mr Smith!’ Erold tensed. The stern woman from the chapel had her hands on her hips. ‘Are you quite finished? The sinners aren’t having an ice cream break. News of the latest heresy must be spread if the town is to repent. There is no rest for the righteous, especially if they expect to be paid.’

	‘News? What news?’ I asked. Erold looked at me in disbelief. 

	‘Just the riots,’ he said quickly. ‘Fire and ash and all that. So you’re coming to the next meeting?’ I swallowed. The Tines were all over it, but I wasn’t sure I could back out now. It’s just a club, right?

	‘I’ll be there,’ I said.

	Relieved, he hugged me again, shook Lilendi’s hand and waddled off. They marched down the street together, him and the chapel woman, chanting and bell-ringing so loudly, they could still be heard long after they were out of sight. ‘Somebody’s got to look after him,’ I told her. ‘He’s the kind of person that just… does things. Like the weather. It could be good or bad, you know?’ Her eyes narrowed as she nodded. She looked as though she understood what I was saying better than I did. 

	When we finished our drinks, I bade her farewell, happy to have made a friend who could speak volumes without saying a word. Now, there was only one thing left to do.

	Wait.

	***

	I woke up the following Tuesday, and I could barely believe it. I was finally going back to my building site. Back to that old familiar plot. I put on my uniform, brushed the dust off my shoes and laced them up tightly. I was ready. But on the walk to school, the world seemed determined to kick my resolution to the curb. 

	It started with a single offhanded mention of ‘the cathedral’. I thought nothing of it, but then I heard it again, and again. My curiosity grew and grew, even though I had a sinking feeling that I wouldn’t like what I found. It quickly became the tragedy of the day. Everyone in town was talking about the cathedral in the city, which had erupted into flames and burned to the ground. Two people had been trapped inside.

	The worst part was that nobody knew exactly what had happened. It was a terrible fate for anyone, and just hearing about it made me shudder. But it was worse than that. I hoped it was an accident just as much as the next person, but I couldn’t ignore the words they were using. There were a lot of guesses about a gas leak or faulty boiler, but what everybody agreed was that there had been an explosion. An explosion. 

	Could it just be a coincidence? It was impossible to know. But I knew I wasn’t the only person thinking it; two strangers were quarrelling heatedly by the greengrocers. I found myself blanching at their words.

	‘You think that after the riots, the Tines wouldn’t tread on a few people to make a point?’

	‘The explosion killed two people! This isn’t about the Tines. The defence wouldn’t just—’ But they stopped abruptly when they noticed me listening. I gave up and walked off. Probably for the best. I tried talking to Erold about it at school, to similar effect. The only thing he would say was that the club meeting was at the building site.

	‘I can tell you that, but not a peep more,’ he shrugged. His eyes flickered for a split second across the classroom to Colin. ‘We can talk more at the meeting.’ I persisted, but he would speak no further on the matter. I didn’t like how Erold was acting around Colin. I’d been Erold’s friend for far longer, but apparently, that didn’t count for much now. 

	After what seemed like an age, school finally ended. Despite my best efforts to distract myself, the explosion was the only thing on my mind. The club’s not even run by the Tines, I reassured myself, my forehead swimming. Just the Democratic Defence. But was there even a difference?

	I ran home quickly to change and pick up my notebook, only to find my father glugging a glass of water in the kitchen. I nearly jumped out of my skin. ‘What are you doing back home? You’re supposed to be at the plant!’

	‘I had to change my painting overalls,’ he said. ‘Calm down, I’ve not been caught yet. I’ll be gone before she gets back. Where are you going?’

	‘Out,’ I said. I dumped my schoolbag and uniform in my room and grabbed my notebook. ‘Mum will kill you if she catches you!’ I shouted as the door banged shut. I dusted down my shoes and picked up my feet, suddenly unsure as to whether I was ready to go back after all this time. Only one way to find out. 

	Just before the forest entrance, I saw the kitten once more, rolling around in the sunshine amid a few fallen leaves. When it saw me running, it picked itself up and padded towards me, mewing plaintively. ‘Not now, cat,’ I panted, running straight past. I couldn’t stop myself from looking back though. It didn’t move from where it was. It just sat there with its big, green eyes, mewing like it was pleading for me to stop. I shook my head and kept up the pace.

	After running for so long that my lungs were on the verge of bursting, I finally made it through the forest to the edge of the clearing, where the building site stood. I approached the clearing and squinted through the leaves, panting away. I could make out a small congregation, Erold, Colin and a few others, but that was all I could see through the cover of the trees. I took a deep breath and balled my fists until they cracked. Raine took the bus alone, I told myself. I can do this. Then, I stepped through.

	‘Jacob, I knew you’d come!’ Colin spotted me almost instantly. ‘Late, but better late than never. Over here!’ He ran up to me, but I just stumbled past him and stared out.

	Everything had changed. The foundations of the houses, the random, scattered building materials and most importantly, the family of green cranes was nowhere to be seen. I’d spent countless hours weaving in and out of those smaller plots, and reading atop the crane in the centre. It was like they never existed. The entire land had been laid flat; part of it had been transformed into a giant grass pitch, on which a dozen people from school were playing ball. Erold watched from the sidelines with a few others and a man in a bulky jacket, who interjected occasionally in the game. 

	Dead ahead of me, an enormous black crane dominated the centre of the new plot. Around it, rows of buildings were under construction by builders working under an enormous waving banner that advertised ‘Alwin Works’. I’m sure he does, I thought. He’s clearly been working for quite a while now.

	Underneath my confusion, white-hot rage was bubbling. Part of me had been taken away, bought up by the defence as though it had ever been up for sale in the first place. I looked at the banner, and I saw on the building site a blemish to match that of my uncle’s. As I lumbered closer, I recognised one of the builders. He was my father’s old friend, the man from the train station. He raised a gloved hand. When it became clear that I wouldn’t be returning the gesture, he shrugged and picked his trowel back up.

	‘Jacob!’ Colin shouted behind me. I blinked. I’d lost myself for a few moments; my head was still reeling. ‘Don’t ignore me. Turn around right now.’ I did as he demanded. His friends and the other onlookers stared me down, their faces amused and apprehensive in equal measure. Erold looked happy, as always. 

	‘Hey, cool it Colin, will you?’ the man said, rolling his shoulders in the jacket. He turned to me. He’d just told a Tine to ‘cool it’. I liked him already. ‘You alright? I—’

	‘John!’ Colin snapped. ‘I’m the one that invited him. My dad said he wanted me to get more members and show them the ropes—’

	‘If Mat has a problem, he can tell me himself. Mr Matthias Fucking Tine doesn’t need his third son on his heels about every last thing. Give him a damn break for once!’

	John beckoned me closer. The group was silent as I approached. ‘Sorry about him,’ John said. ‘He’s a little unsure of himself. Not sure he’s got much down there, you know what I mean?’ He poked his little finger through the gap in his trousers and wiggled it around. ‘They shrivel in the cold, Colin, chill out.’ Colin went purple. ‘As I was saying,’ the man continued, ‘I’m John Smith, and I’m in charge here, for what it’s worth. These rascals seem to think that’s some kind of joke, but it’s less of a joke than most of their futures will be. Joking aside, from all that shouting, it doesn’t take a genius to deduce that you must be Jacob, right?’ 

	‘That’s me,’ I said. He seemed nice enough, with a cheerful disposition and one of those friendly, inexplicably familiar voices.

	‘At least my hearing still works. Well Jacob, the club’s on every Tuesday after school, and it’s free. I know, right? Say what you like about the defence, but free entertainment, smokes and ale every week, and all I have to do is split the rowdy players up? Best thing that ever happened to me. Used to be, you’d have to batter your own pap’ for half a cigarette. What a world we live in, eh?’ He winked. ‘If you like sports, you’re in luck, because we play pretty much everything. And if you don’t, do something else. Hang out and shoot the shit, lack of hygiene standards notwithstanding. Whatever you feel like.’ 

	‘I was going to say that,’ Colin mumbled. ‘Just wanted to save you the trouble…’

	‘Oh, you’ve saved me a world of trouble alright.’ John threw a set of keys at Colin; they struck his chest and clinked on the floor. ‘Go grab the sports bibs. It’s a beautiful day and we’ve got a brand-new member; put your dick back in your shorts and lighten the hell up. We’ve all got one – stop feeling like you have to wave yours round the damn place.’ Colin swore and dug his heel into the dirt. ‘I’m not asking,’ John warned. He walked off sullenly. 

	John laughed after he was gone. ‘He’s a good kid really, but I’ll be damned if he’s not a few pages short of a book on common sense. That’s just between us though.’ 

	With Colin gone, everybody loosened up. Some of them tossed flying discs at each other, and between that and the ball game, there was nary a mention of any cathedral. It seemed like such a normal club, I almost had to remind myself why I was there.

	Erold was especially pleased to see me, and playing around with the others, he was happier than I’d seen him in a while. I tried talking to everyone else, but there was a reason I didn’t speak to them at school; most were happy to stick to their games. Others weren’t so lucky. Tobey Breen sat on the sidelines, holding a bloodied handkerchief to his nose.

	‘Unbedievable,’ he moaned to himself, muffling his pain behind the blooming red cloth. ‘Everybody ‘dows you don’t tackle someone when ‘dey are ‘sdeezing.’ Unfortunately, he was the kind of person to whom ‘one of those days’ occurred with such alarming regularity, it ended up being every day. I left him to it. 

	When John noticed that I wasn’t talking to anyone, he sidled up to me on the grass. ‘Colin told me you might be interested in more than just ball games,’ he said. I looked around as he talked, but nobody was listening. ‘Are your parents with the defence, or are you just interested yourself?’ I didn’t want to lie. Less chance of getting caught if you tell the truth.

	‘I’ve heard some bad things about the town and the city,’ I said, and I looked him dead in the eye. ‘I want to know what’s going on. I want to help.’ He smiled.

	‘I hear you,’ he said. ‘Colin vouched for you, which means a lot. He wouldn’t do that for just anyone, even if he seems to hate you fondly. I’m guessing he’s told you what we do here. The kids that come for the games go early – it gets more interesting after hours. What we say there stays between us. You open your mouth about that, and somebody, not me, but somebody will take the liberty of sewing it shut for you. You got it?’ 

	I nodded, a little taken aback. He was still using that same friendly voice. My notebook was practically blazing in my pocket.

	 ‘Great! I hate that whole spiel. I’ve got to get it over with, but it really sours the mood, especially on a day like this. The club’s a good one, trust me – a right little family. If you want to help as much as you say, we’ll keep you plenty busy. I’m not talking hard graft. Just little things. The more you do for us, the more we can do for you. If you’ve got money troubles at home, or if someone’s giving you a rough ride, I’ll kick the crap out of you myself if you don’t let us know about it. Hard times, you know? We’re all in this together.’ 

	‘We’re all in this together,’ I repeated after him. He gave me a friendly jab on the shoulder. ‘You’ve got it!’ it seemed to say. ‘But some people have got it worse,’ I continued. ‘I heard about the cathedral…’ I wondered if I was going too far.

	‘Who didn’t?’ To my relief, John remained unperturbed, turning to watch the ball game. ‘Nobody likes to hear that some poor bastards got blown into jelly, especially if they didn’t do anything. But if the city keeps doing the stuff it’s doing, things will happen.’

	‘I thought it was an accident,’ I said.

	‘It was,’ he grimaced. ‘But you can still ask for accidents. I mean… building regulations over there are as lax as it gets – the rich pricks save a lot of money that way. That cathedral was ancient. A click of the fingers could’ve set that thing off. And why do you think we were rioting recently?’ I shrugged. ‘They tried to cut Veteran’s Day. You know why? So they can squeeze an extra work day out of people. Karma hits all masters like a brick wall sooner or later. Look at history, what happened to the slavers all those decades ago. It’s inevitable, sure as eggs is eggs.’

	‘I’ve been to the city,’ I said. ‘They don’t exactly have slaves chained up there.’

	‘I don’t know.’ John reached around his neck and tossed what he was wearing to me. I recognised them from descriptions in my books. They were dog tags. ‘They feel a lot like chains to me.’ I swallowed. ‘You know people who’ve been taken away, right? People that left town because the city told them they had to?’ I nodded. A few months ago, I never would have believed that life without Arlo could hurt. ‘It’s the worst thing in the world,’ John said. ‘We can be starving on the street, but it’s a cakewalk compared to the hell they’re going through. Remember, we’re doing it all for them.’

	He seemed to notice how sombre the conversation was getting. ‘If only we could convince the real blighters to head off, eh? Folks like Mr Gulliver. If we could get rid of that sod, we’d all have less piss on our doorsteps.’ He cracked a smile. ‘Bloody aim of a blind quadriplegic, but the bladder of a horse, that man. They’d send everyone home in a day. The barracks’d be flooded.’

	John seemed to know a great deal about the town’s various residents, whom he joked about at length. Part of me couldn’t help but like him. He reminded me of Uncle in a lot of ways. It was all in the eyes. There was a warmth, but underneath it, a fierce, otherworldly passion that hinted that he wasn’t entirely as hinged as his jaw was.

	When Colin returned, John sighed apologetically and held his arms out. Colin walked past him and dropped the bag on the grass. John quickly assumed Colin’s sullen posture.

	‘“Dum de dum, late, but better late than never. Don’t ignore me, even though everyone with a brain does. I know best, even though I only swam out my dad’s left bollock yesterday…”’ We all laughed; the impression was bracingly apt, if nothing else. 

	Colin walked off without a word. It was most unwise to leave a Tine on the boil, so I tried to apologise, but he wanted nothing to do with me. 

	‘I don’t care about John’s stupid joke,’ he said. ‘John can laugh at what he wants. He’s earned it.’

	Not much else happened at my first club meeting – my notebook barely got a look-in. Considering how eager Colin had been for me to come, he seemed strangely reticent now I was here. John promised that if I stayed after hours next time, I’d find something worth my while. I told him if he was unlucky, I might have to consider it.

	Soon enough, people started making their way home, but Colin asked if I could stay behind and talk. When everyone had left, he gestured towards the forest. I kept Erold close to my side, chatting obliviously about one thing or another while Colin and two of his friends followed close behind. ‘So what did you want to talk about?’ I asked.

	‘Well,’ Colin said, as we entered the forest. ‘For a start…’ 

	Without warning, he grabbed me by the collar and shoved me against a nearby tree. His fist plunged into his pocket and emerged with a glinting pocket knife. The bark bit into my scalp as I craned back from it. I was too shocked to cry out. Even his friends looked uneasy. They stood to the side, trying not to watch. Erold was the only one that seemed to care.

	‘You can’t do that!’ Erold shouted. In my head, I was cheering for him. I tried looking for a way out, but I was pinned so firmly, it was impossible to wriggle free. I knew he was more than capable of cutting me if he wanted to. I hoped it wouldn’t end that way. ‘We’re in this together,’ Erold continued. ‘We’re family. You don’t hurt family.’ Colin laughed and spat in the dirt.

	‘Is that right?’ He rubbed his shoulder with his knife hand. ‘You made me look like an idiot again, Jacob. First the cat, then the pub and now this. I mean, it’s like you really fucking hate me.’ He laughed nervously, his eyes darting to his two friends. They smiled uncertainly back. ‘I could hurt you in a lot of ways. I don’t want to, but you keep asking for it. Do you hate me?’ I shook my head slowly, not wanting to provoke him. ‘Then stop treating me like dirt. I want to like you, Jacob. But you’ve got to show respect.’ 

	His hand wavered uncertainly. Finally, he let go of my collar and put the knife in his pocket. ‘You’ve got to show respect,’ he repeated quietly, turning away. ‘If you don’t get respect, it’s gone. And then you’re nothing. Jacob?’

	I wasn’t willing to risk ignoring him. ‘What?’ I said. 

	Quick as a flash, he wheeled around and launched his fist directly into my chest. 

	The world went blurry as the punch threw me against the tree and onto the ground. All my breath eked out of me. I wheezed, clutching my throbbing chest in the dirt. Expecting a further assault, I closed my eyes and braced myself on the floor. But nothing came. No blows. No words. Nothing. I unwrapped my arm from around my head and opened a single eye. They were all standing there, staring at me.

	Slowly, cautiously, I heaved myself against the tree and onto my feet, trying to bear through the pain. Erold stood on the sidelines, staring down in shame. I felt angrier at Erold than Colin. He just stood there. Though my eyes were dry, inside, I was seething. But I didn’t let it show. I brushed off the dust and the leaves and I gritted my teeth. Colin looked almost apologetic. It only made me despise him even more.

	‘I—’ Colin started, before stopping himself. He looked down and winced at his swollen, throbbing fingers. ‘Look at my hand. Look at it!’ He held it up. ‘Hurts like hell. Probably hurt me more than it hurt you. It’s about respect, that’s all. If you get that, we’re good.’

	‘Yeah,’ I said, allowing myself the briefest glance down at my shirt. There was no blood, no blossoming crimson on the white fabric. I breathed a sigh. In spite of everything, I felt the strangest relief that he hadn’t gone for my face instead. I couldn’t hide my face under a shirt. Really, I was just trying to ignore my instincts, all of which blared the words pain, pain, pain like sirens and did little else. ‘Yeah, we’re good.’

	He nodded, cradling his hand. Seemingly dazed, he meandered away. His friends followed, giving him a berth appropriately wide enough for someone who’d just punched someone else to the ground. The moment he was out of sight, Erold dashed towards me.

	‘Jacob, I’m sorry! I didn’t think he’d do that,’ Erold pleaded, brushing twig stubs and bits of bark off me. ‘If I got in the way, he’d have punched me too. Punched me or worse.’ As sore as I was, I was grudgingly ready to forgive him. But he continued talking. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t have laughed at him earlier though.’ I couldn’t believe it. Not only had Erold stood by and watched Colin smash me into the dirt, he was excusing him too.

	‘You laughed as well,’ I muttered. He didn’t respond. ‘Everyone did. I know Colin’s a Tine, but that was crazy. It’s like he thinks he’s in a picture show or something.’ I got the distinct impression that I was talking to myself, so I stopped. Erold shrugged. He didn’t seem to know what to say or do, fiddling with a bit of stray leaf and staring at the ground like a reprimanded puppy. ‘I’ll see you later, Erold,’ I said. I walked back on my own.

	When I got home, I went to the bathroom and took down the mirror. Placing it on my bed, I shut my door and stripped off my shirt. The centre of my chest was purple, a hefty bruise about the size of my fist that was dark at its centre, and spread out into a muddy green. I prodded at the edges with a finger, simultaneously wincing and enjoying the sensation. I couldn’t help but pose in the mirror with it. 

	I had battle scars now. It was just like Uncle. We matched.

	 


– CHAPTER FOUR – 

	Fleck

	II

	 

	Aside from a sketchy list of club members, and an even scrappier stab at a list of Democratic Defence members, the beautifully crisp pages of my notebook were bare. I continued going, even going so far as to sketch my own map of the town in the hope that I’d be able to scribble something useful onto it. Every Tuesday after the club ended, Erold, Colin and a smaller group of members met in the evening with John, and at these meetings, there wasn’t a ball or flying disc in sight.

	To my infinite relief, Tobey Breen wasn’t present at any of the secret gatherings either. He kept his bloody nose to himself.

	At these post-club meetings, everyone spoke more openly about the city, and especially about their own, often turbulent lives. I learned a great deal more about each of them, especially Matthew and Maria, the two of Colin’s friends who’d looked on as he clouted me into the dirt. As much as it smarted, the punch seemed to have served as an invaluable initiation into Colin’s group. Matthew didn’t seem all that impressed.

	‘If he hated you, he would’ve gone for the face,’ he shrugged. 

	He kept mainly to himself and his cards, rarely speaking to anyone other than Maria.  It garnered respect especially from her, who first swiped my shirt up to get a good look at it, and then remarked that I’d taken the punch pretty well. From her perpetual grin and inexhaustible vigour, I never would have guessed that, like Erold, she too had lost a father to the knockers. 

	They talked about it together by the spitting campfire, over which countless chestnuts were roasted, and marshmallows accidentally incinerated. Erold said that what he missed most were the splinters. What she missed the most were the stories her father used to tell her as a little girl, before she went to bed. She closed her eyes as she talked about it, running her fingers through her cropped hair. Despite her small stature, she had powerful forearms that were always smeared with inky, overlapping words, having worked at the town’s printing press for much of the day. She wore dozens of stories at any one time, but as I thought about it, that probably only made her miss her father all the more. 

	Most of the group didn’t have missing family members, but a lot of their parents were out of work. So in the group, they handed out flyers, or held up signs advertising the Democratic Defence to raise a little money. The oldest was only fifteen.

	The world of insidious schemes and violent rioting that I’d painted in my head couldn’t have been further from where I found myself. David’s Dogs this isn’t. Not in the slightest. I tried to make what notes I could after each meeting, but most of the time, I didn’t want to write anything down. Many of the conversations were sorrowful, intimate affairs. It didn’t feel right to put their words to paper, so I didn’t. I only took down what was strictly necessary, and there was precious little of that to be found.

	Luckily, John started giving me small tasks to do, all of which I recorded carefully. This is why I’m here, I noted gleefully to myself. It was the same with everyone – during the day, a member would sneak you a little note with a time and a place. When you got there, you’d almost always have the most trivial of things to do. It would be a letter to the bank teller, or a message for the milkman. Once, I left a bundle of flyers by the Duck’s Head entrance. ‘The poor fight the rich man’s war!’ was emblazoned across. We were like the group’s little helpers, which John sometimes affectionately called us. I wasn’t paid, but after every job, they opened up a little more at the meetings. I was buying their trust, but the price was too low to complain. 

	In truth, it wasn’t all bad. They said some questionable things about people from the city, but they had connections, and what you gave them, you received back, in one form or another. 

	Without the club, some of them would have gone hungry at night.

	It pressed upon my mind even when I was working on my manuscript at home, weaving the events of my day into the tale of madness, bloody betrayal and survival at all costs. I focussed so heavily on collecting notes, my writing had slowed down a little. But I had more to write about than ever, and it wouldn’t be long before my manuscript surpassed its dirty, blotted sibling.

	I was enamoured by the idea that everyone wasn’t as simple as they seemed. Several people in the club would have terrified me to walk past on the street, yet in the meetings, I laughed and joked with them like we’d grown up in the same house. When I read back through the story, a few of the characters seemed less like people than shadows cast on a wall – tall, imposing shadows to be sure. But not people. I fixed that as I went along. Secretly, I relished going back to the club for the inspiration its members unwittingly imparted to me.

	 I was by no means proud to be helping them. But my father suffered every day in that plant, and people from the city weren’t exactly tripping over each other to care.

	It helped when Eumaia’s book came out. It still smarted that I’d missed the big book signing event in the city, but when I bought it from the bookshop, came home and got it signed by the author herself in the same hour, I realised that I could have done a lot worse. Reclined on my bed, I ran my fingers along the embossed cover. E.K. Donway. The perfect writer’s name, I reflected jealously. If you’re born with a name like that, you don’t really have a choice.

	But I’d barely opened it up when a form and a stamped brown envelope slipped out. Confused, I flipped the page. Eumaia explained in the foreword that if enough signatures were sent off, conscription for the Volunteer Force would be debated in the Public House itself. Blimey, Eumaia doesn’t mess around. I had no doubt that she’d get the signatures she needed from her legion of fans. Even though I had to leave half the boxes blank, I filled my form in too. Dropping the envelope in the post box infused me with hope that I’d see Mr Smith again. And Arlo. Eumaia was doing her part. And at the club, I was doing mine.

	After a few smaller tasks, the club entrusted me with a heavy sealed bag that clanked with every step. This is more like it. Batting away the strong temptation to break the seal and sneak a peek inside, I hauled it over to a small shack by the train station. I knocked uncertainly on the battered door three times. It screeched open immediately – a hooded figure seized it and slammed the door in my face without a single word.

	I reflected that if I ever delivered anything to the shack again, not only would I be looking in the bag, but the recipient was also getting conked over the head with it. There was a train chugging away far below. I stopped for a moment to watch it go by, leaning against an old jewellers. The place was boarded up now.

	In the distance, the dam stood tall, indomitable as ever. The city was veiled by fog.

	‘I know what you’re thinking,’ one of the club members chided as he strode by. ‘If only that wall broke and drowned the lot of them. If they could, they’d probably take the dam from us too. Brick by bloody brick.’ 

	They were busy handing out leaflets. I took one for the sake of it. ‘Stand Strong Together!’ the front declared. Not for the first time, I wondered what the cost of that would be.

	***

	‘Is it okay to do bad things sometimes?’ It was one of those rare occasions when Brooke had invited me over, and we’d quickly exhausted the trampoline and the tree house making the most of the ebbing summer heat. Fatigued, we sipped artisan’s chocolate in the kitchen. ‘If you’ve got good reasons?’

	‘Depends,’ she said. ‘I’m going to tell you that Bresal throws himself and his mother from a cliff in his golden chariot, which is bad.’ If she’d been Erold, I would’ve kicked her. I thought I’d been making good progress with Bresal’s Rope Ladder. Evidently not. Brooke could barely conceal her delight. ‘But I’m only doing it so you’ll read faster next time, which is good. So it depends. What terrible things have you been doing?’ 

	‘I don’t know,’ I shrugged. ‘Just wondering.’ I didn’t know what had been in the bag, or what the letters said. Probably nothing good. I breathed in the steam from the drink. ‘Everyone’s done it though, right? Something bad, hoping it all turns out good in the end?’

	‘Sure.’ She didn’t sound so sure. ‘You can’t know for certain that anything you do won’t hurt someone down the line. But if you worry about that, you’ll be so paralysed with indecision that you’ll never be able to do anything again. You might as well run for mayor. Doing the right thing doesn’t always feel right. Parents tell their children hard truths just as doctors snap bones back into place. Helping can be hurting – sometimes they’re the same thing. 

	‘Ends can justify the means. But sometimes they don’t. People who think they’re doing the right thing don’t tend to ask if they’re doing the right thing, and that’s when they’re capable of the worst.’ She fidgeted in her seat. ‘Why aren’t you talking to Erold about this?’

	‘Because he might be part of the means.’

	She didn’t ask me what the ends were, something that earned her a great deal of respect from me. In fact, she changed the subject entirely, inviting me upstairs to pour over her pictures from the Pengian Isles. She never failed to bring a few mementos back with her. They were a boon for someone that had seen as little of the world as I had; vicariously following her from country to country was by far the cheapest way to travel. 

	‘What’s this?’ I asked, picking at a folder of pages that poked out from the album. I had enough time to make out the words ‘Draft 8’ on the front page before she shooed my hand away. 

	‘Nothing as interesting as the famous East Pengian Monastery,’ she snapped, clapping down the next page of the album. I didn’t ask again.

	There may have been an element of self-absorption in the exhibition, but the pictures were interesting enough that I didn’t mind paying the price and adding another shovelful of coal to the unquenchable inferno of Brooke’s ego. It was a surprisingly welcome way to spend the afternoon, but of course, Brooke’s busy schedule had other plans. When the clock struck three, I had to be on my way. I made sure to ask about Barth before I left.

	‘Is there any news? Anything at all?’ 

	‘Nothing,’ she replied coolly. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t heard a single thing.

	On my way out, I noticed that her post box had been knocked down. The wooden post was lying on the ground, shattered into pieces. I bent over to pick it up. ‘Leave it!’ she shouted after me.

	I scampered off down the road with a grin on my face. It faded quickly enough, however, when I passed Barth’s house and saw the large ‘To Rent’ sign hanging from a post in the garden, teetering in the untended soil. My offering of cake was long gone from the porch. I stuck my face through the letterbox. So were the letters.

	I had no idea what it meant, but I tried my best not to let it cast a shadow over things. It had been a good day. Brooke and I had spent the day like Erold and I used to, before the club had taken him and rendered them both inseparable. I vowed not to let the same thing happen to me. I’m doing this for Uncle, I reminded myself. To help him.

	It was getting easier to forget, especially at the next meeting, where John declared that I was going to be trusted with something more ‘substantial’. Everybody seemed happy with the decision, even Colin, who thankfully didn’t think it warranted a second punch. I had no idea what was going to happen, half-expecting them to slap a gun in my hands and point me in the direction of the city. Instead, we had a late-night barbeque to celebrate. The food was so good, I certainly wasn’t complaining. 

	John took Colin aside for a few words, and then gave us all a talk as we voraciously tore the platter to pieces.

	‘It’s hard acting sane in a world this crazy,’ he told us. ‘The city tries to cancel Veteran’s Day, the time we pay our respects to the people fighting and dying for us, and when we say no, we get battered by the crowd. And they think they’re the sane ones. I’ve taken shits more sane, and I’ve been known to choke out places for days.’ Everybody laughed. ‘I’m just saying. If you’re going out to eat, check I’ve not got a table there first or you’re in for a bad time. But in all seriousness, I’m lucky to have you all here. You too, Jacob. There’s a lot to do, and it’s not easy. You’ve got to be quick, you’ve got to be strong, and you’ve got to be smart. There’s no doubt that you’re all three. You all are. Well…’

	He looked at Colin, but stopped himself short, biting back a smile. ‘You all are. There’s only one other thing I really need to say, and it’s this – you’ve got to be honest. If anyone here asks you a question, tell them the truth. Deception is what the city uses, and that’s exactly what we’re fighting against. Complete honesty, right?’

	‘Definitely. Complete honesty!’ we chimed back. 

	‘That’s what I like to hear. And if anyone asks about the group, lie through your teeth. We’ve got lots of plans, and no time for people who aren’t going to help us with them. Honesty and idiots?’ He made two fists and jammed them against each other. ‘They don’t gel. But when good, honest people come together…’ He held out his hand. It took me only a moment to understand his intention. I took it and shook it immediately. ‘There’s nothing more dangerous in the world.’

	After the meeting, Colin told Erold and me to meet him the following night by the forest. He said nothing more about it, only to come wearing an old set of clothes.

	I was anxious, pacing and muttering to myself for the entirety of the next day. Barely a word registered with me during class. And during lunch, Erold and Brooke snapped. They’d both been behaving strangely lately, but one mention of the defence from Erold, and Brooke was sent into a rage like nothing I’d seen before. 

	‘They’re thugs, criminals and thugs, animals bereft of a conscience half as sharp as their teeth.’

	‘If keeping folks off the street is a crime, it should be less illegal than what the stupid people in charge are doing. Or maybe that’s too good for us townsfolk. I guess you’d know.’

	‘Scaremongering, lying and spreading propaganda isn’t humanitarian, you idiot. It’s a city-wide witch hunt. This isn’t politics – they have no policies.’

	‘They’ve got a place in the Public House just like everybody else.’

	‘And how is rioting and looting upmarket city vendors helping anyone but themselves?’

	‘Why did they try to cancel Veteran’s Day?’ Brooke’s eyes bulged. For the first time, she hesitated.

	‘Well I’m… I… I’m sure they had a very good reason.’

	‘They had one reason,’ Erold said. ‘Money. It’s just money. Everything’s not always complicated like you want it to be.’

	‘Erold.’ Brooke seemed to do her best to collect herself. ‘I don’t think you’re a bad person. You’re just wrong. But I cannot break bread with someone who defends people like that.’

	‘If it was up to you lot, my family wouldn’t have bread to break anyway.’ It was with the calmest-spoken words that the coffin was nailed shut. Brooke gave one last sad smile, before reluctantly getting up from the table. ‘My dad says hey, by the way.’ She didn’t turn around. Erold almost looked pleased with himself, until he saw me getting up as well.

	‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I remember what happened last time there was a fight. My chest still hurts.’ I levered my legs out from under the bench and left to sit by myself. It was a long lunch.

	When the school bell rang that day, it was the harbinger of bad news. ‘The evening’s seven hours closer,’ the bell seemed to chime gleefully. Under a light sprinkling of rain, I plodded from the school gates with a heavy heart, lifted only a little by the muddy rainbow that cut across a blue and orange sky. As was my habit when it was pouring down, I stopped off at the bakery to warm myself up. 

	With a steaming mug and a plateful of biscuits, I pulled up a chair and sat myself down next to Amiri, who was on his own. I’d never seen him without Arlo before. The only other customer was the old man, who was busy nursing a wounded croissant with jam. Amiri barely reacted to my arrival, endlessly stirring a drink that had long gone cold. I tried to draw his attention with a wave, and even a friendly poke with the spoon, but he was somewhere else.

	It didn’t help that he was a constant living reminder of Arlo’s absence, especially when he started softly humming a tune that Arlo had often chanted raucously in the back room. Every crumb on my plate had been demolished by the time he noticed me.

	‘Oh, it’s you.’ Although exceptionally well-formed, almost like marble in its seamless construction, his face was pallid, its features moving languidly to form an expression of surprise. You’d be forgiven for thinking that he’d slowly been solidifying into a marble statue ever since Arlo left. ‘You’re… Arlo’s little friend. If I’m not much mistaken.’ I had to prevent myself from flinching at ‘little friend’.

	‘That’s me.’

	His expression moulded slowly to express recognition, and there it stayed. His eyes dimmed a little, and he said no more. It seemed the alabaster had finally set. I asked him how he was, but received no response. I took a sip of tea, starting to wish I’d sat alone instead. Then, he spoke.

	‘I’m going to sign up.’ It was devastating how calmly the words were stated.

	‘Please don’t. Arlo’s already gone.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘People that go out there don’t come back. You and Arlo would be stuck there together.’

	‘Yes.’ I gulped.

	‘You could both die.’

	He just smiled. Far from untarnished porcelain, the face that challenged me to meet it was unmistakeably flesh and blood. I had no words to say, and he knew I wouldn’t. When I walked out of the door, he started humming the tune once more.

	My head was reeling as I made my way home. Now I know why they’re friends. 

	In my room, I shrugged on an old pair of trousers and a top, but there were still hours until the evening. I wiled some of it away at the typewriter, but my fingers were too jittery to put anything coherent to the page. The bin was well fed that afternoon. Ultimately, I drew out the secret drawer of my desk and resigned myself to my bed, running my fingers through the marbles as I pondered the multitude of ways the evening could go wrong.

	When it was finally time, I snuck downstairs, where my mother was working alone. My father was still supposedly out of town. I grabbed my coat and made my excuses, saying I was going to see Erold. Technically, I wasn’t lying.

	Summer wasn’t over yet, so the light was still fading as I laced up my shoes and trotted down to the forest, relishing the peaceful quiet. Colin was already there when I arrived, waiting with Matthew and Maria. Maria’s bare arms were still dripping with ink, having arrived in a hurry from the press. She dried them on Matthew’s back, much to his dismay. When he complained, she picked him up and tossed him into the bushes. He came back beaming, sheepishly brushing off bits of bracken. The two were strange together, but they were hardly skinning a cat, so I left them to their bizarre antics while we waited.

	‘What do you think’s wrong with them?’ Colin muttered from the corner of his mouth.

	‘Whatever it is, I hope it’s not contagious,’ I whispered back. He grinned.

	Erold came along a few minutes after I did, arriving out of breath with his rucksack on.

	‘About time,’ Colin said, but Erold barely uttered an apology before reaching into the rucksack, and taking out a small package wrapped in brown paper.

	‘Sorry, Jacob, I tried to get here quick. I mean, it’s still a little warm, but it probably crumbled a little when I ran. I mean…’ He gave up talking and held it out to me. I took it reluctantly, surprised at the heat I felt emanating from within. Unwrapping it, I found a small apple pie with a wonky ‘J’ baked into the crust. Erold zipped up his rucksack and swung it back over his shoulder. He looked at me eagerly. ‘It’s your favourite. So… are we okay?’

	I lifted the pie, holding it at the edges, and took a wary bite. It was soft and sweet.

	‘Luckily for you,’ I mumbled through a mouthful of pastry, ‘it’s pretty good. You made it?’ He bit his lip. Erold had never baked anything in his life. His parents wouldn’t trust him with the oven in the house. Not again. 

	‘My mother made it,’ he admitted. ‘But I helped with the measuring and everything. Took us ages too, because we had to keep starting over. I got the sugar mixed up with salt, and things in the oven catch fire really easily.’ He flexed his left hand, around which a white bandage was wound. ‘I swear the nicest foods hurt the most to make. If I tried making you a baum cake, I’d be dead by now.’ Death by cake? I wouldn’t have put it past him. 

	‘I’m glad you’re not. I guess we’re okay then,’ I said. I wrapped the pie back up and pocketed it for later. ‘But please get someone to check your hand.’ Erold nodded sheepishly. When Colin started tapping his foot, we quickly fell silent.

	‘Lovely. Now that’s out of the way, I guess we can finally get a move on. We need to head to the storeroom first. If anyone else has cakes to declare, just eat them on the way.’ 

	We followed in pairs behind Colin, weaving through quiet, increasingly secluded streets to get to a part of town I barely recognised. There, we turned into an alleyway, edging our way through as it got narrower and narrower, darker and darker. Just when I thought it couldn’t be more of a squeeze, we came out on the other side.

	Dozens of padlocked doors stood in rows, illuminated only by a single flickering red lamp overhead. I stayed close to the group as we walked past them. They were battered, scratched and worn, every one of them, and several had graffiti etched into the metal. At the fifth door on the left side, Colin stopped.

	 ‘You don’t touch the key unless someone in the group says so,’ he said. ‘You don’t move it, and you don’t tell anyone about it.’ When nobody else spoke up, I realised he was talking to me. I nodded. 

	He tapped along the line of bricks beside the door. When one moved slightly, he manoeuvred it straight out of the wall, revealing a shining key in the space. He snatched it up and unlocked the huge padlock, which he tossed on to the ground with a loud clang. Together, we pulled the chains off and heaved up the enormous door. Inside was a dirty, dingy storage room, in which a collection of cardboard boxes and seemingly random items were gathering dust. Colin rifled through the boxes, one by one.

	I couldn’t help but marvel at how chaotic the arrangement was. 

	Metal pipes and a filthy yellow mattress adorned the even filthier floor. There were huge words painted on cardboard banners, traffic cones, a mass of empty glass bottles, stacks of tarpaulin sheets and more. When I saw several boxes of wires and a stack of ‘DD’ stencils, I knew I’d found my first notebook entry of the day. Nonetheless, I stayed outside with the others, peering in as Colin tiptoed effortlessly past every obstacle, as though each step had been rehearsed.

	‘Aha!’ Colin’s shout startled us all – even Maria and Matthew. ‘Found it!’ He stooped down and picked up one of the more worn boxes, which was unmarked, save for a splash of colour down the side. Maria helped him carry it out, where we eagerly opened it up to reveal rows of tight-lidded paint pots, and a few well-worn brushes. 

	‘Painting? I scoffed. I didn’t know exactly what I’d been expecting, but all the same, it felt anticlimactic. We’re going to paint the city some pretty pictures?’

	‘Pretty much,’ Colin smirked. ‘Help with the box and I’ll show you.’

	It was heavier than it looked, but I tried to make it look like no great feat when I levered it up. Maria just smiled from the other side. Colin led us back out the way we came. By this time, the light had mostly faded, but the streets weren’t exactly empty. I couldn’t help but ask why we were walking so casually down the street with a box of paint pots. Colin just smiled. ‘Relax. My dad’s a painter, so if anyone asks, we’re just helping him move his stuff.’ He looked around. ‘We can stay on the outskirts until the light’s gone. Let’s go.’

	We continued walking until we came to a part of town where few buildings stood. Most of them were shops that had closed their doors. ‘We start here,’ Colin announced. We waited beside a boarded-up shopfront, trying to look as inconspicuous as a group of teenagers could. A few pedestrians strolled past, including a very unimpressed-looking elderly woman. After that, the street was clear.

	Colin dived into the box and flicked the lids off the red and yellow pots. The yellow pot, he picked up and held at arm’s length. With a flick of his wrist, the paint splattered against the wall and slowly dribbled down. At the same time, Maria and Matthew ran up different sides of the street, checking the corners. They both held their thumbs up.

	‘The boards are dark, so you want to use a colour that makes the writing stand out. It’s like you said, Jacob,’ Colin grinned. ‘We’re painting a picture. Not what you were expecting, right? Well you’re new, so you’ve got to start somewhere.’

	‘You’re not though,’ I muttered before I could stop myself. He didn’t dignify me with a response. Instead, he dipped a brush in the red pot and slathered large, dripping letters on the boards with more zeal than was necessary, even for him. ‘It’s Them Or Us’, the message read when he was finished.

	‘This is the kind of thing you write,’ he explained, his eyes darting back to Maria and Matthew every few seconds until they gave the all-clear. ‘The poor fight the rich man’s war, time to bite back… anything that gets them to pay attention. They’re not all smart like us. Some people really need it spelled out for them.’ 

	The paintbrushes went back in the box, the lids were replaced, and we were on our way once more. At another building, Colin splashed ‘City Wars, City Soldiers’ in bold, orange letters. He really seemed to take pride in his work.

	We darted from area to area in this manner, each club member besides myself taking their turn to paint whatever Colin dictated. We were careful to look for places with no prying eyes to ruin our covert activities with their justifiable curiosity. Most often, it was the side of a shop, but the train station noticeboard also became a target as soon as the station residents were asleep, in addition to several other places I knew I’d have to guiltily walk back through later on. The David’s Dogs symbol was painted more than once. I made sure to make a note of it, despite the fact that I knew I wouldn’t be forgetting it. 

	Colin was delighted when we found a painter’s stepladder, which had been set up and left in place overnight. Two of us held the ladder steady while Erold painted the message big and high. 

	After what felt like hours of sneaking, the town was properly dark, and my arms were exhausted from carrying the box around. I’d have asked Colin how effective it was to try and recruit people by painting all over their houses, but my chest was still sore.

	‘Just one last one,’ Colin said. I was enormously relieved that it was nearly over, but something about the way he said it made me uncomfortable.

	When we rounded the street corner, I immediately knew what the target was. It was the local greengrocers. Colin levered the box from me and helped set it down. After we checked that the coast was clear, he took an unused brush from the box and pressed it into my hand. ‘Your turn now, Jacob. You know what to do; you’ve seen us all do it. This one,’ he gestured grandly to the storefront, ‘is important. The owner’s been warned before.’

	‘What did they do?’ I asked. I didn’t expect him to tell me, but if I could count on one thing, it would be Colin’s need to show off. He licked his lips.

	‘I don’t think I can tell you.’ I didn’t believe for one second that he knew. It would be just like him to laud something over me that even he wasn’t privy to. ‘But I can say they told people some things they shouldn’t have,’ he said, suitably vaguely. ‘Do it again and see what happens.’ I froze. Is he talking to me? He just laughed. ‘Sorry, that’s the message you need to paint. Better get to work. Don’t worry,’ he added, observing my concern. ‘You can pick the colours.’

	Erold and the other two spotted for us. It was difficult here on the main street, where there were no alleyways or small nooks to hide in. Luckily, or perhaps unluckily, nobody came along to stop me.

	The first time I dipped the paintbrush into the pot, surprised at how heavy it felt, I had a moment of hesitation. Until then, I’d basically been a bystander. I had no dirt on my hands. If I continued, I’d be just as bad as any of them, just as responsible. There’d be no turning back. I thought back to the conversation with Brooke. I was only in the group so I could report what I found back to Uncle. There was no evil in my heart, no ill will. It doesn’t, strictly speaking, count. All the same, I muttered an apology in my head. Then, the paint went on, and I breathed a shaky sigh of relief. It got easier after the first stroke.

	Despite how ridiculous it all was, the painting was more fun than I wanted to admit. When I was younger, and my father painted for a living, I’d often practise on our garden fence, or go around the neighbourhood with a paint pot and a smile to rustle up some pocket money. Much had changed from those days, but I found it interesting that years later, I found myself doing the same thing, albeit in very different circumstances. I couldn’t help but wonder what my younger self would think if he could see me now. But I ushered the thought quickly from my head. I knew exactly what he’d think.

	I worked carefully with the brush, leaning away from it with every plunge into the pot – with all the graffiti around town, a paint splash would have been difficult even for me to explain away. Luckily, no one would notice if the tatty clothes I’d dressed myself in went missing. All the same, I went carefully, letter by letter, painting as quickly as I dared. Before long, I was on the final word.

	‘Got to go,’ Colin urged suddenly.

	‘What?’ I wasn’t finished, so I sped up my brushstrokes, adding the ‘e’ and the ‘n’.

	‘Now!’ he said, loud enough to panic me. ‘A car’s coming.’ Sure enough, when I raised my head, I heard the rumble. What I wasn’t expecting to hear was the accompanying siren. Has someone called the police? It was like being in a nightmare – everything was moving so slowly. I scrambled to add the ‘s’, frantically slashing paint against the wall. ‘What are you doing?’ Colin shouted.

	He grabbed the brush from me and chucked it in the box. Erold and Maria heaved it up, but Erold lifted too quickly and it fell. Blue paint sloshed onto the pavement. ‘Now!’ Colin shouted, heaving the box up with Matthew. 

	We all raced down the road from the sirens. I stared along the unyielding lines of shops and houses as we sped past, one closed door after another. There was no way out. My heart was racing, my arms flailing through the air as I gazed frantically from building to building. The library, the bakery, the bank… wait, the bakery? With sirens blaring behind us, the risk of trouble was an infinitely better choice than the certainty. I was on good terms with Mr Baker. Hopefully, that counted for something.

	‘Quick, the bakery!’ I shouted to the others.

	‘It’ll be shut,’ Colin shouted back.

	‘Trust me, it won’t.’

	Leading the group, I skidded past the window display and slammed myself against the bakery door. To my relief, it gave way. But I wasn’t prepared. The momentum carried me through the doorway and careening onto the floor. The others followed close behind, throwing themselves inside and piling on top of each other as they squeaked across the floorboards. Erold drew the door shut behind him. The sirens continued wailing away, muffled. We waited there on the floor, all of us holding our breath.

	The banging and clattering from within the bakery walls stopped abruptly.

	‘Hello?’ the baker’s voice called from the back room. ‘Who’s there? If it’s you, Mr Matthews, I’m closed for the day. I’m afraid you’ll have to come back tomorrow.’ 

	‘No, Mr B. It’s me.’ I picked myself up from the floor and brushed myself down. Behind me, the sirens were closing in.

	‘Jacob!’ he shouted, and something in the back clashed. ‘A pleasure as always, although what a strange hour. One moment.’ There were a few clinking noises, and one final bang before the baker’s short, stout figure emerged from the dimly lit backside of the bakery, dusted liberally in flour as always. ‘I was just finishing off—’ He stopped dead when he saw the rest of us. ‘Why hello there.’ His accommodating smile faltered into confusion, and then surprise, and finally, as he noticed the paint box, suspicion. 

	The siren blared slowly past the door and receded away with the rumbling of the car, until the only sound left was the faint humming of the lights. I cleared my throat, but said nothing, staring at the ground in shame. What was there to say? The paint splatters on my hands and trousers spoke for themselves.

	‘I’m not sure exactly what you lot have been up to tonight,’ he said. I’d never heard him restrain his voice so much. ‘But I hope for your sake that those sirens have nothing to do with it. I’m not going to ask.’ He glanced at the box on the floor, whose treasonous lid was hanging wide open, unveiling the grimy cans for all to see. ‘I’m not asking about that either.’ It would have been a sight to see even Colin humbled, were it not for the shame I felt myself.

	‘Mr B, I’m really sorry for bothering you. We—’ He silenced me with a single hand.

	‘Jacob, please.’ He seemed to measure each word before saying it. ‘The Bell family is always welcome here. I’m not interested in what happened. As far as I’m concerned, I didn’t see you walk into my bakery just now. I imagine that’s what you want, right?’

	I looked to the others. Confused and relieved, they all gesticulated wildly at me, aside from Maria, who stood arms folded with her perpetual grin. I gave the baker a terse nod. He nodded tiredly back. That was what hurt the most. There was no angry tirade threatening to call me out to the police, or worse, my parents. He was quietly, judgingly, resignedly disappointed. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘If you’re wanting to stay, I’m afraid I must disappoint. I’m locking up.’

	‘Of course not,’ I said quickly. ‘We’ll be on our way. Thank you, Mr B. From all of us – thank you.’ He rolled his eyes and sighed, taking off his glasses to clean the lenses with the corner of his shirt. I don’t know if it was just my eyes playing tricks on me, but the most imperceptible smile seemed to graze his face, if only for a moment. Maria and Matthew resealed the box and levered it up. 

	‘I’ll be seeing you then,’ the baker said, ‘Matthew and Maria. And Colin.’ The three retreated from the bakery briskly; Maria even had the nerve to wink at him before she left. Erold tried to follow close behind. ‘And you too, Erold.’ Erold stopped dead. His eyes seemed to bulge in their sockets. ‘Life good?’ Erold nodded. ‘School good?’ Erold shook his head. He chortled. ‘What’s new? Good to see you, although I hope next time it’s under less… incriminating circumstances. You’re looking very healthy. Big and strong, just like your father. How is he?’ Erold looked down and shrugged. 

	‘We got a letter back from the VF. He says it’s not too bad; at least he doesn’t have to bleed the radiators every ten minutes.’

	‘That’s what I like to hear. It’s just like him to make the best of things. It’s the other side who should be worried.’ Erold brightened up a little. ‘Safe journey home, Erold.’ The door chimed shut behind him. I was the only one left. ‘Jacob?’ 

	I turned to him, brushing my matted trousers. The blue paint had dried. 

	‘I know how much of a hard time your uncle’s been having lately.’ He gestured to the street outside. ‘I think you should take some time out, think about what you’re getting yourself into. I’m not going to tell anyone, but others could, would, and might have done so already. Sarah and Douglas don’t know about this, correct?’ I dipped my head, which he took as confirmation. ‘There’s a reason you haven’t told them. Think about that. On your way now, and for god’s sake, change your trousers.’

	‘I will, Mr B,’ I said.

	‘Mr Baker, please. You’re not a child anymore. If we’re going to see eye to eye…’

	‘Okay… Mr Baker,’ I uttered haltingly. It felt horrible, which no doubt was his intention. ‘Thanks again. And sorry.’

	‘Jacob,’ Mr Baker said, inclining his head. As I left, he sighed and dusted his hands against his sides. ‘I’ll have to start locking up at night,’ he muttered. ‘Who knows what else I might find turning up in my bakery?’ I had a feeling it wasn’t said entirely in jest.

	Walking into the night, I found myself ashamed and alone. I wanted to turn on my heels and march straight home, but I knew I couldn’t. Not yet. Biting my knuckles red, I retraced my steps back to the alleyway, where, sure enough, the others were waiting. Colin was just replacing the brick as I arrived.

	‘So?’ I asked, and I put on my best smile. ‘Not bad for my first day, right?’ 

	‘Not bad? Not bad?’ I wasn’t expecting Colin to be impressed, but his hostility surprised even me. I took a step back. ‘You almost ruined it for everyone! If you stopped painting when I told you to, we’d have had time to get away. You could have got us all caught. You didn’t listen. There was no respect!’

	‘If it wasn’t for me, we would’ve been caught anyway,’ I said.

	‘He’s right, he did help us,’ Erold pitched in quietly. I shot him a smile of gratitude, even as Colin ignored him.

	‘That’s not the point,’ Colin said, flustered. His face was red. ‘You almost got us caught, and… and then you stopped us getting caught. That doesn’t make it alright. What we’re doing is simple, stupid and simple. Slap some messages on some walls. That’s nothing compared to what other people are doing. If you nearly botched something so simple—’

	‘Okay, sure Colin.’ I knew that if I didn’t defend myself, I’d deserve the second bruise that was inevitably coming my way. ‘I don’t know what you’ve got against me, but if you want to blame me for something that didn’t happen, that’s fine. Those three know I did nothing wrong.’ Matthew barely reacted, but Maria crossed her arms and gave me a decisive nod. ‘I was the only one that got hit with paint,’ I said, and I ran my hand down the streaks on my trousers. ‘Apart from that, everything went fine. Mr B won’t tell, you know that. You talk about respect a lot. I hope someday, you realise that it goes both ways. Now if you don’t mind, it’s been a long day.’ 

	I turned my back on the four of them and walked away. I didn’t expect to make it far – there was no greater relief than the lack of footsteps following me. I felt a small rush when I left the flickering red light behind and made it to the streets.

	I nibbled on Erold’s apple pie as I walked. Every time a car or pedestrian passed, I kept my eyes down and twisted my stride to conceal the paint stains. It was a long trek back, and I had much to think about. When I passed the bakery, I swallowed. It was a cruel trick to realise you had a friend on the same day you might have lost them. 

	When I finally made it home, I kept low to the ground and approached cautiously. I couldn’t let anyone spot me before I had a chance to change out of my incriminating clothing. My mother wasn’t outside, so I crept up to the front door, which was wide open to let the cool breeze blow through the house.

	Leaning in, I heard muffled voices coming from the living room. I crossed my fingers, hoping to sneak past and up the stairs before anyone knew I was back. I tiptoed onto the mat. So far, so good. Carefully, I lined my foot up and took my first step onto the hardwood floor.

	‘Jacob, come in here now.’ I froze at the sound of my mother’s voice. I stood still, frantically debating what to do.

	‘Sorry it’s so late, Mum. I just need to…’ A series of paltry excuses bubbled up, each one less convincing than the last.

	‘You need to come into the living room right now. Your father and I need to talk. I will not ask again.’ 

	From the tone of voice alone, I knew I’d never make it upstairs. I hadn’t heard her so angry since my father lost his job. The bright paint on my hands and trousers was practically screaming at me. But there was nothing I could do. I took a deep breath, composed myself and opened the door. Wait a minute, I realised as I walked in. Dad’s not supposed to be back for another day. 

	Stepping through the doorway, I found my mother sitting by the fireplace. Wreathed in flames, she was silent and still, coiled like a snake. Her eyes narrowed at the stains on my trousers.

	‘I was… painting,’ I stuttered.

	‘Painting?’ she repeated. The detachment in her voice scared me. ‘That’s funny. Your father said the same thing.’ Sure enough, he was sitting across from her, his head bowed in silence. I stared at him, gobsmacked. His overalls were covered in white paint. 

	‘Now,’ my mother continued, this time only barely restraining her voice. ‘I will not be lied to in this household for a second longer. I want the truth, from both of you.’

	 


– CHAPTER FOUR – 

	Fleck

	III

	 

	As instructed, I took my place on the sofa beside my father. Even as the fire crackled, the room was already feeling colder. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find an iron brand glowing in the flames.

	He told her everything. He started by recounting the draw his work friends had all been forced into. He explained that he knew he wouldn’t find another job in town, so instead of biting the hand that fed him, he kept the factory job and managed to wrangle a part-time deal with the painter. The issue of money was invariably brought up several times, with exact figures given and repeated at my mother’s behest. She didn’t comment once, and in fact spoke very little. 

	When she asked him where he’d been staying, one of the few questions she did ask, he hesitated for the first time. It was only under strict assurance that no retribution would be sought, that he reluctantly revealed that Michael had offered him a place to stay.

	‘Michael’s a good man, and a damn good friend. Don’t bring him into this. He only did what he thought was best.’

	‘Agreed,’ was my mother’s terse response.

	The confession continued, and his desperate search for a job that would allow him to leave the plant was painstakingly chronicled. Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he spoke, but the confession seemed to be doing him good. The more he spoke, the less pained he looked.

	‘I came back to get a clean set of overalls – my old painting ones. I’d only been here a minute before you pulled up outside,’ he said. He looked at me fleetingly, the first time he’d dared to do so since he started talking. His voice was hoarse. ‘And we’ve been talking ever since. You know the rest.’

	‘Yes,’ my mother said. ‘I do.’ Again, she didn’t dignify him with anything but the barest of responses.

	‘Mum, I’m sorry too,’ I interjected suddenly. The last thing I wanted to do was lie to her, but if she found out where I’d been, it would all be over; everything I did would be in vain. The boxes of wires flashed in my head. I was so close. I just needed a little more time. Crossing my fingers in my head, I promised to redeem myself later. Lie yourself into it, lie yourself out of it, I thought. What’s the worst that could happen? It’s not like I could be in any more trouble. ‘I found Dad painting in town,’ I said. ‘He was working so hard, so I asked if I could help him out. He gave me some pocket money and asked me to put the paint pots back. I was just coming back.’ 

	I patted my back pocket, which jangled appropriately. Trying to sneak around town with coins clinking together in my pocket? I won’t make that mistake again. ‘I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be angry at Dad and me, and that’s not fair,’ I continued. ‘Not for me – I lied, and should be punished. But Dad’s doing everything he can. He only lied so you wouldn’t get angry and tell him to stop working at the plant, because he knows he can’t get another job, and…’ 

	Soon enough, I found that my mouth was moving faster than my head. I stopped in my tracks and awaited judgement.

	After what seemed like an eternity, my mother moved from her immobile pose. Slowly, she took a single deep breath. Then, she resumed staring. 

	‘Is this true, Douglas?’ she asked finally. Her voice lacked any inflection or emotion. My father turned to me. I looked back, and we both kept our faces utterly still. Somehow though, something had been communicated.

	‘Yes,’ he breathed. ‘It was an accident. I didn’t want him to get involved. I made him swear not to say a word to anyone. It was me.’

	‘Fine,’ my mother said. ‘Jacob, you can go to your room.’ I opened my mouth to apologise, but she cut me off brusquely. ‘I didn’t say you could speak, or that you’d be escaping punishment. I said you could go to your room. You could always stay. I wouldn’t recommend it.’

	I quickly got up and left the room, glancing back at the two of them. I gave my dad the slightest, most imperceptible nod of thanks before I turned the corner. He just stared back.

	The bathroom light buzzed when I flicked it on. I turned on the taps, held my hands down in the basin and watched the blue streaks of paint swirl and smoke down the plughole. The smaller flecks, I scratched off with my nail. When it all finally drained away, I closed my eyes and leaned into the steam. 

	In my room, I knew what needed to be done, but after adding the storeroom to the map in my notebook, it was all I could do to shrug off the tainted clothes and smother my face into my pillow. When the shouting began, I reached for the book on my cabinet and hid my face inside it. Time to disappear. 

	I followed Bresal from his rope ladder to his other globe-trotting trials, each one even more perilous than the last. Then, I lost myself in my favourite bookmarked sections of A Violation of Penance that I read over and over again, repeating the words to myself when the shouting got louder. If I’d been able to find To Kill a Cat, I’d have finished that too, in order to finally find out what happened to Rusk and the cat. After so much pain and strife, I needed to know that their suffering had been worth it. That there had been a point. I had to know.

	How was it, I found myself asking, that I could read books to get away from my problems, when all those characters did was face problem after problem after problem? Because then it’s not my problem, came the pithy response. I often wondered why the voice in my head was so pithy, but I never asked the question directly, so as to avoid the temptation to answer it. 

	When the first smash rang out, I draped myself in the duvet and drew a shaky breath. It was going to be a long night.

	***

	The next couple of days inched by. Now that the truth had finally come out, my father stayed at home when he came back from the plant. He was only absent for two days every week. Aside from that, all that changed was that now, he slept on the sofa downstairs. It’s a small concession, I reflected, considering he’s still alive. It was even worth the collateral damage of the broken crockery, which I often found sticking out of the kitchen bin when I woke up. But they never talked about that. When I came downstairs every morning, they ceased any mutterings abruptly and greeted me with two rehearsed smiles.

	‘Good morning,’ they’d say in almost perfect unison. I ate my breakfast quietly. They couldn’t lie to me if I didn’t ask. It wasn’t as though I wanted to know anyway. My mother laboured with two great bags under her eyes that genuinely seemed to drag her down, despite the happy pretence she put on whenever I was around. She also stopped wearing her white rabbit necklace, adorning instead the silver one each day.

	My father in turn became slightly more reserved. We still laughed and joked together, but if my mother came within earshot, he would suddenly turn sombre, and speak only monosyllabically, if at all. More than anything, he seemed tired. On the days he came back from the plant, he was positively gaunt. And he couldn’t smoke anymore.

	I learned this early on at breakfast. He hadn’t said much, spending most of his time sitting peacefully, reading the newspaper. The second the front door slammed shut, the paper went down on the table.

	‘Jacob,’ he said quietly, in a tone that told me that trouble was brewing. ‘The news today’s really something. You haven’t read it, have you?’ We both knew that I hadn’t, but when I realised he wasn’t taking silence for an answer, I shook my head. He reached for his cigarettes.

	After lighting one, he drew in a single breath, and then almost doubled over in a heavy bout of coughing. The cigarette was swiftly snuffed out and replaced within the carton. ‘That terrible explosion in the city, the one that killed those people? They know who did it. They thought it was an accident, but it wasn’t. It’s the same people that tried last time, the ones who’ve been painting their name all around town. A group called David’s Dogs.’

	‘David’s Dogs? Like… Uncle David?’

	‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

	‘Oh,’ I said. There wasn’t anything else to say.

	‘What were you doing, Jacob?’ It was the simple resignation in his voice that hurt me the most. I didn’t know what else to do, so I gave the answer I’d rehearsed.

	‘I was coming home from Erold’s,’ I said, ‘and I accidentally knocked against a stepladder some stupid painter left there. You can check – it’s still there by the locksmith. I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful next time.’ My father stared at me.

	‘They blew up a cathedral and killed two innocent people.’

	I said nothing.

	‘The city wants the whole town on lockdown because of them. My brother’s up to his eyeballs in the bloody mess they’re making. Don’t let anyone tell you they’re trying to make things better. They’re murderers and cowards that don’t give a rat’s arse about anybody except themselves. Understand?’ He made a second attempt with his cigarette; it was more successful than the first. He took several deep drags before he spoke again. ‘It might be hard if your friends get roped in. They might try to pressure you, even threaten you, but you’ve got to be better than that and say no. If this is about something David told you—’

	‘He didn’t tell me anything,’ I said truthfully. ‘Besides, he’s not like that.’

	‘He’s not like a lot of things,’ my father said quietly. ‘He’s not like us. There are rules we have to follow, and things we have to do, whether we like it or not. Jacob, what I’m saying is that if you carry on, you’re going to get in trouble. I’m not talking about trouble with me, or your mother. I’m talking about trouble with monsters worse than anything you’ve read about in your stories. These people, I can’t protect you from. I’m not saying don’t do anything. I was your age too, you know. Life’s short – climb trees, fall in love, do it all. Just promise me that no matter what happened that night, you’ll stay away from them. And if anything happens, you tell me.’

	My father was right; people had died. But this was no longer about curiosity. In my mind, I saw the myriads of people in the town and the city, just going about their daily lives. I saw people like Erold doing what they were told because they were scared. I said I’d do something truly great one day. If I could stop anybody else from getting hurt, it would make it all right again. The defence and David’s Dogs were linked, I just had to prove it.

	It was entirely likely that they knew who I was, and where I lived. Nothing scared me more than their retribution. But maybe this was even more important. I made up my mind.

	‘I promise,’ I said. He held out his hand, and I shook it firmly. The trick to doing the right thing was not getting caught doing it. I wasn’t lying, just like he hadn’t been. Lying was bad because it hurt people. I wasn’t hurting anyone. I was making things right. ‘But I hope I don’t have to tell you everything,’ I added with a nervous laugh. ‘I’ve got problems, but it’s just small stuff. They’re not your problem.’

	‘Jacob, you’re my son. All of your problems are my problem.’ 

	I gave him a hug that he crumpled under. To have my father with me was one of the biggest reasons I felt brave enough to do what I was doing. All of your problems are my problem. That may have been truer than even he had known.

	Later that day, my mother sent me out to pick her up a pastry for lunch. It was a request I couldn’t well refuse. The bakery was heaving, so I quickly found myself in a long line that stretched almost out of the door. Gradually, it lessened, until only the old man stood in front, like before. The head of a small carnation poked out from his suit pocket.

	‘Don’t tell me. Two croissants?’ Mr Baker asked. The man was silent for so long, I wondered if he heard him. But he had. Eventually, he shook his head. He moved so slowly, it was as though he were underwater. His expression was inconsolable. 

	‘One.’

	Mr Baker nodded solemnly. The air inside the bakery changed in an instant. Teacups were placed down, and all conversations ceased as everybody bowed their heads. The croissant was methodically boxed and handed to him with such delicate tenderness as I’d never seen before. The old man held it close, cradling the box in my arms.

	‘She didn’t like the autumn months, you see. The falling leaves made her sad, so sad. She said, “not this time, dear. I can’t bear to see them fall again. I’m afraid I might have to sit this one out.” She knew. She knew…’ He looked up from the box, at the community of understanding, sympathetic faces around him. He made a move to speak several times, but the words never quite left him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered eventually. ‘I won’t stay.’ 

	He left the bakery without another word. I didn’t as much as look at the counter until he had gone, and the door had shut behind him. It didn’t feel right to.

	Once the door closed, I exchanged few words with Mr Baker before buying the pastry. The air in the bakery was still heavy. 

	‘How’s the family?’

	‘They’re alright. And yours?’

	‘Nothing we can’t rise to.’

	‘That’s good.’

	‘I notice you’re not wearing your painting clothes today.’ I looked up at him.

	‘No,’ I said quietly. ‘I think I’m done painting.’ He sighed.

	‘Good. For goodness’ sake, try to keep it that way.’ He leaned in closer. ‘I’m only telling you what I should have told my son before he left. I let him get away with a lot I shouldn’t have. It’s all this,’ he smiled despondently, pinching at his stomach. ‘He never took me too seriously. But how do you think I’ll feel if he gets into trouble because of that? Or if you do?’ I looked down. ‘You’re smarter than that, Jacob.’ 

	You’re smarter than that. I knew I was. But does Mr Baker? I could only hope that my later actions spoke louder than my earlier ones. He’d given me a second chance, and even for someone like Mr Baker, I didn’t expect there to be a third.

	There was a gathering outside the greengrocers when the door chimed shut behind me. I walked over to take a look.

	‘What happened?’ One of the onlookers turned to me.

	‘Some scumbag plastered her windows in the night time. She just did her back in trying to scrub it off.’

	The elderly greengrocer was crying on her armchair, supported by her husband as best he could from his walking frame. Concerned townsfolk were turning up in droves to show their support, and a group of kids had even bandied together to clean it up with soapy sponges.

	Outside the storefront, a collection box had been placed. I walked up and put my last two banknotes in the slot. She stared at me wildly from her chair. I kept walking. I didn’t stop to talk.

	I had barely a penny for the Stalls anymore, but I continued going with my father every week. Surprisingly, my mother still permitted our visits, though I suppose she didn’t have much of a choice. I was there to help my father carry the sacks to the car, which required several laborious trips back and forth. After what he did, giving him one day a week was nothing. It felt more like work than before, but the magic of the Stalls hadn’t been diminished in the slightest. The only unsurprising thing was the extent to which each week’s array of oddities, trinkets and mementos continued to surprise me. 

	In fact, it was almost easier visiting it with no money. Without the pressure of trying to get your money’s worth, you could enjoy it for what it was – an endless museum of odds, ends and impossible things. The last of my change jangled distractingly in my pocket, but I found the resolve to keep it there.

	My father tried to be just as conservative. Sometimes, we’d scour four or five different stalls before he rolled out his unflinchingly ruthless bartering patter. We always got the best deals. But even he couldn’t resist spending a little money. In our brief visit to the liquor district, he picked up a small black bottle from a heaving stall. Above the rows of bottles, the stall’s headboard read, ‘Samuel Berry’s Blacknettle Brew – bathtub brewed since 1918 for that distinctive taste!’

	‘It’s probably best your mother doesn’t know,’ he muttered, smuggling the stall owner a note. ‘Work’s been doing my back in. It’s just one bottle, Jacob. She’d only worry. Your secrets are safe with me. The paint, Brooke…’ He winked. I sighed, but promised I’d stay quiet. 

	For such a measly bottle, he didn’t seem to receive much change back; I wondered if we had the money for it. The shelf in the bathroom had been warping for weeks now, and there were tiles to fix. I didn’t say a word in protest, but it pressed upon my mind all the same. He’s hiding it from Mum, just like he tried to hide his second job. She always found out eventually, so part of me wondered why he even bothered. But I knew. 

	It’s because he knew that what he was doing wasn’t very good. You don’t make excuses when you think you’re doing the right thing. Right, Jacob?

	I didn’t need to buy a new ink ribbon for my typewriter there. In fact, my writing had slowed to a crawl. It was a rough period. There was a lot of death inscribed within the pages of my manuscript, but more than enough of it around town as it was. There was nothing funny about the short, sharp goodbye. If it had been real life, any one of the characters would’ve been killed ten pages in. But perhaps that was why the story was better than real life. I could use my writing to make things right. If such a thing were possible.

	I was more focused on making things right outside the book, but I hadn’t seen Uncle in so long, let alone Raine or Clarissa. When I tried calling him, there was never a response.

	I brought it up at the dinner table to try and get some answers from my parents. They were talking to each other again, if you could call it that, but at least nothing had been broken in a while. I was glad my mother had calmed down. There was only one person in the world who touched her mother’s plates, and her aim was unerring.

	‘Where did Clarissa and Uncle go with Raine?’ I asked, swirling my soup around with my spoon. Great. Potato soup again. I grabbed a slice of bread and started buttering it. ‘They never said, they just disappeared. There’s nobody there when I call them.’

	‘There wouldn’t be,’ my mother explained. My father moved to speak, but stopped himself. She didn’t bat an eye. ‘They’ve moved out of town, just for a little while. He’s very busy – important government work in the city.’

	‘Government work?’ She nodded.

	 ‘It’s not easy at the moment. But maybe a few issues at the workplace will teach him a little sympathy. And he called it a cake stop. Let’s see how much of a cake walk it really is, David.’ 

	When no one else spoke, she lowered her spoon. ‘Sorry. My work’s just been a little nightmarish, that’s all. After what happened with the cathedral… Jacob, you must have heard about it.’ I grimaced and nodded dourly. ‘Terrible business. Indefensible. And representatives from the city are less willing to travel down than ever. They saw what happened when people are pushed too far, and instead of trying to stop it happening again, they’re going to hide behind those big city walls and pretend it never happened at all. It’s the worst thing they could be doing right now.’

	‘It is,’ my father mumbled.

	‘It is!’ my mother barked, too vexed to realise she was in agreement with him. ‘They’re making suggestions to hold meetings privately, with the utmost secrecy, through the telephone. Imagine that! One ludicrous idea after another. It’s not hard for me to work right now, it’s impossible.’ My father blanched. ‘No, not where the management’s concerned; I’m still getting paid. But I’m not “working” like I used to be. Right now, my job consists of waiting for the other side to take their tail out from between their legs, and start treating this with the seriousness it deserves. It’s what we all need right now.’ 

	Seemingly remembering her malice towards my father, she shot him a sudden stony look, but it softened when he saw it and fell into a coughing fit after swallowing an unruly hunk of bread. A few pats on the back and he was okay, if a little redder than before.

	‘Douglas, my cooking’s never been that bad.’ Her mouth creased into a smile that he wasn’t brave enough to return. He cracked his shoulder, winced and went back to his soup. 

	Despite the stilted conversation, the fact that words were being exchanged was enough. But we were under no illusion that anything had been forgotten, let alone forgiven. For now, the crockery was safe. Instead, she used the heating, or rather, the lack of heating, to punish us both. She could withstand the cold like nobody’s business, but on the days where the summer heat didn’t so much ebb as plummet, my father and I were forced to sit on our hands to keep the feeling in them. She insisted it was nothing, but I think she knew what she was doing.

	One of those days, when the weather had cooled down, I found that my fingers were too blue to type. My room was the coldest in the house. I just wanted to be warm, but I knew better than to plead to her about the heating again. 

	I wandered around the house in my thickest jumper, searching vainly for a warm place to curl up. I finally settled on the airing cupboard, which had been built into the wall beside my parent’s wardrobe. 

	Beyond the shutters of the wooden door, the huge boiler stood, dubbed ‘the stomach of the house’ by my father because of the way it gurgled. There was a platform underneath it where the laundry usually went. I slipped in there, atop the warmth of the dry floorboards. I could feel the thrum of the water as it pulsed through pipes behind me, more a beating heart than a hungry stomach.

	With the door closed, there was nothing but warmth and quiet. Only a little light crept in through the door’s slats, just enough to be able to tell whether it was still daytime. Rubbing my eyes, I vowed to return whenever I needed a warm place to sleep, or simply stay, in which case I’d bring along Eumaia’s new book and despair at how much I loved it. I returned there several times. Even when my mother claimed to be using the heating more, it never felt like enough. 

	But that may have just been me. Most of the time, the shivering was clearly from the cold. But other times, it felt more like anticipation.

	I couldn’t shake the feeling that a big change was coming. I heard it so many times, the thought never left my head. The weather at least certainly seemed to be changing. The blazing summer wilted away into a series of grey days that the sun’s rays only occasionally broke through. The canopies were starting to speckle brown.

	Uncle had promised me that people would be safe. He said that he’d protect Jackson Square. He’d been right about the latter, but about the former, he couldn’t have been more wrong. I doubted I’d ever receive the explanation he owed me. Has he disappeared off the face of the Earth? I found myself asking no one in particular. I got my answer the next day.

	My school hosted another extended assembly, this time warning about the dangers of joining gangs as well as spreading graffiti as though they weren’t profoundly obvious. Just as useful as the last one. I’m sure everyone who would’ve joined a gang knows better now, I thought guiltily. At least we were allowed to leave school a few hours early. Crime did pay, if only in small dividends.

	‘What are you going to do with the afternoon?’ Brooke asked me as we walked out of the gates. A few students offered her some less than savoury suggestions as they strolled by, but she ignored them. One of them was from the club; he flashed a grin at me as he strutted past. I couldn’t outright ignore him, so I gave him an awkward, skittish nod and turned away. 

	‘Probably just read,’ I said, red-faced. ‘Why?’

	‘Just curious. Ignore them,’ she said, her own eyes hypocritically lasering in on them down the street. ‘If they can’t handle someone with a little worldly experience, it’s their loss. “A second bought with the currency of negativity is an hour of achievement sold.” Why is it that long-dead philosophers can say more about modern society than its own citizens?’ I shrugged, silently overjoyed that she was reading academic books again. Somehow, I fancied that my odds of beating her to the end of Bresal’s adventures had just skyrocketed.

	‘Hey, before you go,’ I said, as she started to walk off. ‘Can I ask you something?’

	‘I don’t know. Can you?’ I rolled my eyes.

	‘My uncle left to work in the city for a while. Apparently, it’s some really important government stuff. But I don’t know what it is, and more importantly, why they’re letting him do it. They hate him. I mean… I thought they did, anyway.’

	‘Jacob, have you ever touched a newspaper?’

	‘Once or twice.’ She sighed.

	‘I’m just going to be honest with you. They think he’s too dangerous to be left here on his own. Look at the way he’s mobilising everyone together.’

	‘How? What’s he doing?’ She shook her head.

	‘It’s not what he’s doing, it’s what he’s being. He’s unchecked, uncontrolled. Think of what that inspires. They can’t leave him unchecked, but attacking him will only strengthen his support. So they go slowly. They’re going to stick him in an office, bury him in paperwork and let everybody watch him slowly sink under the weight of his own promises.’

	‘That’s terrible.’

	She raised an eyebrow. ‘It lets your uncle get out of this mess without being bundled up into another van. Would you rather they try and pin something bigger on him instead?’

	‘No.’

	‘Well then. Anything else?’ I thought for a moment. There were a lot of questions I could have asked.

	‘The cathedral? The one that got… the one that exploded.’

	‘What about it?’

	‘What’s so special about it?’ She looked puzzled.

	‘Does there have to be something special about it?’

	‘I guess not.’

	‘Good, because it’s not much more than a fossil. It’s where Foran Jackson’s last stand took place, before he was captured and executed with the last of his forces. It’s where the rebellion died. Since Foran was born here, many historians see it as a small part of the city that still belongs to the town, if only in spirit. That’s probably why they left it to become a rundown mess.’

	‘Oh, okay.’ My mind was whirring.

	‘See you later, Jacob.’

	‘Later.’

	The walk home felt very short that day. Each step through the trenches of leaves dissolved into the next. When I got back, the front door hung open, and the house was silent.

	‘Hello?’ I said timidly, staring through the front windows. There was no answer. 

	I made my way around the house to the back garden, where reassuringly, I heard voices. I tiptoed closer, strafing along the wall. It was probably my mother and father arguing again. If I walked in on them, they’d only stop for my sake, continuing later on when they thought I was asleep. I didn’t mind the shouting anymore. If anything, it paled in comparison to the silence that followed. 

	I craned my neck around the corner, intending to take only the briefest of peeks. But when I saw who it was, I couldn’t pull my head back. My father was standing there, but it was Uncle he was talking to.

	‘Please,’ Uncle pleaded. I wanted to run over to him, but something told me to stay back. He was swaying as though the slightest breeze could blow him over. ‘Just take it.’ My father shook his head and stayed where he was.

	‘David, I can’t,’ he said, so softly, I had to strain my ears to hear him. ‘And if you ask me again, the answer’s going to be the same as the last hundred times. You gonna start listening?’ Uncle groaned. His back was turned. He seemed to be holding something. 

	‘Do you remember,’ Uncle asked, ‘why it was you wanted to be a dad?’ My father’s only response was a silent, confused stare. ‘I remember. I wanted—’ He stifled a hiccup. ‘I wanted to make amends for all the mistakes I made. You of all people know I’m not easy to work with. Or live with. I drink too much, I work too hard, and I laugh at all the wrong things. “If only I had a child,” I thought, “a little baby girl.” I could get right in her was what wrong in me. And if I did nothing else, at least they’d cancel out my mistakes.’

	‘David, you’re ranting again.’ But Uncle continued as though he hadn’t heard him.

	‘Raine is the most precious thing in the world. I’d do anything to protect her. With everything going on right now, don’t you think I’d do anything?’ He turned around, and finally, I saw what he was holding. 

	It was a gun. 

	I pulled myself away from the corner, my chest trembling as I breathed in and out, in and out, in and out. It was the first gun I’d ever seen in real life. If it had been anyone else holding it, I’d have already gone for help. But they were brothers, and I didn’t know what I’d be able to do anyway. I couldn’t do much more than listen. Holding my breath, I inched my way back to the corner. 

	‘Of course you’d do anything,’ my father said. His eyes seemed to follow the gun wherever it went. ‘We’re parents. It’s what we’re supposed to do.’

	‘Then do what you’re supposed to do.’ Uncle held it out to him. My father was silent. He swallowed, as though about to speak, but said nothing. ‘Do what you’re supposed to do,’ Uncle repeated. ‘How many times do I have to say it? There’s a flood coming soon, and if we don’t do something, it’s taking all of us with it. People are going to die, and houses are going to burn. If you won’t leave, then for your own stupid sake, take this.’

	‘David, I’m not saying you’re wrong.’ He looked away. ‘But I can’t. I’m not that kind of man. I just can’t.’

	‘For Jacob,’ Uncle said. My father froze. I think Uncle knew he had him. ‘For your wife and son? I can’t get out, I know that. I’ve got too much work to do. But I’m sending them away. They’ll be safe. And you’ll be in the thick of it – you, Sarah and Jacob. I’m not saying this thing’s going to save anyone. Little black peashooter.’ Uncle looked down at it almost with contempt as he spoke. ‘But,’ he added, ‘it’s something. You’ve always been the unlucky one. It still might not be enough. But if you say no now, you’ll regret it. Trust me,’ he said. ‘You’ll regret it.’

	My father stood there for a long time, deep in thought. I watched with my heart pounding in my chest. Then, he reached out. Uncle almost recoiled in surprise. My breath caught in my throat. He curled his fingers around the thin black barrel, tightened his grip, and then slowly pushed it back, until the gun clinked against the buttons of Uncle’s jacket. Then, he let go.

	‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’ 

	Uncle’s arm went limp; the gun clacked against his belt buckle. My father turned back towards the house, and I barely hid behind the corner in time. Why am I always stuck hearing things I shouldn’t? I asked myself in exasperation. One of these times, I’m going to end up getting caught. I held my breath and waited. Uncle’s voice drifted from around the corner.

	‘I’m just trying to help. You don’t see, just like Clarissa doesn’t see, like the city doesn’t. We’re all going under. I can’t stop it, Doug.’ 

	Then, there was silence. And yet more silence. My heart, still in my throat, drummed regardless. What’s going on? What are they doing? I snuck a tentative peek back around the corner. They were caught in an embrace.

	‘Your job’s exhausting, David,’ my father said. ‘I don’t know how you do it. You said it yourself – you’re barely sleeping, barely eating. In that kind of world, every drop feels like a rainstorm.’ Uncle tried to pull away, but my father held him tight. ‘I know it’ll get worse before it gets better. But I can’t take that, and you know I can’t. If push comes to shove, I’ll do anything to protect them, like you will. But not that. I’m not asking you to throw that thing away, so please don’t ask me to take it.’

	‘Okay,’ Uncle said quietly. He leaned closer and mumbled something I couldn’t make out. Then, he patted him on the back. ‘You know, if I’d offered it to Sarah, she’d have taken it.’

	‘You might be right,’ my father said. Uncle sniffed.

	‘Don’t tell them I was here, Doug. Don’t tell them what I told you. They’ve got enough to worry about. Jacob with school, and… well, Sarah with everything else. However hard she’s working those bastards, it’s not hard enough.’

	‘Even she’d agree with you there,’ my father said.

	They walked inside together. Shivering, I crouched down and shuffled along the wall to the front garden. This time, I stayed firmly behind it, not even risking a peep.

	 ‘I tried,’ I heard Uncle say, as the front door creaked open. ‘I can’t believe they screwed you again. I swear, you’d have been better off if they just tried to get rid of you. If you let me—’

	‘It’s fine,’ my father said. ‘Better than nothing, and plenty of us ended up with less than that. Ferdinand was there years before I turned up, and look what happened to him. His whole family living at the station, for pity’s sake! I gave him a few names and the money I had spare, but you can’t patch your life up with a handful of notes. Nobody can. Compared to that, I’m alright, David, really. Sarah, Jacob and I are alright. We could be so much worse off, but we’re not. I thank… the world every day for that.’

	‘Don’t want to rock the boat? I get it. Well…’ Uncle hesitated. ‘I guess I should be off. Be careful.’

	‘But not too careful,’ my father said back.

	‘Never.’ 

	I heard footsteps, and a few seconds later, the rumble of a car. Uncle’s car hadn’t been by the house – he must have parked it around the corner. Clever. My father shuffled back inside and shut the door. I crouched where I was and counted down three minutes before daring to leave my spot. Then, I flung the front door open and threw my coat against the hook.

	‘School ended early today – there was an assembly,’ I called casually. I hoped it sounded casual. My voice strained to sound casual. I didn’t want to talk, so I raced straight upstairs to my room and slammed the door.

	There, I sat at my desk, my head in my hands. 

	When I could bring myself to look up, I found myself staring at the snapdragon my father picked all that time ago. It had been there for so long, the withered petals had collected dust. I couldn’t look away. The sunken head curled in such a way that it formed a hideous face, two vacant, staring eyeholes and a perpetually screaming mouth. I stared at the dead flower head, and a skull stared right back.

	 


– CHAPTER FIVE – 

	Will

	I

	 

	Laying back on my bed, I echoed his words in my head. There’s a flood coming soon. Raine had said the same thing. I stared up at the ceiling, following the wrinkles of white paint with my eyes as they spread out like veins. Or waves. Great waves, churning and foaming and crashing together. 

	My thoughts went to the dam on the edge of town. If that broke, the town would be completely flooded, and perhaps the city too. Just imagining all the surging water held back by that single stone wall made me shiver. But it was immaculate, an unsullied slab that had been standing strong for centuries. It wouldn’t break. It couldn’t.

	I dug my knuckles into the bruise on my chest, hissing through my teeth as it stung. I was being a coward again. Every time I tried to think seriously about it, my mind conjured scenes that would fit right into a book. The entire town swallowed by water, mobs of masked men with flaming torches, the most dramatic images I could conceive. Ironically, when I was scared, the only way to subdue the fear was to imagine things far, far worse. That way, they were so big, they didn’t seem real. 

	Less than an hour ago, I saw a gun for the first time. I felt almost childish, harbouring so much fear over something so small. I’d read plenty about them in old war novels. Guns were what the heroes had.

	But there was nothing heroic about it. It could have killed me, there and then. A single shot right between the eyes, just like the gunslingers of yore. I’d never tried to imagine what a scene like that would look like in real life. Now, I was more sure than ever that I wouldn’t want to know. I knew that neither Uncle, nor my father would ever point a gun at me. But the fact that Uncle offered it to him meant that others might. He wouldn’t even be able to use it; my father had never held a gun in his life. He said so himself, he wasn’t that kind of person. But even if he was, it wouldn’t stand for much if a large crowd of people suddenly mobbed the street. It wouldn’t do a thing against an explosion. 

	If we were in as much trouble as Uncle said, a gun may as well have been a paddle batting away the tide. It was a sobering thought – it was instant death in the right hands, but even that might not be enough.

	I’d have asked myself why Uncle even had a gun, but there was no need. After the cathedral, I had a good idea why. It was strange that a few months ago, I would have considered myself crazy to be thinking any of this. Maybe everyone in this town’s a little crazy. It would explain a lot. If I had to think about this stuff all the time, I’d be a little crazy too. I thought back to those mindless, heady days of coming back after a long day of school, opening my notepad and being lost in my little story ideas. I missed being flat.

	‘If only this whole mess was as easy to solve as that cube,’ I sighed. I got up and rifled through my shelves for some time, before I finally found it gathering dust in the corner. I swiped it up and fell backwards onto the bed, holding it up to the light. Almost all the stickers had fallen off. There were only three stuck firmly in their original places, one red, one green and one blue. The rest were either hanging on by a gluey thread, or left on the shelf. And I thought it had been difficult to solve before. ‘On second thought, maybe not.’ 

	I brushed the cube down. The last stray stickers fluttered in the air like autumn leaves before coming to rest on my blanket. The cube had mattered to me once, it really had. To think…

	I took out my leather notebook, flicking through the paltry list of names. John Smith, Colin, Maria, Matthew… all the people in the club were on it. Everyone besides Erold. Even if I never went back, I knew I had to talk him out of it. He was going to get hurt, or they were going to get him to hurt someone else. Or both. On the next page was my sketch of the town, which I’d annotated with all the places I’d been sent to. They were painting the David’s Dogs symbol around town, so I’m definitely on the right track. There has to be something I can use to link them together. I haven’t got much, but that could change in a single meeting. If I go back.

	I’d have asked myself what Uncle would have done, but I already knew. He’d have stood in the centre of the train tracks as they tore the dam wall down in the vainest hope that it would help those he cared about. My family and friends were good, kind people, but they wouldn’t do that. Uncle was prepared to do everything it took. So was I. I’d be better off staying at home and forgetting this whole thing. Of course I would. But that wasn’t the point. Like Brooke said, you could never be sure of anything. But you couldn’t let that stop you.

	The dead flower sat there on my desk, amid the paper and the dust. Its gaunt expression still looked dead, but it didn’t scare me anymore. It was lopsided, warped as though grinning. When I picked it up, it smudged into dust between my fingertips.

	***

	‘Fuck those city pigs!’

	‘Fuck those city pigs.’

	‘Louder! I can’t hear you!’

	‘Fuck those city pigs!’

	Everybody raised their bottles and drank. The campfire danced in their eyes as they drained the club’s reserves dry. I mumbled along and hid behind my pitcher of Achor’s. The Stilgoe brothers had just invested a small fortune into the defence, and with the Stilgoe name officially behind them, it was little wonder the club was celebrating.

	‘That’s nothing. Next time we celebrate, we’ll be doing it somewhere a little swankier. Our new base of operations,’ John told us gleefully. ‘The Miller place – a nice little present from Walter himself.’ My heart fell a little at his words. My dad’s old workplace? ‘Now don’t get me wrong, it’s a shithole. But we’ve been patching it up for some time now, and while I can’t say much, I can tell you all that in those old factory walls, sparks will fucking fly. We’re going to make history, and then break history, and then make history all over again, and if you can’t drink to that, pass a bottle to someone who can! Now somebody get me a beer!’ Cheers rang out around the campfire.

	Everybody celebrated in their own way. Matthew and Maria were locked into a strange game that seemed to be a combination of poker and stab hand. It seemed far too intense under the circumstances, but nobody was eager to interrupt them either. Colin was quiet for most of it and kept to himself. Once or twice, we met eyes between the flames of the campfire. Tentatively, I nodded at him. He nodded back.

	Meanwhile, Erold was busy telling the story of the night we went painting together. He raved about how close we’d been to getting caught, emphasising the point a little too much for my liking. 

	‘And I thought we were dead.’ Erold gesticulated wildly as he recounted the events of the night, drawing quite the crowd of enthralled club members. ‘There’s no way out of here, sirens behind us and everything. I felt just like a criminal! And right as we’re about to get caught, Jacob busts through the door of the bakery and shouts for us to follow. We’re leaping over each other like crazy to get in, and the look on Mr Baker’s face—’ 

	‘But it was all okay,’ I interjected quickly. ‘We didn’t get caught and we put the paints back just like we were supposed to.’ I didn’t want to draw attention to what Mr Baker had done for us. He had been exceptionally understanding, and I wanted him left out of whatever plans the group had. John Smith seemed impressed enough.

	‘I heard all about what you did that night, Jacob,’ he said. ‘Colin told me you were just on the verge of getting caught as you were painting that last word, but you didn’t let up until even the last little letter was done. You could have run to stop your entire crew from getting caught, but you stayed still and finished the job instead.’

	‘Well—’

	‘You did the right thing. Colin admitted as much himself. If it’s worth starting, it’s worth finishing. When you do a job, you’re representing the whole group. Imagine every one of us behind you, ready to give you a swift kick underside if you screw up. Doesn’t matter if it’s legal. You do what you want, but you make sure you do it properly.’

	‘As long as the police don’t get involved,’ I added nervously. John chuckled.

	‘The police? The enforcers of justice, upholding the law and maintaining order for all society?’ He marched back and forth in a mocking fashion as he spoke, drawing laughs and a few whistles from his audience. ‘“We’ll keep you safe and sound, until the small-cocked citygoers come a-knocking to take your jobs and steal your fathers and brothers away.” Please! As much backbone as a fillet of fish. Stink just as bad, too. They’re terrified of us. If you get in a jam with them, you let us know. We’ll have a talk; they’ll soon see the error of their ways.’

	‘Whether they like it or not, I guess.’

	‘Bingo,’ he winked, clicking his fingers.

	He got up to get another drink from the ice bucket, a short distance away from the campfire and all the commotion. I sat beside him and kept the conversation up. The more he drank, the looser his tongue was. I soon found out plenty of details to add to my notebook. ‘The defence is really just a whole lot of talking,’ he said. ‘But you can still do a lot with a couple of words. Someone should tell David’s Dogs to give it a try sometime.’ John winced, suppressing a hiccup.

	‘What exactly are David’s Dogs, anyway? Nobody seems to know, but they’ve got the same two letters that you do. DD. Weird coincidence, don’t you think?’ He took an enthusiastic swig. 

	‘Hell of a coincidence, I’d say.’ He held his bottle up to the light and swirled its contents around. At the mere mention of the name, his mood seemed to change. ‘Just think of them like another defence,’ he muttered. ‘We point out what’s wrong, and the dogs actually do stuff about it when nobody listens. I guess if the Democratic Defence is the finger,’ he demonstrated, holding his middle finger up, ‘David’s Dogs would be the fist.’ He curled his hand into a fist and clinked his glass with it.

	‘Is that what happened with the cathedral?’

	‘The cathedral?’ He leaned back and closed his eyes. ‘Don’t get me started. The city jumped on the back of that like it’s the worst thing that ever happened. You know the place was abandoned for months, right?’ For a moment, I thought I had to be mistaken, but his voice seemed to be wavering slightly. Even with his eyes shut, his face said it all, framed in the distant glow of the fire. ‘Nobody even went there anymore, it was all worked out. How was anyone supposed to know the stupid cleaner still lived there?’

	‘John, are you okay?’

	‘At Jackson Square, all they talked about was their precious police force. Another opportunity to pat itself on the back, and nothing changes. So what did they expect to happen? It’s their fault. Jackson was like the first warning, and this is the second. They had it coming.’ His eyes were still closed. They were wet.

	‘Sad that two people died though.’

	‘Sad? Of course it’s sad. It was a little girl and her old man. They never did anything to hurt anybody.’ He sniffed. ‘But it happens all the time. Just happens far away. The city sends us off in droves to fight the latest war it’s decided to start. And they send their own people too, understand. But they’re the generals and the officers – the people that do the pointing. Gotta know where to point that gun of yours.’

	He smirked to himself, his eyes still closed. ‘We’re sent there for one reason. To die by the hundreds. It doesn’t matter who’s holding the gun. All that matters is that there’s a finger twitching on that trigger, even if there’s nothing else attached. We’re just meat to these people. And if that doesn’t boil your blood and set your bones on fire… if that doesn’t make you want to fight back with everything you’ve got, you’re as bad as them. No exceptions.’

	In the distance, the fire crackled. Bottles clinked. Club members laughed together. John sat there with his eyes closed, muttering to himself. When his cheeks were glistening too, he turned away and brushed a hand across his face.

	‘You want to know something funny?’ I didn’t say anything. ‘She was just six years old.’ I stared ahead of us, into the fire. ‘That’s right,’ he continued. ‘Six years, three months and nine days. That’s one year for every year I was away, one month for every shot I fired and one day for every friend I buried when I was there. But who’s counting, eh?’ He raised his bottle and drained it to the last drop. ‘It’s like they say. If you want to make an omelette, you have to break a few heads.’

	‘Don’t you mean eggs?’

	‘Sometimes.’ He looked down at his empty bottle. His dog tags jangled. ‘This beer’s weak as piss.’ He reached behind himself into the bucket and pulled out a tall, clear bottle that he took several liberal swigs from. Water drops ran down it and glistened on the grass.

	‘I’m sorry,’ I said. He shrugged.

	‘Life’s shit, you die, that’s it. But listen to me and my fat mouth – you should go and talk to your friends. Don’t waste the evening at the bottom of a bottle with me.’

	‘Okay,’ I said. Somehow, I stumbled to my feet.

	‘Do you hate me?’ I froze.

	‘I don’t know,’ I said eventually. It was the truth. He smiled.

	‘I guess that makes two of us. Now off you pop.’

	I left to rejoin the others. A few minutes later, I heard his voice again, cracking up a group of club members. He seemed to hang on their every laugh.

	With a headful of observations and a dry mouth, I realised that there was nothing more to be gleaned from the evening, and finally succumbed to finishing off the club’s reserves of ginger beer. Knowing what I had to say to Erold, I needed it. I was never coming back here again. There was only one thing left to do.

	After the festivities had been exhausted, I caught up to him and made sure to walk slowly until we were alone, at the edge of the forest, but in the safety of the light. Orange street lamps could be seen through the leafy treetops. Nobody else could hear what I was about to say.

	‘Erold…’ I started, but I had to stop. Even after rehearsing the words in my head, they were struggling to come out. ‘I know you love being here. It’s nice to feel strongly about stuff together, like one big family.’

	‘I know, right?’ he said excitedly. ‘It’s the best. I mean, it’s the best thing I’ve got now Dad’s gone. And it’s even better now you’re here. We get up to all sorts.’

	‘We sure do,’ I said. I knew I couldn’t tiptoe around it anymore. At a certain point, moving slowly becomes indistinguishable from not moving at all. ‘Erold, I don’t think it’s going to be safe for a lot longer. Uncle came round to my house with a gun. He said something bad’s going to happen soon, and the defence’s going to be in the middle of it. I’m not coming back, and you shouldn’t either. We need to get out before they end up doing something really bad.’

	‘What are you talking about? We already blew it up!’ he shouted.

	‘Keep your voice down,’ I muttered. Alone or not, it wasn’t something to be shouted around town. He mercifully lowered his voice.

	‘We got tired of listening to empty promises, and we did something.’ His face grew stern and proud. ‘That’s more than anyone else does. We’ve got to show the city that we won’t be ignored anymore. If we don’t, how am I going to get my dad back?’

	‘Eumaia’s bringing him home. She’ll find a way.’ Erold just shook his head.

	‘She can’t. She’s using words. The people in charge’ll read them, and they’ll talk about it, and nothing will change. That’s the way it works. So what’s your plan to get him back, and everyone else who’s out there? Or don’t you care about him anymore?’ For Erold’s sake, I tried to maintain my composure.

	‘I’m sorry.’ I took one careful, measured breath. ‘But I don’t see what blowing up a cathedral has to do with getting your dad back. They killed two innocent people. How are either of them less important than your dad?’

	‘You just don’t get it, Jacob.’ Erold was practically spitting every word at me. ‘They’re not listening, because they don’t care. And they don’t care because we’re not making them care. You know what your uncle does? He holds up stupid banners and he does speeches. That’s it. Everyone in the city says he’s evil and he needs to be stopped, and he’s not even doing anything. That just shows how messed up city folk are.’

	‘Messed up city folk? What, people like Brooke?’ 

	‘No… not her. I mean people in the city.’ His anger gradually dissipated into pleading. ‘They’re happy to ignore people that are sad and starving, just because they don’t have to see it. That kind of person doesn’t deserve a better life than us. If I saw someone hurt on the road, I’d try to help them. Well, unless they were faking it to try and get at my money. Or if they were someone I hated. But apart from that, I’d help them every time. People from the city would just walk past. John’s trying to change that. Don’t you get it? The DD’s making the world better for all of us.’

	‘I don’t have all the answers,’ I said quietly. I didn’t, and the longer I thought about it, the more I realised just how little I understood. It was obvious that Erold’s mind had been skewed by his father leaving, but I still had my father. In his position, I might have been thinking very differently. ‘I don’t have all the answers,’ I repeated. ‘No one does. But you don’t know the people in the city, any more than they know the people here. If you ignore all the suffering you’re putting them through, you’re no better than them. 

	‘We need to work together, like my mum’s trying to do. We need to talk. What we don’t need to do is start lighting fires. If we do, everyone’s going to end up getting burnt. You, me, the town, the city, your dad. Everyone.’

	Erold stared at the floor, fists curled. He opened his mouth several times to speak, only to snort in frustration. It was only a matter of time before the explosion. But it never came.

	‘There’s no point talking,’ he said finally. ‘You don’t know how the world works, but one day you will. My dad’ll be dead before you get them to stop. They’ll send him back, alright. But it’ll be in a shoebox. Because they don’t care. Jacob, I just want my dad back. If I don’t stick with them, what do I do?’

	‘I don’t know,’ I said quietly. ‘I don’t want you to get hurt.’

	‘What am I supposed to do?’ It was almost like he was talking to himself. ‘What do I do? What?’ All I could do was repeat myself.

	‘I don’t know.’ Erold breathed deeply.

	‘No, you don’t. You think you’re so smart, and you are. But you can’t fix this. They can. John can, and Colin can.’

	At the mention of Colin’s name, I felt as though a knife had rent us apart. We’d been friends for so many years, I’d stopped counting. I tried to pat his shoulder, but he shrugged me off. 

	‘I think maybe, we shouldn’t talk to each other anymore,’ he said. At that, I left him alone. I could do nothing else. I was losing a friend, and it was the worst feeling in the world.

	As we parted ways, I heard a sudden squeak behind me. I whipped around like a flash. But it was the kitten of all things; it sprang out of the bushes at me, mewing loudly. What are you doing here? Have you been watching us the whole time? Startled, I picked it up, feeling its bony little legs through the frazzled fur. Erold turned from where he had been walking. The kitten squeaked indignantly at him. His eyes softened for a moment, but then he whirled around and was on his way once more. I held the kitten tightly to my chest, adjusting my hands as it wriggled and nibbled on my fingers.

	‘Shh, it’s okay,’ I whispered. ‘You tried.’

	I walked home with the warm bundle of fluff in my arms, only letting it go after my two feet were planted firmly on the doorstep. I didn’t want to walk home alone. Not that day.

	‘Come, pushkin. Here, little pushkin.’

	My mother gently tickled the kitten’s head from her place beside the flowerbed. She’d been waiting for me. She told me she didn’t like me going out at night to Erold’s. I promised her that I wouldn’t be anymore.

	I spent the night at my typewriter, typing bleary-eyed under the desk lamp’s amber spotlight. I didn’t know what to do with the side characters, so I killed them all to save me the trouble. The station wasn’t such a safe haven after all. It didn’t feel as good as I’d hoped, but I was in no mood to waste good paper. I’m less of a jealous god than a tired one.

	I reached over to the old manuscript for another page, but my hand was patting nothing but the bare wood of the desk. I’d finally caught up with the original manuscript. Every single one of those smudged, tattered pages had been read, transcribed, proofed, improved and proofed again. I rubbed my eyes, hit the side lever and continued punching letters. At this point, the motion mattered more than the words. The story was the last thing on my mind.

	***

	Sometimes, when you wake up, it feels like you’ve been asleep for a thousand years. And even then, it still doesn’t feel like enough.

	I haunted my way around the house in my dressing gown and slippers, clutching a steaming mug of tea to keep the feeling in my hands. My eyes were still red, raw from the previous night. There was nowhere I needed to be, and perhaps worse, nowhere I wanted to be. All I knew was that I wanted to be alone.

	‘Jacob, you’ll never guess who’s paying us a visit.’ Oh no. My mother was looking through the living room window as a car pulled up outside, perfectly on cue. She waited for an answer, but it didn’t come. ‘Jacob?’

	I shrugged. ‘You said I wouldn’t guess it anyway.’

	‘Don’t be glib. Your grandfather’s come to take you on a little trip.’

	‘I’m not going.’

	‘Excellent! You’ve got two minutes to get dressed.’

	We chugged up and down town, my granddad and me, in his spluttering green Mateo. It was difficult to make much out through the windows, especially after he put the windscreen wipers on, but as long as he didn’t crash, I wasn’t in much of a mind to argue. The thrumming of the engine was something of a small comfort. My hands went straight to the seat covering, but it had already been picked apart.

	‘Your parents tell me you’re working on a book.’

	‘That’s right.’ He sighed.

	‘Well take it from one lonely old man – stop while you’re ahead. It’s a dream you’ll be chasing all the way to a life of empty pockets, and a mattress in your parents’ attic.’

	‘I thought you were supposed to be a writer,’ I muttered.

	‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Nobody more qualified. Don’t do it. We all have that dream. Nobody makes it. They put the odd one on billboards to tempt you, but don’t fall for it.’

	‘Seems like it works out just fine for them,’ I said, crossing my arms. Somehow, my mood was worse now than it had been before we left. It was a feat almost worth being impressed by. Almost.

	‘The world doesn’t want your ideas, and it doesn’t care what you think. It just wants more of what it already has. It’s a book folding in on its spine, gorging itself on its own tale. You’re a Bell – you do whatever the hell you want, and damn the consequences. But if you want to write, do it for yourself. Do it on your own time, or don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ I made a mental note to type up another ten pages that night, just to spite him.

	‘Alright, alright. Where are we going, anyway?’

	‘You wouldn’t happen to know where Honnet’s is, would you?’ he asked finally. We’d just finished circling town for the umpteenth time.

	 ‘Honnet and Bakers’, you mean?’ He stopped the car.

	‘What?’

	His mouth dropped as he stood outside the bakery, his face frozen in a look of utter disdain at the sign above the door. I felt it prudent not to mention that I was entirely responsible for the slogan. ‘It used to be Honnet’s,’ he mumbled. For a moment, he seemed overcome by genuine sadness. ‘It’s been Honnet’s since I was a boy.’ But his righteous indignation quickly returned. ‘That, however…’ When I saw what he had spotted, my blood ran cold. ‘Baker Bastard’ had been painted directly over the bakery window, along with a dripping, smiling face. I quickly ushered him inside, before his rage grew to boiling point. 

	 ‘Jacob, a pleasure to see you!’ Mr Baker welcomed us with open arms. ‘And you must be Houie.’

	My granddad slowly made his way to the counter, one step at a time. It wasn’t until he was within caning distance of Mr Baker that he spoke. I gulped. ‘Is this establishment still home to Sally Honnet, or am I under a misapprehension?’

	‘No, you’re quite right,’ Mr Baker beamed. ‘And the Bakers too. Why do you ask?’

	‘Some fool changed the sign,’ he said gruffly.

	‘Oh, I’d imagine plenty has changed since you were last here,’ Mr Baker said. ‘We have electric lights now.’ My granddad’s eyes narrowed. I held my breath. Slowly, he turned and strolled over to the staircase, where he started tapping his way upstairs. I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘And where are you off to?’ 

	My granddad cracked a grin. ‘The landing – what does it look like? Just seeing an old friend. Don’t worry, Mr Bakeman, I’ll be the least of your problems while I’m here.’ He thrust his walking stick out behind him, in the direction of the shopfront. ‘Your window has been befouled by rodents larger than the flying variety.’ 

	‘I’m getting the sponges out the moment I close shop,’ Mr Baker said, shaking his head dolefully. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t catch them in time.’

	‘You should have,’ my granddad called from the landing. ‘Drawn and quartered the little bastards too. Plenty changed indeed!’ When the door upstairs creaked shut behind him, Mr Baker took his glasses off and rubbed his eyes.

	‘I didn’t do it,’ I whispered urgently. ‘I swear, I wouldn’t dream of it—’

	‘Oh Jacob, I know,’ he hushed me. He sighed. The bakery suddenly seemed very quiet. Not a single floorboard creaked. The air was still. ‘Jacob, I’m not… too soft, am I?’ Soft as a freshly baked loaf, and that’s why we love you, I said in my head. But I couldn’t tell him that.

	‘Arlo wouldn’t be strong like he is if you were too soft,’ I said. He just looked down at the floor. ‘Mr B?’

	For a moment, the sun came out from behind the clouds. The bakery lit up. Warm bars of light shone from the hazy windows. Stacks of trays were glowing all around him. Tiny flecks of flour danced in the air. 

	‘I miss him.’

	‘Me too.’

	‘I did everything I could.’

	‘You did.’

	‘I can’t lose him.’ We stood together, bathed in the heat of the light.

	‘Couldn’t happen. They’d have to get through Sal first.’ He smiled.

	Just as quickly as it arrived, the light faded away, the wooden staircase creaking as my granddad returned to the bakery floor. He wore a smile on his face that he only remembered to wipe away once he was at the counter.

	‘Good to see that Honnet’s is still going strong, as ever. I’ll have a strawberry tart.’ He was very clear about picking the largest one from the display. ‘And an apple pie for the grandson.’ When Mr Baker pushed some of the coins aside, my granddad dropped them into the till himself. ‘We’ve got a hell of a way to go before we become a charity, thank you very much.’

	‘Thanks Mr Baker,’ I said as we left. He thumbed his glasses and nodded.

	I held the strawberry tart box carefully for my granddad while we drove back. It wasn’t until we were parked up that I found out the real reason for his visit.

	‘The town’s in a bit of a state right now. If things get any worse, you might be living with me for a while.’

	‘I hope it doesn’t get worse.’

	‘That makes two of us,’ he grinned. He leaned over and roughly tousled my hair. ‘You’d better look after your parents then. Do your job properly, and we won’t see each other any time soon. If my son starts playing up, either of them, a cuff or two around the ears ought to fix it. Speaking of which…’ He fumbled in his pocket for a small scrap of paper. ‘I saw your uncle not too long ago. Raine asked me to give you this.’ I took it and unfolded it immediately. It was a telephone number. ‘She also wanted me to tell you – what was it now? – that “words aren’t knives, but the girls at school are starting to wish they were.”’

	‘That sounds like Raine,’ I smiled. I opened my notebook and tucked the note away in the secret compartment for later. For when I really need it. ‘Did she say anything else?’

	‘What do I look like, a bloody parrot? Now you know what to do. You take good care of my box, and you do as I said.’

	‘I will.’ I went inside and handed the box to my mother as he drove off.

	‘What’s that?’

	‘A cake for Eumaia. He wants us to give it to her the next time we see her. I don’t know why, though. He hates her so much.’

	My mother just smiled. ‘Does he?’

	I had no idea. There were more pressing things to think about.

	Erold was the last person I wanted to see, and yet I found myself sitting at the Float all the same, nursing a sundae with chattering teeth and wishing every second to see him emerge from the chapel like before. There were things I’d seen, things I’d heard that I couldn’t begin to think about. For just a few minutes, I wanted to see a friendly face again.

	Much to my unease, Lilendi was missing. Instead, her mother manned the counter. She looked old enough to be someone’s grandmother. I listened to her grumble to herself, packing things away into boxes as the chapel doors opened, and the haughty woman emerged once more, ringing her bell proudly. But Erold was nowhere to be seen. I sighed. Behind me, Lilendi’s mother spat. It landed in the water and was lost in the froth.

	‘Bah, cowards!’

	‘Why are they cowards?’ I asked. She grimaced crookedly.

	‘Everyone worries about the future. But all the years in the world won’t guarantee a working brain in your head. They shout about gods and demons because it’s easy to shout about gods and demons. Do you think the birds in the air ever lose the will to fly, or that the fish in the sea have nightmares in their sleep? No. We’re the only animal that knows itself. We do it to ourselves. When you’ve made your peace with that, you can get on with it, or…’ She nodded towards the chapel. ‘And when nobody answers their prayers, the fools with pickled heads will love it. They’ll take it as proof that they’re just not praying hard enough.’

	‘Maybe they’re scared,’ I suggested. ‘You can’t really blame them.’

	‘Can’t I?’ she said, and she spat over the side of the deck again. The water continued calmly lapping away. I pushed my sundae away. I’d long since given up trying to eat it.

	‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘I was wondering what happened to Lilendi.’

	‘What’ve you done now, girl?’ she muttered. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Lendi’s just fine. You picked the right time to ask though. Another week, and I wouldn’t be here to answer.’

	‘Why? Where are you going?’

	‘The same place she’s going.’ She put down the large box she’d been filling. ‘Away. The people in this town can eat each other in their own time. We’ll live between the sea and the sky. Might even come back, if there’s anything left to come back to. And if anyone tries to follow, I’ll have the ol’ pepper grinder waiting…’ She lifted back the cloth of one of the boxes and grinned at the gleam of steel underneath. I swallowed.

	‘Okay. I should get going—’

	‘She’s in there,’ she said, nodding towards the old chapel. ‘Like I said, for some, it’s easier to shout about gods and demons.’ She pushed back her wiry silver hair, picked up her cloth and went over the spotless counter with it. A small smile creased her lips. ‘I’ll tell her you asked. She’ll appreciate it.’

	I nodded. At that moment, the chapel’s bell rang out. It seemed a good idea to sit with someone who also didn’t feel like talking. 

	After enduring one last melted mouthful, I shambled to my feet and trudged across the gravel. I’d never been to the old chapel before. Past the humble entrance, each footstep echoed forebodingly against the stone. I was going to shout for her, but once I was inside, it didn’t feel right to. Besides, the chalky walls didn’t seem to be concealing life of any kind. I walked through hall after identical hall, each one as empty as the last. Finally, I found a room that wasn’t deserted. Light streamed in through the window holes, illuminating a dusty congregation of wooden chairs. Lilendi was nowhere to be seen. But someone else was.

	Close to the front, in a rickety chair, my father sat alone, his head bowed in his lap. He murmured words quietly to himself. I tiptoed back out the way I came.

	I decided two things that day. The first was that I would finish my manuscript within the month. If I had to type until my fingers cracked and fell off, so be it. The second was that I’d been stalling for far too long. I wasn’t going to sit around anymore, watching the town around me slowly go to hell without a fight. Somebody had to do something. It was time to pay the factory a visit.

	***

	I left early in the morning. I’d hoped for a beautiful bronze glow to wash over the town, but the world I woke up to was dark and grey. 

	I passed many posters as I strolled through the vacant streets, my thumbs slung through my rucksack straps. They were advertising the Democratic Defence, and they’d been slapped on every sign post, storefront and window. Every place that conceivably had the space for one sported it across its front. I tried not to think about it; I’d probably delivered some of them myself. When I passed a man lying on the pavement in a buttress of loosely connected cardboard boxes, the bottoms of which were thoroughly lined with scrunched-up posters, I sighed. This is getting ridiculous.

	As I approached, he riled himself into life, brushing loose paper from his shaggy clothes. I’d assumed it was Mr Gulliver, but on closer inspection, I didn’t recognise him.

	‘Mornin’,’ he yawned. ‘You don’t happen to have any change, do you?’ I shook my head and turned my pockets out. I’d left my money at home this time, where it belonged.

	‘Sorry.’

	‘How about some food? A piece of bread? Water?’ I shook my head each time. The man sighed to himself, reaching into his pocket and bringing out a battered carton. A single cigarette rolled around inside. ‘How about a light?’

	‘Sure,’ I said. He grinned, nodding his thanks as I sparked my golden lighter into life. He sucked in, and the tip blazed red.

	‘Cheers. You’re a good kid.’ He gestured down the street. ‘I’ll stop bugging you.’

	‘It’s not good for you, you know,’ I said. Amused, smoke puffed from his nose.

	‘I ain’t smoking because it’s good for me. Go on now, be on your way.’ I looked back several times as I walked on, but he’d retreated into his cardboard den. I couldn’t imagine what it was like living on the street. I only hoped that, come the winter, he’d find somewhere warmer. Even now, the early autumn weather was starting to bite. I put my hands in my pockets.

	But the growing chills up the back of my spine had nothing to do with the cold. I’d never seen the town so quiet. The only noise was the constant ruffling of posters in the breeze. It was like a warning had gone out, and all the streets had been evacuated. This isn’t right. 

	I walked up to the shop nearby and tore one of the posters off. I read it from top to bottom, turning it over in my hands as though if I stared at it from just the right angle, the answer would be clear. But there was no answer. I scrunched it up and tossed it aside. It wasn’t until I neared the station that I heard the yelling, and the screaming.

	The platform was in an uproar.

	Porters were standing on the yellow lines in formation, trying to ferry the baying, besuited crowds away from the platform’s edge even as they were buffeted by newspapers, umbrellas and fists. Rickety-looking barriers had been erected around the entirety of the station, teetering back and forth as the train staff were pushed against them. In the midst of it all, the conductor was furiously blowing her whistle, but amid the noise, I couldn’t even hear it.

	I ran down to the wooden platform, where a few would-be passengers had their arms crossed on the rail, smoking and watching the chaos below.

	‘What’s going on?’ I panted. One of them took a long draw from their cigarette.

	‘They shut down the station. Nobody’s going in or out. City orders.’

	‘Why?’  

	‘They need a reason?’ My mouth fell open. They shrugged and turned back to watch the madness unfold. The cathedral? The riots? Or something else?

	I shook my head and stumbled back up the wooden walkway.

	‘One thing at a time, Jacob,’ I muttered to myself. I took one last look at the ‘community’ of the train station, the howling voices and raised fists, before I finally forced myself to turn away. ‘One thing at a time.’

	When I reached the old factory gates, I wasn’t surprised to find that they were closed. The green paint had long been stripped from them, revealing the rusted metal underneath. I gave the hefty gates a tug, but they were held together tightly by a padlocked chain that barely budged. They were too high to climb, and the tips were filed to sharp points. Important as this is, it’s probably not worth getting impaled over. Not easily deterred, I looked around for less lethal alternatives.

	Beside the gates was a white door that looked like it had recently been painted. It was in far better condition than everything else, so for the sake of it, I tried the handle. Locked. I’d anticipated as much. But my father had worked at the factory for a good few years, and he’d forgotten his lunch more than once.

	I took out my notebook, where I’d etched a rough layout of the factory from memory. I crossed off the front gates and the door, but circled the back of the building. There was an alleyway there, and from there, the factory car park was only a brick wall away, a wall I’d scrambled over many a time. As for getting into the building itself… I looked up from my notebook. There were two doors within the gates that I presumed to be locked, but right next to them sat an open window that was just my height. Perfect. I circled it on the page.

	‘Jacob!’ Colin’s call surprised me as he came from across the street, rubbing his eye. I swiftly pocketed my notebook. ‘Short time no see. What are you doing up this early?’ He pulled his hand back to reveal a small welt just below his eyebrow.

	‘Nothing,’ I replied, trying not to look at it. ‘Why, what are you doing?’

	‘If you laugh, I’ll knock you over and stamp a hole in your chest.’ I crossed my heart and said I wouldn’t, wincing as the motion yielded the slightest twinge in my chest. ‘Jacob, I’m joking. I’m working at one of the defence’s volunteer kitchens. You know, helping the needy and all that. My dad’s running it for a few hours today.’

	‘That’s… nice of you. How long will he be there?’

	‘Just until twelve.’

	‘And how long will you be there?’ Colin grinned.

	‘Just until twelve.’ We laughed. ‘He said he wanted to see me working more. Plus,’ he added, slightly quieter, ‘I’m trying to make things right. I’m not… the nicest guy in the world, and I made some mistakes. John’s a right prick, but I shouldn’t have gotten so mad about it. I don’t think I should’ve hit you. Sometimes, respect means being honest, even if it hurts. I know that now. I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t worry about it.’ Despite everything Colin had done, I couldn’t bring myself to hate him. I felt that as little as I understood him, Colin understood himself even less. ‘It wasn’t even that good a punch. Healed up ages ago,’ I joked. ‘Still though, it’s nice of you to volunteer. I guess you’re not so bad after all.’

	‘Sorry to disappoint,’ he smirked. ‘But yeah. It can happen to anyone, you know. You just have to lose your house. That’s all it takes.’ He sniffed. ‘My dad used to be homeless, a long time ago.’

	‘Oh,’ I said.

	‘Have your parents ever been homeless?’

	‘No.’

	‘Fair enough,’ he replied. ‘It’s rubbish.’ We both laughed again, which gave way to a short silence between us. His face darkened. ‘I need to talk to you.’ The tone of his voice had changed completely. I tapped my watch. 

	‘I’ve got to go. Tell me later, at the next meeting.’ I made off down the street.

	‘Wait!’ he called. ‘One last thing. That notebook?’ Suddenly, it was feeling very heavy in my pocket. ‘It’s nice. Looks expensive. Writing down some notes?’

	‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘Just writing some notes for myself. I’m a writer – all writers make notes. I’m working on a story.’ He nodded.

	‘Am I in it? I’d better get a copy when you’re done.’

	‘Sure.’

	‘Signed too.’

	‘Buy a copy, and I’ll sign it as many times as you like.’

	He shook his head, grinning as he strolled off down the road. I stayed for a moment to watch him go, sighing in relief as he disappeared around the bend. Then, I took a deep breath. I had work to do.

	I paced around the outskirts of the factory, checking the streets were clear once more before quickly hopping into the alleyway. I’d rather be dishing out soup than this, I sighed, narrowly shimmying past industrial-sized bins overflowing with bulging bags. I couldn’t place the smell, but it hit me instantly as being particularly putrid. I rasped each breath through my sleeve. The alleyway expanded as I followed it, stopping finally at a wire fence.

	I followed it to a small park that sat between two houses, populated by shedding trees and thankfully not much else. From there, the factory was only a single brick wall away. I crept through the overgrown grass and scrabbled up the wall to get a peek at the building beyond.

	The factory was a mess. Lengths of piping and dried plaster littered the empty parking area. I still remembered how it looked when my father worked there, and it had hardly been a pretty picture then. It was amazing what a few months could do.

	I scoured the grounds with my eyes and listened for any signs of life, but the entire factory seemed to be empty, to no great surprise. I yawned. It was unreasonably early in the morning, after all. 

	Launching myself over the wall, I landed in a puff of chalk-white dust. As it turned out, I didn’t need to find the window at the front of the building after all. Nor would I need to try climbing the iron ladder that was bolted on to the back wall – several of the windows in the long hallway ahead of me were open at the latch. That was almost excusable. I was embarrassed for them, however, when I saw the faded ‘loyees On’ sign. Below it, the back door was wide open. Why even bother locking the gates? I’d brought a ball along in case I got caught, but I wasn’t sure I’d even need it now. 

	All the same, I took it out of my rucksack and bounced it, watching until it came to a stop a few feet away. Just in case.

	I took one more moment to size up the building – the exit on the right by the ladder, the long hallway of windows in the middle, and the processing rooms that ran all the way along the left side of the building. I’ve been here enough times; I know this place. I knelt down and crept through the open door, wincing at every crunch of glass or gravel underfoot. Spying wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. I felt more queasy than excited, treading through the walls of a factory that looked so decrepit, it was like a relic from the ages. But I barely had to turn the corner before it miraculously transformed.

	The walls were suddenly clean and smooth, glistening bright red as though they’d only just been painted. I scraped at it gingerly with the nail of my little finger. The paint was dry. I breathed a sigh of relief. It’d be just like paint to give me away again. The trail of dust and refuse ended exactly where the new paint started, in a set of new, unfamiliar hallways that looked like an older building had swallowed them. 

	The floor was squeaky-clean. I took my shoes off and clapped them together over the filthy side to get rid of as much dust as possible. Carefully, I pressed the tip of one of the heels over the line. It still made a chalky outline. I tied the laces of my shoes together and slung them around my neck. Socks it is then. I rubbed the mark out with a toe and proceeded on foot, shoeless.

	Most of the clean hallways were bare, save for a few chairs and battered filing cabinets that were all disappointingly empty. The large work floor was locked down at every entrance. I stared through the windowpane at all the old equipment, just sitting there, gathering dust. What a waste. Backtracking, I walked down the long hallway of windows, only to be stopped again at the processing rooms. Locked. Do you care about being robbed or not? I thought in exasperation. Make up your minds. 

	The only hallway left led to the offices. Luckily, it was by far the most refurbished area. There was no clutter, and sleek new wooden doors had been put in.

	I checked the first door, helpfully marked ‘Administration’ by a white placard above the handle. Unfortunately, it was locked, and I fared no better squinting through the frosted glass window. I reluctantly relinquished the handle and moved on. The next few doors were locked too. ‘Public Relations’, ‘Financials’ and ‘Head Office’. I approached each one hopefully, and left each one with a sigh. This is a lot harder than they make it look on paper. 

	The final door’s placard was blank, so I wasn’t holding out much hope. But when I pushed the handle down, the door swung inward. I yelped in surprise as the momentum carried me inside and along the carpet, burning myself on the fibres. This is the fanciest carpet I’ve ever been burned by, I couldn’t help but note. I picked myself up warily, rubbing my forearms.

	Eight polished tables occupied the room’s centre, and the surrounding carpet, wallpaper and fancy lighting fixtures felt very out of place with the rundown shell of a factory around it. Like a whale that swallowed a manor house.

	My attention was drawn almost instantly to a group of old cardboard boxes that sat by the wall. That’s more like it.

	I drew up to the first one and rifled through it, only to find a load of financial reports. It was boring, and more importantly, utterly impenetrable reading. The next box was similar, and the box after that was filled with nothing but shredded paper. The fact that it was shredded meant it was important, or at least it had been, but as tempting as it was to try and piece the pages back together, it didn’t take me long to realise that it was a jigsaw puzzle that I had neither the time, nor the patience, to solve. 

	The next box contained nothing but even more of the posters from around town. I sighed. I really can’t get away from these, can I? Considering this was the one room that they’d deemed unimportant enough to leave unlocked, I wasn’t expecting to find much, but even so, this was dismal. 

	Thankfully, my luck picked up. 

	A clipboard sat on the penultimate box, holding a schedule for several meetings. Each one listed the location, the date and the names of the various attendees. The next meeting was due to be held in a few days at the factory itself. From the size of the schedule, I was sorely tempted to just take the sheet, but I couldn’t risk it. I scribbled the list into my notebook and prayed for it to be useful. The box itself was empty. Only one to go…

	The final box held only a small folder inside. Within the folder, a printed map of the town had been highlighted and annotated in several colours. The building site on the edge of the forest had been marked, along with a few other areas like the shack by the station, and the dam wall. I noted that the Democratic Defence storerooms weren’t among them. 

	One word got my attention, a single word beside the picture of the Public House. ‘Armament’. It was circled in a long list of otherwise humdrum bullet points. I wrote it down with a question mark in my notebook. The Public House was where the town mayor, Guy Jennings, and a load of other important people nobody knew the names of, sorted out issues in town. Why did they want to talk to him about ‘armament’?

	Wait a minute… I turned my notebook back to the schedule. There he was. ‘Guy Jennings’. The town mayor was on the list for the very next meeting. He’s coming to talk to them? What does the mayor have to do with the defence…?

	There was a muffled bang behind me. Suddenly, I wasn’t alone. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I scrabbled to put the boxes back into place, dropping things in a blind panic. You idiot. You stupid, stupid idiot. You’ve gone and done it now. Did you hear a word that John Smith said? What do you think they’ll do to you if they catch you? No, scratch that. What do you think they wouldn’t do?

	I looked around the room desperately. The tables were too bare to hide under, and there wasn’t a locker or cabinet in sight. If anyone walked in, I’d be done for. I’ve got to get out of here. Now.

	After rapidly replacing the files, I crept over to the door and snuck a peek around it. There was no one in sight. Listening closely, I heard voices echoing through the halls. 

	‘He’s fine. He was gone this morning, but he’ll turn up sooner or later. They always do when their stomachs start grumbling. You know what I mean?’ They’re coming from the exit – my way out, I realised in horror. Of course they are. 

	I crept down the long hallway, but they were already closing in. My heart beating a drum, I grappled with one of the open windows. It wouldn’t budge past the safety latch, no matter how hard I forced it. Only a single arm squeezed through the hole. I flailed my hand on the other side, desperate for something, anything that could help me. 

	It closed upon a loose chunk of brick. It was the only chance I had. 

	I edged over to the corner by the exit door. They’d be walking past any second now. Holding my breath, I prepped my aim. Then, I launched the brick as hard as I could down the hallway, towards the closed work floor. As it broke against the wall, I crawled back to the office rooms.

	‘What the—?’ one of them exclaimed. ‘Is that a fox? Hello?’ 

	I barely rolled around the corner before footsteps thundered past to investigate. I closed my eyes and waited. When the voices were quiet once more, I crept back and risked a quick peek around the wall. Three men were walking cautiously towards the work floor, inspecting every room they passed. Holding my breath, I unlaced the shoes from around my neck and slipped them on, tiptoeing over the line. I slowly counted to three. One… two… three!

	I stole around the corner and made for the open door, doing my best to avoid every piece of plasterboard and glass on my way. It was the longest corridor I’d ever walked down. Please, please, please, I pleaded like a mantra. Please don’t turn around. Please let me go. Please just let me get out of here. I couldn’t bring myself to look back. I just crept along. 

	Finally, with my heart in my throat, I reached the exit. I wrapped an exhausted hand around the doorway and pulled myself through, breathing a sigh of relief like no other.

	I heard the squeaking of shoes behind me, but I was already past the door. Without stopping to check if I’d been seen, I raced across the empty car park, scooped the ball up under my arm and launched myself at the brick wall, scrabbling and scraping my way over. Hitting the grass on the other side, I vaulted over one of the nearby bins and ran down the alleyway, my torn hands aching, and the blood pounding so loudly in my head, I couldn’t hear if there was anyone behind me or not. 

	Just keep running, Jacob, I told myself. If they spotted you, they won’t be far behind for long. Keep running. 

	I left the alleyway and emerged into the street, which had come alive in my absence. I must have spent more time in the factory than I thought. I broke from my sprint into a hurried jog, shoving the ball back into my rucksack as I jostled my way through the crowd, looking back every few seconds. But nobody came from the alleyway. They… didn’t… see me? I panted in disbelief. Even the voice in my head was out of breath. Maybe not. 

	I shut my eyes and laughed. When I opened them again, they were wet. Am I crying? I felt a pitter-patter on my face and realised it was rain. Better keep moving.

	There was an enormous gathering outside the Public House. People were chanting and holding Democratic Defence signs. Mr Tine’s been busy. I’d heard enough about the riots in the city to stay well clear. But strangely, a lot of them seemed to have their children with them. I even recognised a few of them from the station. As I jogged past, I looked to one of the men, upon whose shoulders a swaddled, rosy-cheeked toddler sat, bobbing happily.

	‘Who are you beating up?’ I called out to him. He scoffed.

	‘Nobody, lad. We’re protesting.’

	‘Oh.’ I nodded to him as I picked up my feet. My dad could have used one of those.

	The rain intensified as I jogged, until I came to the concrete plateau by the station car park. It was the highest point in town. The sprawling concrete continued as far as I could see, with only a few scant green shrubs at its end. A broiling sea of cloud was reflected in puddles across the plateau, which stretched out like miniature oceans, connected by the glistening veins of smaller streams.

	I allowed myself a moment to gaze out through the misty wash, which obscured almost everything ahead. It was strangely comforting. As I stared, my stomach gradually unclenched, and my hands stopped shaking. In the early morning rain, which now drenched me completely, I stretched out and let loose a small chuckle. I couldn’t help it. Far from the factory, relief was washing over me like the rain, running through my hair, into my eyes and down my face. It felt good. Really good. I did it. I got out alive, and it wasn’t in vain. No weapons or help from demigods either. I’d like to see Bresal try that—

	My foot slipped suddenly into a hole in the concrete that had pooled with rainwater. Without thinking, I stamped down. Water sprayed outwards, soaking through my shoes into my socks and dripping down my ankle. I laughed, even as I shivered.

	On my way back, I made sure to stomp in as many puddles as I could, sending satisfying ripples trailing out all around me. As I approached each one, it looked as though I could extend my step into the sky itself, and begin walking on a misty stairway into the clouds. But the closer I got, the more warped the reflection of the sky became, until finally, I reached the puddle and saw nothing but the muddy silt that lined the concrete floor. It only made me stomp all the more ferociously. 

	That is, until something caught my eye. For some reason, the sight stopped me dead in my tracks.

	A single metal shopping cart stood in the centre of a muddy gulf, glimmering in the murky grey wash. The mud had engulfed the wheels, making it look like the whole thing was balanced on wire-thin legs. It was almost comical, standing like a new-born deer on tapered, splaying limbs. But someone had clearly tried to rend it to pieces – the handle was hanging on so weakly that the rainfall battered it around, and several dark lines of metal twisted out from the basket like ribs sticking out of a chrome ribcage. The entire thing looked intensely ominous, and a sudden thunderclap from above sealed it for me. 

	I ran my fingers through my sopping hair, combing out as much water as I could, and picked up my feet once more. I didn’t turn back even once.

	 


– CHAPTER FIVE – 
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	When I got home, I stripped off my dripping clothes and threw them atop the washing basket. Alone in the house, I stole a biscuit from the secret compartment in the bread bin and warmed up some milk on the stove. I sat on my bed to drink it, dunking the biscuit while I watched the torrential downpour.

	Once or twice, the room lit up for an instant, followed a few seconds later by a clap of thunder. There was something indescribably comforting about sitting inside, nursing a warm drink while calamity raged just outside the confines of the window. 

	I hope that homeless man’s okay. His boxes must be sodden through. I raised the cup and took a deep breath. Closing my eyes, I felt the steam rise and form beads on my face. He’s probably at that soup kitchen, I said to myself. I took another sip of milk quietly.

	I lay back on my bed, balancing the mug between two scraped palms. With the bruise faded almost to nothing, it rested comfortably in the centre of my chest. I relaxed there for a while, feeling its warmth. I’d read enough books to know what trains represented. It was simple enough. Trains meant change. It wasn’t always a good change, but it was change nonetheless. There was a train station in the manuscript – the last refuge for survivors.

	But how well does it turn out for them? There was no safe haven in my story. Everybody dies at the station. I gulped, thinking back to the angry mobs I’d seen storming the station only hours ago. I hoped it wasn’t an omen.

	Is the whole world losing its mind? Or is it just me for thinking any of this is crazy in the first place? It was difficult to ponder too deeply on anything with the rain pouring behind me. The sound was melodic, softly hypnotising. Every time I tried to cling on to a thought, it drifted away. The duvet was like a cloud. So I lay there, drifting, and thought about nothing.

	After finishing the last of the milk, I levered myself from the bed calmly into my desk chair. My mind was clear in a way it hadn’t been in a long time. I went back through the old manuscript, wiping the dirt and pulp from my fingers as I rifled through to its end. My own version, perfectly typed and pristinely organised, sat beside it. It was a world away from the rain-soaked mess I’d found all those nights ago.

	The person who wrote it wouldn’t mind if I tried to put my own version out there, I reasoned. They’d left it there, after all. On its own, in the woods to rot. Not a single sentence was the same between them. My manuscript had a prologue, new characters, chapter titles and page numbers right the way through to the end. It was barely recognisable, really. They’d probably be happy someone was reading it at all.

	I looked over to my notebook. I did what I was supposed to do; I went to the factory. I’ve earned just a few days to myself. I’m going to get this finished. And this is going to get us out of here. With greater resolution than ever before, I took out twenty blank sheets and laid them on the desk by the typewriter. I needed no more.

	Working with a copy of Eumaia’s latest book by my side, I soon found myself in one of those rare, miraculous modes, where the story flowed straight from my fingers. It was just like Mr Smith said – I wasn’t creating anything. It was already there. I was just putting it to paper. If I figured out a way to write like this all the time, I could write a novel a week easily, and I had plenty of time to learn. Don’t worry, Mr Smith. I’ll write that orchard. 

	I could almost see the book’s cover when I closed my eyes, almost run my fingers along its front and feel my name embossed over the illustration. Bell. Jacob Bell. I guess I could’ve done a lot worse. The idea that people might one day know my name before I knew theirs was a terrifying one, and yet I yearned for it. The end was so close, beckoned closer with every stroke of the keys.

	Eventually, I found the story wrapping up exactly how it started: with a father and a son travelling alone in the wilderness. Father – and that’s another difference right there. There were no poisonous factories to break the father’s resolve, or riots to split what was left of the world asunder. It was just two people scrabbling through rubble at the end of the world. Their biggest concern was finding the next morsel of food or hour of sleep, just living from one minute to the next, only ever putting off the inevitable. 

	In a way, I envied them. The end of their stories would come as no surprise to anyone, least of all themselves. There was a certain comfort in knowing. Perhaps even a certain privilege.

	I was in a story myself, after all. Whether it was printed or not, what mattered was that it was every bit as strange, mysterious and terrifying as anything on my shelves. But unlike those stories, there was no way of knowing how it was going to end. No guarantee of a sequel to keep your favourite characters safe. No flicking through to the final page. Stories don’t end in real life when you die. They just carry on without you.

	I shuddered and went back to typing.

	I worked until the light was gone, and there was only silver rain to cut through the darkness. The only thing I had left to write was the ending, but it wasn’t coming without a fight. Behind me, countless scrunched-up failures littered the floor. When my stomach growled, I finally realised how hungry I was. I’ve waited months for this, I reflected, rubbing my eyes. I can wait ten more minutes.

	Downstairs, I found my mother and Eumaia sitting at the dining table. Despite the rain, Eumaia’s heavy fur coat and hair were spotless. A thin wisp of smoke trailed lazily from the end of her cigarette, which she held between two long, slender fingers. In contrast, my mother looked like she’d been battered and buffeted by the wind, rifling through files in an old box on the table. When Eumaia saw me, she blew a smoke ring and smiled.

	‘Jacob.’ 

	‘Eumaia!’ As of late, seeing her felt more and more like a special occasion. I walked over to the table and gave her a hug. The air was thick with smoke, and the strong scent of her perfume. ‘Mum, what are you doing?’ She stopped fumbling with the files and raked her fingers through her wet hair.

	‘I’m just pouring over some old files,’ she sighed. ‘You can help if you want. I need all the ones that have a Miller stamp printed on them. They need to be older than a year too. The dates are in the top-left corner.’ 

	Not wanting to seem rude, I agreed, only regretting my politeness when I was swiftly handed a teetering tower of documents to sift through. I grabbed a side plate, buttered a few slices of bread and got to work. It was the second time that day that I’d be looking through files, but I thought it wise not to mention it. Eumaia watched us, smoke streaming through her nostrils.

	‘Jacob,’ she said. I loved how her accent made everything she said sound interesting. She sounded like she was from everywhere. ‘How’s that book of yours coming along? I hope you’re still working away at it.’ I almost dropped the files in my excitement.

	‘No, I’m still working on it. Almost finished, actually! I can show you now if you want.’ 

	‘I’d be delighted to read it,’ she said, and my heart leapt. ‘But I will not say a word on it until it’s done.’ My smile dropped.

	‘What, why not?’

	‘A baker does not crack an egg into a bowl and ask how the cake tastes,’ she stated firmly, and for a moment, I felt like a little kid again. ‘Give me more to read, and I will read it. But I cannot give my opinion on a story when that story is not yet a story.’

	‘But I need to know how good it is, Eumaia! You’re an author – you understand.’ She rolled her eyes at me. ‘I need to know if it was worth writing.’ This amused her greatly. It was a while before she was able to compose herself.

	‘If most writers, myself included, knew the answer to that question,’ she laughed, ‘we probably wouldn’t be writing at all.’

	‘I guess,’ I grumbled. She had a point. I pulled a file from the pile. ‘I’ve got one, Mum.’ It was dated at two and a half years old, and proudly wore a faded blue Miller stamp. ‘“Archival Enterprise – A Comprehensive List of Worker Stipulations, Regulations, Conditions and Exceptions: Section 9R”?’

	‘Thanks, Jacob. Just put it to the side,’ my mother said, barely glancing up from her own collection of files. I did as she said. Then, I looked to Eumaia once more.

	‘At least tell me how I can write more like you,’ I entreated her. ‘Nobody’s as good as you.’ She tapped her cigarette.

	‘I hope you’ve got a pen and paper ready,’ she smirked, raising an eyebrow in surprise when I slapped my notebook on the table. ‘Very well. Listen closely.’ As I raised my pen, she leaned back. 

	‘Always schedule long blocks of time for writing. Set aside five consecutive hours each day for doing nothing but putting words on the page. When you write, every word matters. If it’s interchangeable with any other word, it’s not the perfect word to use. And you must always pick the perfect word. Your readers pour over every letter – it’s a matter of respect that you spend more time organising those letters on the page than they could ever spend unravelling them.’ 

	I jotted down each point frantically as she spoke. ‘Don’t write stories about writing stories. It’s old hat – everybody does it, and it’s never as clever as you think it is. And most importantly,’ she said, pausing to blow a plume of smoke that obscured most of her face, save for her glinting eyes, ‘don’t let anyone tell you how you can and can’t write.’ I tore the page out with a sigh. ‘Do you understand?’

	‘I understand.’ But I still didn’t have an answer. Days of my life were piled high on printed paper upstairs. To know they’d all gone to waste would have been heart-breaking, but it would at least stop me from wasting any more. ‘The world would be better if writers could put what they were thinking onto paper straight away. You wouldn’t need to rush to finish a good sentence. You could write books as fast as you could think them up. Yeah,’ I said, almost to myself. ‘I’d like that. All the fun of writing without all the work.’

	‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that, Jacob,’ Eumaia warned. ‘Pleasure and pain work in tandem. Relief is only felt because of the stress. Likewise, the pleasure of writing is only there because it follows the despair. Take a cigarette,’ she said, and she took out her packet and unfurled the rolling paper. ‘You need to earn it. First, you take the paper and add the tobacco.’ She sifted tobacco heavily onto the paper. ‘After that comes the filter, and then you roll it up,’ she said, doing so as she spoke. ‘Now, you can have your cigarette. But when you take that breath, you are not merely enjoying the cigarette. You are enjoying the end of the grind. It only exists in contrast to the monotony of the labours. You must notice this when you smoke.’

	‘Eumaia!’ My mother looked to her in surprise. I shrugged.

	‘I don’t smoke.’

	‘Come now,’ she said, ‘it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Plenty of young boys do it.’ Her eyes met mine. ‘Really? No?’ She blew smoke from the side of her mouth in disappointment and waved to the fruit bowl. ‘Well it’s much the same with peeling oranges. The point isn’t the example. The point is that it’s true.’ She paused for a moment, thinking. ‘I smoked when I was your age, as did your grandfather. I wouldn’t stop you.’

	‘He’s not smoking, Eumaia,’ my mother said. 

	‘No need to be so prim, Sarah; we’re all dying here.’ She tapped her cigarette against the ash tray. An inch of ash collapsed onto the green glass. ‘But you are his mother. To parents, it must seem like all children are eager to jump into one ash tray or another.’

	‘Not me,’ I said. My mother smiled back at me.

	‘Ash trays come in all shapes and sizes,’ Eumaia grinned knowingly. I hid behind my tower of files. ‘Still, if one experiences everything by, say, forty, what would it matter if you’d smoked your lungs black? You’ve already done it all.’

	‘But you might not even make it to forty if you’re doing those kinds of things,’ I contended. ‘I think my mum’s right. No offence,’ I added immediately, fearing retribution. I’d never disagreed with her before. On the contrary, Eumaia was delighted.

	 ‘None taken. There’s nothing quite as pointless as someone that agrees with you,’ she said. ‘They don’t provoke thought by challenging your ideas. They bob their heads and take up space. No one needs these people. Put them all in a room together – the bobbleheads can bobble, and we can all get on with our lives.’

	She breathed a cloud of smoke. I held my breath and watched the vaporous tendrils curl before fading away. ‘It’s unfortunate,’ she continued, ‘but most people would rather play it safe than play a game worth playing at all. They gabble-gabble-gabble and then they’re dead. That’s the irony, Jacob. People are desperately afraid of death, hopelessly, cripplingly afraid. They hide from it at every turn. But ironically, when given a chance to live, to truly live, they turn and run from that too. What you could charitably call their lives are spent never making a fuss, never causing offence and never getting in the way. They live and die in the space between the cushions.’

	She smiled sadly. ‘And others just don’t make it, as is the way of the world. I hope you are not one of them.’ I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged. ‘No, I don’t believe you are. You remind me of your uncle. He is quite similar.’

	‘Everyone says that,’ I sighed. I’d heard it from plenty of people already; I had big enough shoes to fill as it was. ‘“Miller’s 98th Anniversary Bash”?’ I asked my mother, holding the sheet up. Tired as she was, she smiled genially.

	‘A wonderful night. I don’t need it… but can you put it aside anyway?’ I did as she asked.

	‘Eumaia?’ I said tentatively. ‘Earlier, when you said some people don’t make it. Were you talking about my granddad?’ Eumaia ground the last glowing embers of her cigarette into the ash tray.

	‘If we’re going to talk about him,’ she said, slipping the packet from her coat, ‘I’m going to need another cigarette.’ She stared at me as she rolled it with a single practised hand, not looking down once until it was finished. ‘Alright.’ As she took a draw, her eyes widened. A youthful glow seemed to set about her. ‘Well, we’ve known each other for an age, and then some. Our exploits have become the stuff of legend, and all the better for it, if you ask me. I have a reputation to uphold. I’ll be damned if my fans ever find out just how much of my life they’re reading.

	‘Suffice it to say, I didn’t know how much fun being miserable could be until I met Houie. Our endless griping was the whole nine reasons for me, it really was. It won’t surprise you to learn that he hasn’t changed an ounce in forty years.’

	‘It doesn’t,’ I said. For some reason, that made me very happy.

	‘He acts like every day is his last, and he writes like his last day was a decade ago. He also drinks too much, but if you only drink in moderation, frankly, you’re not drinking.’

	‘He asked about you at our birthday party,’ I said. She looked intrigued. ‘He didn’t want you to be there, but he was sad when I said you weren’t coming. He called you a bat.’

	‘As charming as ever,’ she chuckled. ‘But now that he mentions it, I suppose I am rather bat-like. I’ve got leathery skin, awful eyes, and I also flew away. Just like a bat. Well, that, and I sleep upside down,’ she added with a wink.

	‘He bought you a cake too,’ I remembered with a start. ‘I think he wanted to make it up to you.’ I went to bring it out.

	‘A cake?’ I was certain the phrase had never been uttered so disdainfully. When she opened the box and caught sight of the delicate strawberry tart, however, she looked delighted. ‘How thoughtful. I can’t eat it.’

	‘Why not?’ I asked, turning the box to show it off in all its glory. ‘We got it straight from the bakery. It’s not poisoned.’

	‘Likely not,’ she smiled. ‘I’m allergic to strawberries.’ 

	I immediately spirited it back to the kitchen, apologising profusely despite her protestations that it was alright. What shocked me was when I walked back into the room. She was beaming.

	‘You should’ve gone far, you old dog,’ she grinned. I retreated back to my tower of files; they made my head hurt less. ‘Don’t think too ill of your grandfather,’ she said. ‘He made the mistake of conflating intelligence with success. It’s not his fault; his writing didn’t stick, that’s all. Some people are unlucky, like old Houie, and your father too, honest as he is. I hope for your sake it doesn’t run in the family.’

	‘It doesn’t,’ my mother said sharply, picking up another batch of documents to sift through. ‘You may bear the name of Bell,’ she said, patting my hair, ‘but you’ve a Hawthorne’s head on your shoulders. You always have.’

	Eumaia nodded lazily. ‘He’s clearly got plenty to live up to. But he doesn’t strike me as the doctor or lawyer type. Jacob?’

	‘I like to write,’ I said after a moment’s thought. ‘You know, stories.’

	‘Oh?’ She smiled knowingly and took a drag of her cigarette. ‘Like Barth. Well, there have been many great writers. Of course, the greatest aren’t known for being happy. Their rewards are often isolation, loneliness, depression and worse. You may like writing, but writing isn’t the same thing as being a writer. In some ways, they couldn’t be more different. Heed this well. Do you still wish to be a writer?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘And do you know why?’ I thought at length, but nothing clever came to mind. Something’s going to happen in town, and I want my mum and dad to be safe when it does. I could hardly say it aloud. 

	‘No,’ I said. There was the knowing smile again.

	‘Perhaps you will someday. When you do, we must talk. Until then, feel free to ask me about anything that troubles you, within books or without.’ I had a burning question.

	‘Is Erold’s dad coming back soon?’ Her fingers tightened over her cigarette.

	‘Do you want me to tell you?’ My mother started as though she’d just sworn, but Eumaia hushed her swiftly. ‘I will be honest.’

	‘Yes,’ I said.

	‘No,’ Eumaia said. 

	And I breathed. I took a second, deeper breath. Nothing had changed, and yet it felt like everything had. 

	Eumaia talked about the legal professionals she was paying to tear the Conscription Act to shreds. She named the countless politicians and activists she’d talked to, and with each name came an increasing sense of futility. It was going to be a slow process, one whose progress would be measured in decades, not years. Beating her head bloody against a brick wall was how she described it. It wasn’t impossible that she could yet bring it down. But that was as far as their hope extended. Not impossible. 

	She asked me not to tell Erold. I promised not to. In a way, I think he already knew. He was right. Erold was right.

	When we’d finally exhausted the box of unsorted files, I quietly excused myself from the table and returned to my writing. I patted the soldier figurine while I worked. I was determined not to be one of the ‘unlucky ones’. But what kept me up and typing until the morning birdsong was my father. I worried about him immensely. No matter what they said, I knew that whatever was wrong with him, it was no mere bout of bad luck. 

	This was made clear on one of the brighter days, when our other neighbour Rosie came around, bearing a steaming tray of chocolate cookies and butterscotch-drizzled muffins. My mother answered the door, rubbing her eyes. She was wearing the white rabbit necklace.

	‘Sarah, what a rare treat it is to see you! And Jacob, you’re getting taller by the day. You’ll be wanting one of these muffins to grow big and strong, like your father. Go on, I won’t bite, although if you go for two, I make no promises.’ She giggled and held the tray out. I thanked her and pinched one quickly, juggling it from hand to hand. When it cooled, I took a bite. It was fluffy and sweet, but a little sickly. Much like Rosie. 

	She talked at length on every conceivable topic, much to my mother’s frustration. My father spent hours chatting to Rosie over the fence, but my mother seemed more concerned with simply keeping her eyes open. By the time Rosie finally got to the point, the muffins were stone cold.

	‘These two fellows came to the house earlier, talking about joining the Democratic Defence. Well as you know, I’m partial to the odd conversation every now and then…’ As she spoke, my mother’s eyes rolled so far into her head that I thought she’d fainted. Rosie didn’t seem to notice. ‘But as I was busy baking these for the lads and lasses, I said no. They really didn’t want to go, though. They were very… passionate about their little group. They only left when my children tried tying them up in one of their little games. If they hadn’t been there, those boys might still be at my door! I was wondering how you got rid of them.’

	‘We’ve had no visitors today,’ my mother said, to Rosie’s surprise.

	‘Well I’ve been talking to every Tom, Nick and Sally on the street and around the block, and every single one of them says they’ve had to deal with them, one way or another.’ A flash of concern broke through the chipper smile. ‘Are you telling me you haven’t even seen them milling around the neighbourhood? I’d be glad to hear it – how fortunate. A funny thing it would be if your house was the only one that had been left alone…’

	‘Awfully funny,’ my father said, walking in. ‘You’re looking bright and bonnie, as always.’ Rosie giggled. My mother escaped into the house, passing the door and subsequent burden to my father. I knew they’d be there for an age, so I retreated inside with her. 

	I left him propped up against the door with folded arms, straight-backed and smiling like nothing was wrong. But his eyes told a different story. They looked haggard, especially on the days he came back from the plant. He was his usual cheerful self once the colour returned to his face, but his coughing was starting to become a serious problem. Most of the bouts came when he thought I wasn’t there. If I made myself known, he’d mutter something about a dry throat, go into the kitchen and return with a pint pot of water. He rarely ever drank it.

	He wasn’t entirely there, in small ways I couldn’t quite put my finger on. There was a perpetual buzzing about him, the kind that came from within his own head. He’d mutter things under his breath in the middle of conversation, and count on his fingers behind his back. It was a difficult thing to spot, the invisible flies that seemed to swarm around him. Most of the people that came to the house never saw it. 

	But his friends did. Even seeing as little of him as they now did, they saw it. After exhaustive negotiations with my mother, they obtained permission to take him to the pub and cheer him up.

	‘It will be one night,’ she said. ‘He will stay no longer than eleven. He’ll be returned in one piece. And he will have a night to remember.’ Her conditions were never questioned.

	Michael pushed his luck and asked if they could take me along too. For sheer tenacity, my mother said she’d allow it. She pressed a wrinkled note into my palm. ‘Make sure he takes a taxi back, Jacob. I don’t want either of you walking back from town.’

	I’d been stuck enough times in a heaving pub, forced to talk to people so drunk, their own bar stools made for better conversation. Nonetheless, I agreed, and it wasn’t because I didn’t want to let Michael down. I wanted to spend some time with my father. Despite having him back almost all week, I didn’t see much of him, and when he was home, I couldn’t begrudge him his few hours of shuteye on the sofa.

	‘Will do.’

	Michael was ecstatic. ‘And so the crawl begins!’ he cheered. A crawl? I quickly shooed my father and his friends out of the house. ‘Jacob, wait! We’re not—’

	‘Don’t worry, I’ll catch up later!’ I called after them as the door closed. There were a lot of pubs in town. I’d join them when they stopped buzzing around like flies and finally settled down.

	I managed to put off the evening for a good long while with the final handful of Bresal’s perilous exploits. It only struck me at the end just how easy Bresal had it. A hulking figure of mythology like him didn’t have anybody to look after. He faced his trials on his own. He didn’t have to go to the pub with his father. Easy for him, I thought, rubbing my chapped fingertips together. Anyone could clear those trials if they didn’t have to worry about their family or friends getting hurt. Even me. But I can’t shoot an arrow through my eye in order to trick a god into giving me his kingdom. The real world’s not that simple.

	Like a trip to the dentist, I couldn’t put the evening off forever. Eventually, resigned, I traipsed downstairs and fumbled for my coat, relieved by the small consolation that at least at the pub, there wouldn’t be any drills. 

	It was at my mother’s insistence that she drove me into town, but she was lenient enough to drop me off by the main road. As the car spluttered away, I picked up my feet, ready to head to Nadivan Avenue. I stopped in my tracks at once, however, when I saw Brooke sat by the police station, her eyes trained on the newspaper in her lap. She was so engrossed in her thoughts, she didn’t notice me approach. 

	‘Bresal pierces his own eye with the arrow in the last trial,’ I announced. Brooke half-jumped out of her skin.

	‘I wasn’t asking,’ she sighed, folding up her copy of the Colonnade Standard. ‘But thanks anyway. I suppose this means you’ve won.’ I couldn’t believe it.

	‘Wow, I beat you! How’s that possible? What have you been doing all this time?’ 

	‘Reading,’ she said indignantly. ‘I’ve just not been reading books. Journals and newspapers have their charms too. Investigative journalism seems worth a look, especially these days. Why else would I be at a police station? Have you been keeping up? Robbery, arson, missing persons cases…’ She paused for a moment. ‘All of them are increasing. It’s fantastic – I’d never be out of work! Job security’s important in a town like this, you know. They don’t exactly leap out at you.’

	‘This is about Barth, isn’t it?’ She didn’t even try to hide it.

	‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘Officer Drummond’s leading the investigation.’

	‘I’m sure he’s working hard.’

	‘Not as hard as he could be.’ She gripped the newspaper tightly.

	‘Why didn’t you tell me that Barth was missing?’

	‘I didn’t know.’ Her face said otherwise.

	‘Don’t you trust me? I’ve already lost one friend. Erold’s never going to talk to me again. I don’t want to lose my other one.’

	‘Look…’ She hesitated. ‘I’ve said it before. People in the city do things differently. If you fall off the well-worn path, you’re on your own. We don’t talk about family to other people, sometimes not even to other family. It’s not… proper.’

	‘Sounds like a pretty rubbish way of doing things.’ She just shook her head and smiled.

	‘It does,’ she said. ‘So what are you doing out so late?’

	‘Going to the pub with my dad,’ I said.

	‘If I didn’t know better, I’d have half a mind to join you.’

	‘I should really be there by now.’ I would have apologised for leaving so soon, but Brooke was the kind of person that relished solitude. In the best way possible, she wouldn’t have been sorry to see the back of me. ‘But before I go,’ I started, clearing my throat. ‘You know earlier, when we were talking about doing bad things for good reasons?’ She nodded. I took a deep breath. ‘Is it still okay if you break into a place? Well, there wasn’t any actual breaking involved, so I don’t know if it counts, but I wasn’t supposed to be there. There was a very good reason.’

	‘Jacob, what have you gotten yourself into?’ I didn’t know what to say. ‘Actually, shut up,’ she said, before I had a chance to open my mouth. ‘Don’t tell me; I’d only be implicated anyway. To answer your question…’ She paused for a considerable length of time. I was surprised. I’d assumed she’d simply start moralising as usual. Finally, she spoke, and the answer she gave surprised me again. ‘I don’t know.’

	‘You… don’t know?’

	‘I don’t.’

	‘Who are you? What have you done with Brooke Townsend?’ She smirked.

	‘Oh, Brooke’s still around. It’s just that now, she doesn’t have all the answers.’

	‘Okay,’ I nodded. ‘You know she didn’t have them before, right?’ Her eyes lit up. ‘Just name the next book we’re reading,’ they seemed to say. I decided that now was a good time to retreat. ‘I guess I’m off then. But good luck. And don’t worry about me. Trust me. I think I know what I’m doing.’

	‘I think I believe you,’ she smiled. I left her there, sitting with the Colonnade Standard in her lap. Several times during the conversation, I’d tried to sneak a peek at the newspaper, but when I saw the headline calling the town a ‘Breeding Ground for Wild Dogs’, I wished I hadn’t bothered. 

	I turned my collar up against the cold and continued to Nadivan Avenue, making my way past the graffiti on the street sign that still made me shudder. Even from outside, the Duck’s Head was louder than usual, which was saying something. Beside the door, a half-naked body lay prostrate, barely moving. I breathed a sigh of relief when I moved closer, and saw that it was only Mr Gulliver.

	‘You took the kids,’ he slurred as I gingerly stepped over him. If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn I heard a sob. ‘You didn’t say where you were going. You just took them. My kids.’

	‘Are you okay?’ I asked timidly. He recoiled briefly from the sound of my voice. ‘I can get help.’ Very, very slowly, he shook his head. Then he spasmed.

	‘Go on then, Margaret!’ he shrieked. ‘Do it!’ Terrified, I leapt through the door, sorry that I tried. 

	The warm air hit me as soon as I was inside. I took my coat off and slung it over my shoulder. It was only when I turned around that I realised how very quiet it had become.

	A host of faces stared back at me, most of them curious, a few of them less so. The place was full.

	They all haltingly returned to their conversations, but the room was hushed, and I could feel eyes watching me from every table. Colin and his brothers were there, along with a few others I recognised from the club. Above the bar, a large ‘Democratic Defence’ banner hung proudly, and similarly designed stickers adorned every coaster. Margaret looked at me sympathetically. I wanted to run back out, but I couldn’t. My legs wouldn’t take me.

	‘Sorry,’ I said. Every word seemed to hang in the air. ‘I thought my dad was here. I must have come to the wrong pub.’

	‘He’ll be at the Pail and Anchor,’ she offered. I agreed, and she gave my cheek a friendly pinch. ‘Nice seeing you. Give your dad my best, as always.’ I said I would. 

	When the door swung shut behind me, I shuddered. It was enough of a relief that I made it outside. I knew I was never going in there again. But I barely stepped over Mr Gulliver before I found myself accidentally bumping headfirst into somebody, bouncing off their thick, padded coat. I hadn’t been paying attention. It was my fault.

	‘Sorry, I didn’t—’ I began. But as I looked up and saw who it was, my mouth fell open. He touched his cap and smiled, holding a dying cigarette loosely between his lips.

	‘No harm done. Say, I recognise you. Your uncle the banner man?’

	‘Y-yes.’

	‘Your dad the painter?’ It was all I could do to nod. He patted me on the head with a gloved hand. ‘You’ve got a good family. You folks stay safe, now. And remember to wrap up warmer next time,’ he said as I stood there, shivering. ‘You’ll catch your death out here.’

	I watched him flick the nub of his cigarette at a nearby table, where it teetered back and forth on the wooden panelling, smouldering away. Without so much as glancing down, he lifted a foot over Mr Gulliver, pushed open the door and continued into the Duck’s Head. It took several swings of the door, each one letting out the ambient noises from the pub, before it finally came to a dead stop, leaving the street in muted silence. 

	I stood there for some time before I finally found feeling in my legs. If nothing else, as I left to make my way along the dimly lit road alone, I couldn’t have said my evening was uneventful. 

	So that’s Mr Tine…

	***

	The Pail and Anchor was the largest pub in town, and it didn’t have to do much to earn my preference. It was more brightly lit, and I fancied my chances of survival significantly higher. My father’s table was easy enough to spot from the congregation of heaving wooden stools. I got an Achor’s from the bar and pulled up a seat, where I reacquainted myself with the virtual town’s worth of people that called my father friend. 

	I even got to meet Alfie, the city worker that gave my father the puzzle cube; he’d taken the train all the way down. He seemed nice enough, although he burst into laughter when my father told him how I’d ‘solved’ it. I hid my red cheeks behind my glass.

	My father talked for much of the night. The way he went about it was fascinating. He made conversation the way a spider weaves its web, talking to each of his friends for just the right amount of time, and prodding the conversation along in all the right ways. Whenever he started telling a story, the very room seemed to be held rapt, whether he was recounting his childhood misadventures, or the time he almost run off with a Thea lady. I felt a pang of jealousy, but respect beat it down. I was lucky to have someone like him for a father. I hoped to learn it from him, one day. 

	‘And that’s how I lost my fourth job, but kept my head,’ he concluded after another of his tales. He’d been working as a gamekeeper for the Hawthorne manor, and after nearly being shot for the third time by the neurotic owner, he finally decided that no amount of money was worth the trouble. I was impressed by how amusing he made it sound. In retrospect, it must have been terrifying. His other stories were similar – he told them so cheerfully, you almost forgot how horrific they were. ‘And you know,’ he added, ‘I’ve kept ahead of it all ever since.’ A collective groan sounded off around him. He grinned and took a sip of beer. 

	My father had been nursing a single pint all night, which greatly concerned Michael. He declared that they should drink like they did the first time they met. My father almost choked mid-sip. ‘That’d kill both of us, and you know it.’

	 ‘We’re not taking life lying down,’ Michael urged him. ‘Not until we’re dead and buried.’ My father muttered something about the cost. That was my father’s big mistake.

	‘Everyone,’ Michael said, and he stood up on the table. It was at this point that I realised he was probably drunk. ‘Douglas wants to soak in spirits, to bathe in booze like the rest of us, but he…’ He swayed, squinting at my father. ‘He lacks the necessary provisions. Good friends, old friends, steadfast friends, are we going to let that get in the way of one hell of a night?’

	‘No!’ they roared back, as enamoured with Michael’s call to action as he was.

	‘So he’s a bit down on his luck. It’s worse luck that he’s had to put up with us for so long! Twenty years I’ve known him, and he’s never once accepted a drink off anyone. He’ll buy us all a round, but god forbid we try and do the same. Well bad luck, Douglas!’ he said. He picked up a nearby cider and took a swig. ‘Because you’ve got a hell of a lot of drinking to do!’ 

	Everyone around the table whooped in agreement, stamping their feet and pounding the wooden table top with their fists.

	‘A bit of luck, and a pint for an honest man!’

	A pint was procured so quickly, it seemed to have been conjured out of thin air. My father looked around the table slowly. Wordless, he picked it up, knocked his head back and poured it all down in one fluid motion. The table went silent. My father’s eyes glinted in the firelight.

	‘A pint for an honest man!’ he burbled. He fumbled slightly and belched, but everyone roared in agreement, raising their glasses. 

	‘An honest man!’ I lifted the dregs of my Achor’s with everyone else. My father had been called an honest man before. The more I heard it, the more ‘honest’ started to sound like ‘unlucky’. 

	He drank a lot that night, like he was trying to drink his bad luck away. Whether or not such a thing was actually possible, he certainly gave it his damnedest. Very little of substance followed, only a lot of faces glugging at a lot of mugs. I’d only just arrived at the tail end of the crawl, and I still found myself counting down the minutes. Several hours later, when it was finally over, I pulled the note from my pocket with a huge sense of relief.

	‘Mum said we needed to get a taxi back.’ But my father shook his head and tucked it into his pocket.

	‘Better uses for that than to hire a set of wheels. What do you think we’ve got legs for? Just help me to my feet, will you?’

	I helped my father walk home, pulling him to the pavement every time his shambling gait twisted towards the road. I’d have been angry at his friends for not helping me, but they were all far, far worse off than he was. If any of them woke up tomorrow, they’d wish they hadn’t.

	‘T-thanks for this,’ he hiccupped, swaying violently. With so much of his weight on me, there was little more I could do than brace my shoulders and keep walking. ‘I’m sorry.’

	‘Nothing to be sorry for,’ I said, watching my own breath mist out in front of me. ‘You’re not that heavy anyway.’

	‘No, not that. I’m sorry about a lot of things. Your mother and I, we always tried to do what’s best for you. To support you.’ I nodded, deciding not to point out the irony as I struggled to haul his heavy frame down the street. ‘I wanted you to grow up in the city, like your friend Brooke. I’m sorry it didn’t turn out that way.’

	‘Don’t worry about it,’ I wheezed. ‘Let’s just get home.’ 

	Walking home at night with my dad lolled against me, not living in the city was the least of my problems. I kept my eyes sharp, squinting at the silhouettes of strangers in the smoky glare of the street light. It was so quiet. Between steps, you could almost hear the frost settling on the grass. 

	When I finally got my father home and onto the sofa, he fell asleep like a switch had been flicked. I hoped for the same thing to happen to me, but my mind was buzzing too much. Too much to think about. It had been a long night. I slumped into my chair, drew myself up to the desk and flicked the lamp on. I slouched there with my head on the cool wooden surface, my fingers drumming against the typewriter keys. 

	Every time I blinked, my eyelids grew heavier, and heavier. The broken blinds rattled in the gentle breeze. I blinked. The lamp was flickering, as it often did. I blinked again. It was off. One final time, and my eyes refused to open. 

	It was so comfortable, a swirling world of cool, muted colours. Everything was spinning slowly. Facsimiles of familiar shapes blurred into one another. The shadows of skyscrapers tapered into fine points, forming a staircase that stretched all the way into the sky, where great ships were sailing on upturned masts. Red squares of confetti rained from above as I walked up to meet them. I caught one, but it melted in my hand and dripped away. I tried to take another step, but the staircase suddenly opened up and the ships sailed away, pulled along by their anchors like magnets…

	I sat bolt upright in my chair. The room was glowing pink in the early morning. Out of nowhere, a scene popped into my head with such immaculate clarity, I knew I’d regret ever taking credit for it. It was everything I needed to end my story with. It’s perfect.

	I gorged the typewriter with paper and worked frantically to set it to the page. Every second it took cost a little of the image’s resplendence, as it fought to be forgotten as quickly as it had been dreamt up. I couldn’t let it go. My fingers assaulted the keys like claws as I fought to capture every sound and smell of the world in my head, a world that was suddenly, spontaneously real. 

	It was like I was being pulled from a dream – I didn’t want to leave, and clung desperately to the roaring fire, to the pitiable squeak of the burning logs, to the slight tang of salt that tinged the air, to the dwindling hope of the firelight that shone, however hopelessly, out against the all-enveloping night, to everything, as though hoping to bring it all back with me even as the campfire dripped down to darkness, and the words of a frightened father decayed into deafening silence. 

	I didn’t get everything. I couldn’t. But I wrestled five pages from my imagination, and by the time the scene had faded away completely, my fingers were exhausted, but I was satisfied. Ultimately, it was the father that ended it all, and he did it in the simplest way possible. 

	He told his son a story. And with that, the story was done. 

	I added the concluding pages to my manuscript and flicked through them all slowly, from beginning to end. I could barely believe what I was holding. Words couldn’t express the sense of pride I felt. This was our ticket out of here. The biggest author in the whole of the city was our next-door neighbour, and a close friend. If she liked it, she could put it on the shelves of every bookstore within a hundred miles before the week was done. Not such a pipe dream anymore…

	There was only one more question now.

	I took my notebook out and flipped through pages of notes until finally, my thumb stopped on the schedule. I turned it on its side. It was right there. Mr Guy Jennings. John’s words echoed in my head. ‘We’re going to make history, and then break history, and then make history all over again.’ I wasn’t sure I wanted to wait to find out what that meant.

	What do I do? Last time, I’d barely made it out by the skin of my teeth. Was I really considering going back? To stop them hurting anybody else? Yes. I’d do it. I thought of what was happening to Brooke and Mr Baker. The defence are changing the whole town. They’re as bad as David’s Dogs. Aren’t they? I thought back to the protest at the Public House. I wasn’t so sure anymore. But if they got the mayor on their side, maybe they’d be even worse. Why can’t anything be simple anymore? Can’t I have a simple yes or no for once?

	I got up, and looked for an answer through the holes in my window blinds. I found it in Frank, who was pruning a large Ricinus communis obliviously in the quiet of the early morning. It was time to break a rule or two.

	‘So what do I do?’ I implored him breathlessly, after everything had finally been divulged. Red, wilted leaves pooled at our feet. ‘Do I stay? Or do I go?’ He smiled broadly at me, and ran a hand through his short hair. His braces were glistening with sweat. 

	‘Go.’ He said it once, and suddenly, everything seemed to make sense. We stood there in the shade of the great, upturned sailboat, as the light of the day rose to meet us. Of course I had to go. I was never going to do anything else. He said it again. ‘Go… go.’

	I wrapped my arms around him and hugged him tightly. He hummed back. 

	‘Thanks Frank. You’re a good listener. I don’t know why nobody talks to you.’

	‘Go,’ he replied. ‘Go…ld. Gol…den. Golden…rod. Goldenrod.’ He picked up his secateurs and tramped over to the nearby patch of flowers, squinting. ‘Goldenrod,’ he smiled.

	‘Goldenrod,’ I agreed. 

	I took up a second set of secateurs and helped him cut them back, silently this time. I knew exactly what to do. Go.

	With the manuscript and the meeting off my chest, the school day flew by. It was unsurprising – there were bigger things to think about now. I’m an author. I can only imagine what everyone will say when they find out. My granddad might want to kill me, but at least Barth would be happy for me. I hope he comes back soon, wherever he is. 

	I scribbled skyscrapers in the margins of my schoolbooks, and even on the way home, my schoolbag slung over my shoulder, all I could think about was receiving my first wad of cash in the mail. Wait, do they send money, or would it be a cheque?

	I imagined receiving my first cheque in the mail. Most of it would be going to my parents, that went without saying. I did promise I’d look after you two. And yet it was all too easy to start fantasising about which house we’d buy in the city. Would I go for a penthouse? They were tall enough that I might struggle to reach the button for my own floor in the lift, but I couldn’t imagine myself saying no.

	When I got home, I raced upstairs and thumbed through it. At long last, it was finally ready for Eumaia’s eyes. It was a relief that the only manuscript that might have given the game away sat beside it on the desk, gathering dust.

	‘What they don’t know won’t hurt them,’ I said quietly, weighing my manuscript in my hands. I earned this. I worked so hard on it. It was our ticket out of here, if everything went to plan. Our ticket to the city. But Erold won’t be there. Or Brooke. None of them will. A retort was forming on my lips when I heard the doorbell ring downstairs. It was only Brooke.

	‘You certainly look pleased with yourself,’ she said. 

	‘I am. I finished my book last night, and I can promise you, I typed every page myself. What do you think?’

	‘I think I’ll believe it when I see it,’ she said, but even she couldn’t resist smiling. ‘Congratulations, Jacob. I know how much this means to you. You finally did it.’ 

	‘Thanks,’ I grinned. ‘Come in, I’ll show you. What did you come for, by the way?’ Almost immediately, the colour drained from her face.

	‘Barth left this for you. Before he disappeared,’ she mumbled. She thrust out a folder and turned to hide her face. ‘I wanted to keep it, but I thought about what you said. You were right – it is a rubbish way of doing things. This is what he’d want.’

	I thanked her and gently pried the folder from her hands.

	‘He was writing a story,’ she winced. ‘Remember? He was always working on one story or another.’

	‘I remember,’ I said. I slid the stapled story from the folder, smiling warmly when I saw my name at the top, sharing equal billing with the ‘Draft 8’ written proudly in capital letters. ‘He said they were his backup if university didn’t go so well.’ I looked down to the title, and suddenly, I felt very cold. I read it several times to be sure. But I wasn’t mistaken. 

	I gazed at the two written words, from one to the other, and knew that I would never again, not in my entire life, look upon two words with such dread.

	‘Anyway,’ Brooke breathed, ‘what about this book you’ve written?’

	‘Forget I mentioned it,’ I said quietly. ‘Sorry, I have to go.’ Before she could respond, I closed the door and latched it. I leant back against the doorframe and slid slowly down. On the floor, I listened until her reluctant footsteps died away. I stayed there for some time.

	Eventually, I got to my feet. Stumbling up the staircase, I stowed the folder away in my secret drawer, along with the marbles. Then, I reached past the manuscript on my desk and took the old one in my arms. The hole-pocketed, burn-ridden, peeling, foul-smelling one. I hugged it tightly to my chest. And I left the house.

	I don’t remember how I found my way back to the abandoned campsite in the forest. There was no smoke trail like before, and the trees seemed endless. 

	Nonetheless, somehow, with the crumbling pages in my arms, I came across that burning barrel, which was now a charred husk, and stole past that weathered tent, which had long since collapsed under its own weight. I checked to see if the note was still there. It had fallen from its position atop the blanket. I put it gently back. ‘I’m sorry,’ the note told me. Don’t be. I’m the one that’s sorry. I left the bundle of papers exactly as I found it, placing it carefully on the ground. I looked down for the last time at that torn, rugged title page. At those two words, or at least, what was left of them. Nine Reasons. 

	The only time I ever returned to the campsite, the trees were shrouded in police tape.

	At home, I took my manuscript and shoved it to the back of my wardrobe. What I chose to do with it remained to be seen, but one thing was certain – I wouldn’t live to see it published.

	***

	The blinds swayed slowly against the windowsill, hazy in the light. Half-written notes and scrunched-up balls of paper lay strewn across the floor, littering the desktop and spilling out from the bin underneath. Between the rows and rows of books, a figurine and a small puzzle cube stood together, tangled in the wires of a broken music player. I sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. It was the morning of the meeting. 

	I guess it’s time to end what I started. I didn’t feel scared. Instead, there was a sense of peace, of resoluteness, as though from the beginning, everything had been leading up to this. I put my clothes on, brushed my teeth, adjusted my uniform in the mirror and then headed downstairs. I buttered my toast and drank my tea, and at school, I sharpened my pencils, made my notes and nodded my way from lesson to lesson. 

	The world was moving slowly, and there was a deliberateness and precision to every miniscule movement, all the way down to the second hand of the old classroom clock, which I noticed was ever so slightly misaligned with the printed numbers. As much as it was counting up, it was also counting down.

	When the school bell rang that day, it tolled exactly nine times. It could have been a coincidence, but something told me it wasn’t. 

	At home, I spent much of the afternoon waiting. It felt strange to have a oneness of mind after being unsure about so much for so long. Part of me felt like a kid again. My mother said she had to go out for a while. I told her I loved her before she left. It felt important. As the car revved outside, I rubbed my eyes, unfolded the scrap of paper from my notebook and picked up the telephone. It was exactly one hour before the meeting. There was just one thing I had to check first.

	‘Hello?’ It was him.

	‘Uncle?’ I said. There was a sharp intake of breath.

	‘Jacob?’ I was at a loss for words. Suddenly, there was so much I wanted to say, so many questions I wanted to ask now that we finally had the chance to talk. But as I continued thinking, the unimportant questions fell away. This might be the last conversation we have for a long time. It was important to get it right.

	‘We miss you.’

	‘I’m sorry to hear that. We all miss you too. Very much.’ I swallowed. 

	‘Are you coming back to town soon?’

	‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’

	‘But you owe me a coffee.’ He couldn’t help but chuckle.

	‘I haven’t forgotten,’ he replied. Then, the telephone was quiet once more.

	‘I could visit you, if the trains weren’t playing up.’

	‘Aye,’ he said. ‘And as long as it didn’t get in the way of school. You’ve been studying hard for your end of years, haven’t you?’

	I hadn’t given them a second thought. ‘Well…’ He chuckled again.

	‘A Bell, through and through. Well don’t you worry about that. School isn’t everything. Just look at how me and your father turned out.’

	‘That’s what I’m worried about,’ I said. He burst out laughing.

	‘Oi, you!’ I couldn’t help but laugh with him.

	‘I heard you’re working really hard in the city. That doesn’t sound like you.’

	‘The city part or the working hard part?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘You son of a bitch!’

	‘Don’t let my mum hear you say that.’

	‘Oh, she’s heard worse.’

	I tried to stretch it out for as long as possible, but despite my best efforts, the joking eventually came to an end. We both knew that wasn’t why I was calling.

	‘I can come and see you soon though, right?’ I asked him. ‘The trains will be coming back soon?’

	‘I don’t know,’ came the reply. ‘I just don’t know.’ He sounded tired. I was glad we weren’t in the same room. I wouldn’t have wanted to see him like that.

	‘Uncle?’

	‘Yes?’ I took a deep breath. 

	‘Those two people at the cathedral. Why did they die?’ There was no reply. ‘Why did the cathedral blow up?’ Nothing. ‘What happened?’ I heard a gulp from the other end of the line.

	‘I was wrong,’ he whispered. ‘Jacob, forget everything I said about everything. I’m an idiot. I was wrong, stupidly, stupidly wrong.’

	‘It’s okay, Uncle,’ I said. ‘I could help make things right.’

	‘What do you mean?’

	‘The defence are storing supplies for David’s Dogs in a storeroom on the edge of town. At night, they get schoolkids to paint graffiti everywhere, and during the day, they use them to send around messages and supplies. John Smith, the leader – he’s one of them.’

	‘How do you know all that?’

	‘Because I do,’ I replied quietly. ‘I could help. If you let me.’

	‘Jacob, listen to me right now. Whatever it is you’ve been doing, stop. What do you think they’d do to a kid like you? Or your mother or father, if they thought they’d put you up to it?’

	I gulped. ‘I’m sorry.’

	‘Don’t be sorry. Just listen. I know nephews aren’t supposed to listen, let alone favourite ones, but do it for me, okay? There are things going on that you don’t understand, and it needs to stay that way, or you’re going to get hurt. Whatever happens, just stay the hell away from them. Understand?’

	‘I’m sorry. I made a bad mistake.’

	‘Do you understand?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Okay.’

	‘I love you, Uncle David. I’m sorry.’

	‘I love you too.’ I put the telephone on the cradle. I’m sorry, I repeated in my head. Sorry that it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission. I looked up at the clock. It’s time.

	I wasted none of it scrabbling through the cupboards for supplies. When the telephone rang, I was so startled, I dropped the first aid kit I was holding. I picked them both up.

	‘Uncle?’

	‘Sarah?’ It was my father. He sounded dazed, shouting above the background noise.

	‘Dad, it’s me,’ I said. I heard him groan at the other end.

	‘Jacob?’ he said. ‘Okay, Jacob. I need you to… not tell your mother. Forget I mentioned her. I need your help. Only if you’re free of course. Can you… come down?’

	‘Sorry, Dad.’ I clenched my fist. My father never asked for help. But for all I knew, I wasn’t going to get a chance like this again. ‘I’ve got to do something important. But I’ll be back before you know it. Could you wait just a little bit?’ 

	‘It’s fine, Jacob. Don’t worry. It’s—’ Three coughs wracked him in quick succession. ‘It’s fine. I’ll see you soon.’ When I heard the line go dead, I put the telephone down and made a solemn promise that after today, there would be no more sneaking around. It’s for his own sake, I resolved. He’ll thank me later.

	I checked my pockets for the notebook and grabbed two lengths of bandage from the first aid kit. This time, I was coming prepared. Then, I went upstairs and changed into my brown trousers and top, which I hoped would blend in with the brickwork. I never wore them anyway; they were disposable. 

	I regretted not having anything for my face. If I’d had a mask, I would have worn it. But when I shut the door behind me, hands in my jacket pockets, I drew my hat down low over my eyes.

	I looked for the homeless man as I strode through town, but all that remained where he’d lain was a pulpy puddle. I hoped someone had opened their doors to him before the heavy rain. The factory gates themselves were wide open when I reached them. I wasn’t surprised – the defence wouldn’t have forced its guests to trudge through the broken glass at the back. Nonetheless, I continued past them down the street and around that familiar corner, smiling when I saw that they had taken out the rubbish. Several bins were stacked together right by the processing rooms. Perfect. This was going to be easier than I thought.

	On any other day, the quiet streets would have felt ominous, but that afternoon, I considered it a blessing, creeping through the vacant alleyway and park under a burnt orange sky. I tiptoed to catch a peek over the brick wall. Two men were smoking outside, illuminated by the burning ends of their cigarettes and a single overhead light. Eventually, they stamped their cigarette butts into the dirt and headed inside, closing the door behind them. Then, all was still. 

	I took the bandages from my pocket and wound them around each grazed palm several times. They were for climbing. There was nothing fun about picking wooden splinters from your hand, let alone metal ones.

	One final check of the car park, and I was satisfied. I clambered up the wall and carefully lowered myself onto the ground, where I slowly crept up to the rooftop ladder by the ‘loyees On’ sign. Crouching, I grabbed two rungs and gave them a generous rattle. I wasn’t going to be caught out by a falling ladder again. Luckily, it held strong. 

	 I made my way up slowly. When I reached the first floor, I stopped and checked cautiously through the window ahead, relieved not to find anyone looking back at me. Halfway up to the next floor, I heard shuffling above me. I froze on the ladder and hugged it tightly, shivering in the cold. I waited. I heard a cough, and then a glowing cigarette end flew past my ear. When the footsteps receded away, I vowed never to take my luck for granted again. I waited a few seconds before clambering up to the third and final floor. It was clear. 

	I hoisted myself onto the roof, feeling exposed between the low ledges and the puddles of cigarette butts. It was a small mercy that a few buildings stood between myself and anyone walking past on the street. If I couldn’t see them, I prayed, they couldn’t see me.

	I knelt down and used the map in my notebook to get my bearings. What am I standing on? It was the long hallway of windows; the processing rooms were just to the left. But ‘Processing Room 02’ was in the lower-front half of the factory, which meant there were two rooftops I had to jump. I inched over to the ledge gated by safety bars, wondering not for the first time what the hell I was doing. 

	The first drop was fine. 

	I rolled when I hit the metal flooring, and although it rattled slightly, nobody seemed to notice. The second drop was worse, onto hard stone. I ducked through the railing and hung myself over the edge before reluctantly letting go. 

	The stone made no sound at all. The same couldn’t be said of my knee, which cracked loudly on impact. It was everything I could do not to shout out. I didn’t think it was broken, but that didn’t stop it from hurting. My legs were aching from the beating I’d given them. 

	Once I’d checked my trouser leg for blood and come up thankfully short, I took a moment to look around, holding my knee and breathing through my teeth. Ahead of me, a long line of slanted windows stretched, through which I could hear muffled speech. That was easy. Not daring to peek into the windowpane, I dragged myself across the roof tiles and listened closely.

	The guests were talking quietly amongst themselves, much like my mother’s clients had been doing before we walked in. I waited patiently for them to start speaking at a reasonable volume, but it wasn’t long before I was starting to lose my patience. I’m not breaking my legs to learn nothing. The windows were directly above the room, so I resolved that it was very unlikely for someone to be looking straight up. I leaned in close. 

	Immediately, I saw that the gathering was small, only comprised of nine people, seven of whom were seated under an enormous wooden table that stood over a spotless burgundy rug. Once again, the garish decoration looked very out of place in the otherwise rundown factory. Talk about rolling out the welcome mat. 

	Each of the seated attendees was middle-aged or older, and though there were a few faces I’d never seen before, I was shocked by the number of people I recognised. 

	There was Alwin Stilgoe, the banker whose briefcase was always at hand, apparently even at the table. Sylvia, the woman my mother worked for, sat opposite him, taking a delicate sip of water. She didn’t seem the type to chat idly. It didn’t surprise me; she’d never been invited to the house. I didn’t know the name of the man next to her, but I knew he used to work with my father. The hulking figure fidgeted in his overalls, picking at his nails. 

	The woman opposite him, Rose, owned the butchers that we used to go to. She held two others rapt in conversation. The one I recognised was the Carvery owner. Dead animals must be good common ground, I noted. Apparently so – they were getting on a storm. 

	The final face I recognised was thin and gaunt, belonging to the tobacconist at the end of the table. I remember visiting his shop once out of curiosity, but I hadn’t stayed for long. I didn’t like him. He never spoke, scrutinising everything with small, sharp eyes. Even then, with his spindly fingers splayed out upon the table, his gaze was narrow and darting as he listened. 

	Beside the seven at the table, two young men in suits stood murmuring to each other. I barely recognised Colin’s brothers. They looked very different, and more than a little ill at ease in their swanky clothing. 

	All of this, I gathered in a glance. I was all but ready to pull my head back when the door opened, and everyone straightened up from their seats.

	‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Mr Tine announced, walking in. He was wearing a suit that fitted him far better than those of his sons. ‘Thanks for waiting. I told you it’d be worth it. If you haven’t already checked your breath and tucked your shirt in, it’s too late now. I am honoured to welcome Mr Guy Jennings.’ 

	My mouth fell open as the town mayor walked in. The meeting schedule wasn’t wrong after all. It was actually him. And he’s tiny. I was almost as surprised to see Colin lead him to his chair at the head of the table, which he even drew out for him.

	After smiling and nodding through the ample applause, Mr Jennings rapped on the table. The room quickly quietened down. ‘I hope you don’t mind my youngest being here,’ Mr Tine said.

	‘Of course not,’ Mr Jennings dismissed aloofly. ‘For a young man to be interested in politics these days is quite remarkable.’ He turned to Colin, who, to my surprise, seemed to be very shy in the presence of what were clearly strangers around him. He avoided eye contact with everyone, holding his hands behind his back like his brothers. ‘My fellow, are you interested in changing the world for the better?’ 

	He briefly met eyes with the mayor and nodded. The mayor beamed. 

	‘Excellent, because if I’m not wrong, that’s on today’s schedule, among other things. Would it be possible to get a good, bracing libation, or failing that, a coffee? I’ve had what can only be described as a most burdensome day.’

	‘Of course.’ Colin’s father spoke to his sons, who promptly disappeared from sight.

	‘Now,’ the mayor said, rubbing his brow. ‘To start with, I want to make it absolutely clear that I won’t be discussing the issue of the trains at this current time.’ 

	The murmuring started immediately. He had to hush the table three times before he was able to continue. ‘I am not at liberty to discuss the negotiations underway. Rest assured, your representatives are doing what you pay them for. No, what I need now is clarification on the issue raised in previous correspondences. Several anonymous individuals have been intent on stoking fires of division, the most recent of which was a terrible tragedy that cost the city not only a small fortune, a considerable portion of wealth, but also the lives of two individuals. Edward Doster and his daughter Angela, god rest their souls.’

	The table bowed their heads. Even the long-fingered tobacconist stopped his quiet drumming. 

	 ‘Now,’ the mayor continued, ‘I have no doubts as to where your sympathies lie. The Democratic Defence has raised extraordinary amounts of money. You’ve pledged hostels and community kitchens, and made very generous donations to the Annaber Poverty Fund and the Shelter Us program. However, I can’t ignore the persistent rumours floating around that insist on trying to tie you to the… ahem, aforementioned unspeakables. 

	‘Now before you start pointing fingers, let me point out that my fingers aren’t pointing at anybody.’ He emphasised this by shaking a finger at several people, before hastily retracting it. ‘I wish to help you. I believe I can. But I cannot associate myself with a group connected, publicly or otherwise, to those morally bankrupt savages. Politically, I’d be a dead man. They would make for very queer, nigh on unconscionable bedfellows, and make no mistake.’

	‘There’s no doubt about that,’ Mr Tine interjected.

	‘The reason I’m here,’ the mayor said, ‘and not snuggling with a brandy and my beloved Maltese by the fireplace, is that your group has the single greatest potential for change I’ve ever seen. Look at your support. I can’t afford to pass you by, only to have you snatched up by another. But you’re not even on the books. And I know a thing or two about being on books – when I was seventeen, it was the only way I could reach my local ballot box.’ 

	He shuffled in his seat and smirked into his moustache. When nobody reacted, he cleared his throat. ‘Quite right too, it’s no laughing matter. I’ve done my research. Where I expected to find a little jiggery-pokery, I found nothing instead, which in my experience is even worse. If we’re to work together, I need all the finances of the Democratic Defence to be published. Complete transparency. Remember, I only make these requests because I trust you implicitly. If I didn’t…’ He let out a nervous bleat. ‘Well, I wouldn’t be here now.’

	‘I’d certainly hope not,’ Colin’s father said. There was a general titter around the table. ‘And don’t apologise; we’d think less of you if you said otherwise. We’ve gone far in such a short time, and we’d hate for it all to go to waste by people drawing false connections. Connections that would be much mistaken…’ He and the mayor exchanged a look, the meaning of which escaped me. It felt important though, so I made sure to note it down.

	‘In that case,’ the mayor said, ‘I apologise for the sombre tone I’ve set. We have many exciting things to discuss. They do say that passion and innovation is a politician’s lifeblood… and here’s the coffee! Marvellous stuff! Scratch that – coffee may be the lifeblood of the politician after all.’ He smacked his lips together as Colin and his two brothers came in, carrying trays of assorted beverages that they arranged on the table.

	Something tapped on the tiles just behind my ear. I turned, ready to spring to my feet, but it was only a magpie. It cackled at me, and after I shooed it away, it spread its wings and dive-bombed off the roof. Relieved, I returned to the window. I froze.

	Colin was staring back. At least, I thought he was. Holding his hands behind his back, he was looking up at the window. I stared back, too anxious to move. If I budge an inch, the movement will give me away, I told myself, my limbs locked into place. If he hasn’t seen me already. 

	Incredibly, his gaze seemed to pass right through me, down along the windowpane and back into the room. There was no reaction at all. The moment he turned away, I snapped my head back and sucked in the crisp afternoon air. It was too close. I wondered whether it was worth stopping while I was still ahead. I held my breath and stole the briefest of peeks inside; Colin was standing with his brothers like nothing had happened. Somehow, unbelievably, he hadn’t seen me. No more close calls, I decided. I lay by the window and listened.

	From there, the meeting drifted drearily from subject to subject. They discussed the hostels, whose construction on the edge of town was funded by Alwin Stilgoe, a fact he deemed impossible to overstate. Mr Still-he-goes on and on and on, I mocked silently, rueful that there was nobody to appreciate my witticisms. At least I knew who I had to blame for what happened to my building site. Alwin Works happened. 

	But on the other hand, so many people worked there now, like my father’s old friend, who wouldn’t be working otherwise. I was torn. The Democratic Defence was vandalising town, that much was irrefutable. I’d seen it with my own eyes. And done it with my own hands. But on the other hand, it was also helping those club members put food on the table. The bad was so closely intertwined with the good, it seemed you couldn’t have one without the other. I couldn’t bring myself to love or hate them; it was more complicated than that. They’re connected to David’s Dogs, I had to remind myself. They’re not good people.

	I thought as much when Mr Tine accused the city of fostering an ‘us vs them’ mentality. You tried to blow them up, I thought indignantly. 

	But even as I listened to the long, drawn-out proceedings, my vehemence was waning. I couldn’t imagine Sylvia or Rose, or even the tobacconist playing any part in such an attack. They discussed fundraising events and raffles like they were the most exciting things in the world. They probably organised the protest, I thought. And Mr Tine started the riots. 

	I stretched my legs discontentedly, rubbing sores the roof tiles raised. Each topic was more inconsequential than the last. Charities, handouts, town pride? What am I even doing here? I wasn’t expecting moustache twirling, but this was ridiculous. I was almost relieved when it was finally over.

	‘Thank you all for coming, especially you Mr Jennings,’ Colin’s father said. ‘I still can’t believe we got you.’ The mayor just laughed.

	‘The pleasure’s all mine. As my father always said, good publicity makes the world go round. You wouldn’t even need a heart to see the use in putting your name to a meeting like this.’

	As chairs sounded off behind me, I lay back on the roof and flicked through my notebook, despairing at all the empty space. I felt almost guilty to be so disappointed, watching the guests stream out through the factory gates.

	‘That went well,’ I heard Colin’s father remark. I looked through the window and saw that only the Tine family were left, cleaning up after everybody else.

	‘The plum pudding liked you,’ one of his eldest sons said, adjusting his glasses. Mr Tine grinned.

	‘Careful now. Remember, you can shear a sheep for life, but you can only skin it once.’

	‘We’ll shear him alright,’ the larger of the two sons grunted, bearing a nose that looked like it had been broken many times before.

	‘You think we’re holding the shears here?’ His sons were silent. ‘He’s been doing this longer than you two have been picking your noses. He could skin us alive with the click of his fingers. You know what someone like that deserves?’

	Both of his sons looked down. ‘Respect.’

	‘Least expensive currency in the world. Give the city a group like us, and they’ve got cells waiting. But with him, it’s a movement. And if you give the city a movement, change is coming, whether they like it or not. We could finally put the dogs to bed. No more looking over our shoulders. But Smith’s got to go.’ It was said so softly, I barely caught it. 

	His sons both straightened up from the table. Colin continued stacking glasses, as though he hadn’t heard anything. ‘I know he’s like family, but when he drinks, he’ll say anything, and these days, that man can drink. He’s got too much of a mouth on him. I’ve got to do something about that—’ Colin coughed twice. Mr Tine looked at him for the first time. ‘What?’

	 ‘Nothing,’ Colin shrugged. ‘Just wondering if we have to talk now. There’s a time and a place, is all.’ The room fell silent.

	‘There is,’ Mr Tine said quietly, cracking his knuckles. He stared at him. There was no anger in his eyes. There was nothing at all. They were dead. ‘I’ll let you decide if this is one of them.’ 

	The glasses on Colin’s tray rattled. He stuttered an apology and left, his head hung low. His brothers watched him go. The largest feigned an uppercut at him as he ducked through the door.

	 ‘He’s got a point,’ Colin’s father said when he was gone. ‘But having a point doesn’t mean anything if you don’t have respect for who you’re talking to.’ His sons nodded solemnly. ‘We’ll talk later. The point is that Smith has to go, and there’s no kind way to do it. I’ll take care of it – one way or another.’

	The three of them left the room, the two sons with trays in hand. When the door closed behind them, I shivered and let out a breath that crystallised against the sky. Both my hands, clutching tightly on to the roof tiles, were blue. 

	I shimmied over to the roof’s edge and peered down. The bins were piled together below, and the streets were clear. I hung myself over the tallest dustbin and easily made the landing. The second my feet touched the ground, my hands leapt to my jacket pockets. I looked around in every direction. But there was nobody there. I walked straight out through the factory gates, my legs ready to give way at any moment.

	Every single thing I’ve done has been worth it, just for the last few minutes. I finally know what’s going on. Mr Tine admitted that he’s part of David’s Dogs. And now, I can actually save someone. Whatever he wants to do with John, it’s nothing good. But I’ve got no proof. Only words. I played the meeting back in my head. I had to prove that Colin’s father connected both groups. Maybe the defence wasn’t monstrous like I’d thought, and maybe most of its members hadn’t known about Jackson Square and the cathedral, but at least two had. Mr Tine, and John Smith.

	The more I heard about John, the more conflicted I felt. But whatever he’d done, he didn’t deserve what he had coming. And Mr Tine thinks he doesn’t have a cell waiting for him. My entire body was buzzing. Not with excitement. With anger. 

	I broke into a run to put as much distance between myself and the factory as possible. The last time I saw Uncle, he tried to give my father a gun. Now, I understood why. I couldn’t imagine what they would have done to keep me quiet. But it’s too late, I laughed in my head as I blazed across town. The more terrified I felt, the more maniacal the laughter. Now they’re the ones that know too little. 

	As I ran, I caught sight of the kitten attempting to sunbathe in the dying light, nestled in a bed of leaves. I ached to slow down and give it a pat, but I couldn’t stop, not even for a second. I didn’t want it coming with me. Don’t follow me, cat, I panted. Not where I’m going. 

	I came to a stop outside a familiar alleyway. There was nobody there. I made well sure of that before setting foot inside.

	When I reached the fifth metal door on the left, I ran my shaking hands along the row of bricks, stopping when one wobbled slightly. I yanked it out and groped for the key, blood pounding in my ears. I looked back at the entrance, but there wasn’t a soul in sight. It didn’t do much to put my fears to rest. I fumbled the key into the lock and tossed the opened padlock aside, hefting the door up by myself. 

	As light crept into the dusty space, I scrabbled desperately through boxes and tarpaulin sheets for anything, absolutely anything that could help me. Stumbling around, I cut my leg on the side of a broken bottle, but the blood soaked straight into my sock. I continued, relieved it wouldn’t give me away. 

	I rifled through old stencils and boxes of wires with my lighter held aloft, illuminating everything the daylight wouldn’t touch. Please, I pleaded silently. If there’s anything good in the world, let it help me now. Handfuls of wires and jagged parts were scooped aside, jabbing tiny cuts anywhere the bandages didn’t cover. 

	At the bottom of the seventh or eighth box, I found a small, unassuming scrunched-up piece of paper. I almost tore it apart in my haste to unfold it.

	It was creased, and the handwriting had run a little, but I could still make everything out. The ‘DD’ symbol had been doodled at the top. It looked like a to-do list. ‘Tell Keyon – third test shit (bad wiring?)’ was the first item. ‘Olsten pickup – all the barrels you can carry’ was the second. The third, heavily underlined one was what grabbed my attention. ‘Hungry Dogs – pitch in for lunch at Duck’s Head’. A series of names followed it, each written in a different handwriting style.

	‘Jonnie’, ‘Matthias’, ‘John’ (to which the phrase ‘the other one’ had been crudely added), ‘Rall’, ‘Dewey’, ‘Keyon’ and finally, ‘Me’.

	My breath caught in my throat as I read through it again. I turned it over, but there was nothing on its underside. With the most immaculate precision, I folded it and placed it within the confines of my notebook. I could’ve kissed it. That’ll do.

	I grinned so broadly, my face was aching as I replaced the boxes and bottles exactly as I’d found them. The moment I was satisfied, I jumped from the storage room and brought the door down. Silently, I said a word of thanks to luck, or providence, or whatever it was. The important thing was that I found exactly what I needed. And I was on the home straight. Wait…

	A head and torso flashed past the entrance. My heart jumped. Just somebody walking past? I ran down the alleyway to check, but there was nobody waiting on the other side. It was just my imagination. But next time, it might not be. 

	The brick and padlock were replaced as quickly as possible, and I was out of the alleyway and making for home before I breathed my next breath. After a few steps, I noticed my sock squelching underfoot. I untied both bandages from my hands and knotted them around my ankle. The cut wasn’t worth worrying about. It’s a small price to pay, I grinned, continuing on my way. A pittance. 

	I returned to an empty house. Working quickly, I held my leg under the tap, biting my knuckles until the burning ceased. Once the cut was securely wrapped underneath a fresh bandage, I opened my notebook onto the counter. I extracted the note carefully, handling it at the edges like it was some ancient, priceless scroll. I read it through once more slowly, just to be sure I wasn’t making it up in my head. Then, I pressed the cold receiver of the telephone against my ear. I dialled.

	There was no answer. 

	Maybe I called the wrong number by mistake. I tried again, dialling slower this time. It rang for a few seconds, and then went dead. But I refused to give up. He said if I ever needed him, he’d be there, I told myself as it clicked off once more. He can’t not pick up now. Not when I need him the most. 

	After the tenth call, I let the telephone clatter onto the counter. I swallowed. Everything Uncle needed was staring me in the face. I reached to pick the telephone back up, only to hear the front door slam open. I quickly pocketed the notebook.

	‘Jacob!’ It was my mother’s voice.

	‘Mum?’ I ran to the front door and saw my dad, who smiled thinly at me. He stumbled through the doorway, his arm over my mother’s shoulder. She addressed me breathlessly.

	‘Get the medicine box and put the kettle on, quickly.’

	‘What? Mum? Dad…?’ He looked at me and groaned. 

	‘Medicine box now, Jacob!’

	Panicking, I leapt up the stairs and into the bathroom, where I levered out the hefty metal box with both hands. Every step rattled as I raced back down, skipping two or three stairs at a time. 

	Downstairs, my father lay sprawled on the sofa, my mother kneeling beside him. She took the box from me and opened it up, revealing innumerable sealed bags of coloured pills, alongside bottles and salves. ‘Jacob, please boil some water for a hot water bottle. Douglas, can you hear me?’ My father’s eyes lolled around. He made a groaning sound that could have meant anything. ‘You need these for the pain.’ She held out two pills.

	‘Hurts,’ my father moaned. He took the pills and gulped several times to get them down dry. ‘It’s karma, I swear it’s karma. Shit, it hurts.’ He hiccupped.

	‘The kettle!’ my mother shouted at me, snapping me out of my daze. I’d been staring at them from a distance.

	I put the water on the boil and got two hot water bottles from the cupboard. The bubbles rose slowly. The very second the kettle started hissing, I filled them both. In the rush, I scalded the back of my wrist, but I barely felt it in the panic. 

	I hurried back with both bottles to find my father lying neatly, his previously sprawled limbs now tucked in tight. My mother took them with thanks and placed them to his chest. After a brief fit of coughing, he closed his eyes and sank into the sofa. He muttered a few words, including my name, and then was quiet, save for the heavy breathing. 

	It wasn’t until he lay still that my mother picked herself up from her knees and allowed herself to sigh. She wiped her forehead clean. I followed her into the kitchen, where she picked me up with a hug that knocked the breath out of me.

	‘I’m sorry about that,’ she said. ‘He was in so much pain, and I didn’t have time to waste. I’m so proud of you.’

	‘Is he okay?’ I croaked. ‘Why’s he like that?’ She put me down.

	‘I don’t know, Jacob. He was stumbling down the street when I drove past. He must have walked all the way from the station like that. All that way…’ She trailed off into silence. So that’s why he called. I didn’t feel too good.

	‘It’s my fault,’ I said. My mother looked at me.

	‘Don’t say that, Jacob. I don’t know why you’d ever think that. Is it because he mentioned karma?’ I gulped.

	‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s that.’

	‘Some things are out of anybody’s hands. Don’t wrap yourself up in what he said. It was the pain talking. He’s not hurting anymore. He’s looking better already.’

	‘He looks like he should be in a hospital,’ I said. I poked my head around the corner. He was very pale.

	‘You know how much your father moans when he has to set a pair of tweezers on a splinter. Dead or otherwise, he wouldn’t be caught in a hospital, and he can kick like a mule when he wants to. I’m calling our doctor to come and take a look at him. He doesn’t make house calls, but I don’t know what else to do. Your father would rather be dead than there, so Dr Breen it is.’ She picked the telephone up from the counter and started dialling.

	‘It’s not because we can’t afford it…?’ I suggested quietly. Her eyes widened.

	‘It’s nothing of the sort,’ my mother said, and she turned away to speak on the telephone.

	Initially, the hospital wouldn’t let her talk to Dr Breen, but after a dozen emphatic, colourfully phrased threats, they quickly put him on the line. He promised to be over as soon as possible.

	‘What a mess,’ she sighed, returning the telephone to its cradle. She grabbed twice on the counter for her keys before seeming to remember that she’d never placed them down. Curling a finger around her necklace, she took them out of her pocket and hung them up on one of the hooks. ‘I’m very proud of you, Jacob. I’m sorry you had to see all of this.’

	‘Happy to help,’ I said with a smile. Because it’s better to try and help when it’s too late than to never try at all, I added bitterly. I gave my mother the second hug of the day and snuck into the living room. Keeping my distance, I edged around my father, who was fast asleep, coiled around the hot water bottles. He needed to have his rest, so I left him to it.

	‘Love you Dad,’ I whispered, before tiptoeing upstairs and shutting myself behind the safety of my bedroom door.

	I could have escaped through the fuzzy tones of the music player, but I wanted to think in the silence. What my father said stuck with me. That one word. Karma. I took the manuscript from my wardrobe and placed it alongside the notebook on my desk. Behind them, the typewriter was draped in cloth. The word resounded once more. Karma.

	I didn’t know what it was. Perhaps it was the manuscript I’d taken from the forest, knowing full well that it wasn’t something the writer wanted anyone else to see. Maybe it was the note in my notebook, which I’d only stolen after breaking into a private storage room. Defacing the storefront of an innocent old couple didn’t help, let alone sending messages and who knows what else around town for the defence. I’d done plenty wrong, but never out of malice or hatred, and a small part of me had assumed it would all turn out fine in the end. I hoped it would. There was that word again. Karma.

	I heard the front door creak open. I wandered downstairs to find my mother leading in a tall, bearded man, who was squinting concernedly through thin spectacles. For all I knew, this was the man that held my father’s life in his hands.

	‘Jacob, this is Dr Breen.’ He inclined his head politely before hurrying into the living room. ‘You might want to vacate the house for a while,’ she told me. ‘Take a wander; go find Erold. We can speak later. Just as soon as we know how to fix your father.’ She kissed me on the cheek and ushered me towards the door.

	‘Wait, can I grab something first?’ 

	Without waiting for an answer, I ran upstairs, grabbed the notebook from my desk and tucked the manuscript pages under my arm. ‘Good luck, love you, bye!’ I leapt through the doorway, so I could leave of my own volition before she pushed me out. 

	I had my notebook with me, though I knew not what to do with it. I’d taken the manuscript with me, but I didn’t know if I’d be bringing it back. Whatever happened, I just hoped that when I returned, my father would be well again.

	I left with the fate of the town in one hand, and the fate of my family in the other.

	 


– CHAPTER FIVE – 

	Will

	III

	 

	I walked aimlessly, trailing a tall shadow stretched thin by the dwindling sun. It felt like I could end up anywhere. I didn’t mind that idea. As long as it was far away. Far from the town and the city, where the knockers were no more real than the monsters under the bed. Far from where people were conspiring, and fighting, and rioting. Far away from all the stories. I walked and walked, holding the manuscript out like a compass. But it only led me in circles.

	 I hope they find out what’s wrong, I thought. I just want my dad back. But I pushed the thought back under. I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. I wanted to be alone without them. 

	Somehow, I ended up on the high street, where I collapsed onto a bench and looked out. The rich smell of stewed apple permeated the air. It made me think of the pie that Erold had made for me. I hoped he was okay. As if conjured by my thoughts alone, I heard footsteps behind me. 

	Sure enough, a lone figure was trudging down the street, a diminutive loaf under their arm and a cap pulled low over their eyes. I had to smile. My eyes followed every slow, ponderous step as he walked past, pretending not to see me. He couldn’t even bring himself to turn the corner. He just stood there. After a laboured sigh, he trotted over. He hesitated several times before finally speaking.

	‘The defence is the only thing I’ve got.’ I said nothing. He bit his lip and ground his heel into the dust. A few magpies cawed portentously overhead. Then, silence. ‘I mean, I guess that’s not true if I’ve got this.’ He brandished his loaf. ‘If it’s any constellation. It was free as well. Doesn’t taste free though. You can try some if you want.’ I tore off a corner and gave it a chew.

	‘It’s good,’ I mumbled. It was all I could do not to spit it out, but Erold’s inability to hold a grudge was sweeter than any food. He beamed. Any hint of animosity melted away in an instant.

	‘And I made it all by myself!’ he gesticulated excitedly. ‘They get all the ingredients, but you have to put it together in the community kitchen yourself. I didn’t even burn anything!’

	‘But did you burn anyone?’ I asked him. He frowned and exposed a red sore on his left forearm. I bared my own scalded wrist, smiling genially. We matched.

	‘And what did you make?’

	‘A hot water bottle.’

	‘I didn’t even know you had to bake those.’

	‘You don’t.’

	‘Oh.’ 

	We both burst into laughter. I stopped after a few chuckles, but he continued for quite some time, threatening to drop the loaf in his hysterics. Nobody laughed like Erold. I almost felt bad when he finally straightened up and wiped his eye. After that, it was back to the silence. Neither of us seemed willing to break it, but eventually, Erold took it upon himself. If it had been left to me, we may have stood there forever.

	‘Don’t hurt anyone,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re like your uncle. You always want to do the right thing. But if you tell folks the stuff you heard at the club, you’re going to hurt a lot of people. The defence isn’t perfect. Nothing’s perfect. I’m not perfect – I did a pigeon in for spying, and it was probably innocent. Look…’

	He took a deep breath and seemed to collect his thoughts. ‘The defence does some bad stuff. But it does a lot of good things too. They got us this loaf for the week. Without them, we wouldn’t even have that.’ His voice became laboured. ‘Without the defence, my sister would go hungry every night. And she’s not the only one. There’s so many. Just think. Please. I know you want to do the right thing, but maybe there isn’t a right thing. 

	‘You can be slow or quick, my dad says. Said. You can be slow or quick or dull or bright, but if you’re never unkind, you’re always right. Just don’t hurt anybody. Whatever you do, don’t hurt anybody.’ He walked away before I could speak. It was as though he knew I wouldn’t be able to respond. Sometimes, I think we knew each other too well. 

	I sat there alone for a while. Then, wearily, I heaved myself up from the bench and started walking.

	The sun was as close as it could get to the horizon without being swallowed by it. When I reached the car park by the station, only the smallest speck of yellow remained in a bloody sky. Hardly a comforting omen, I swallowed. Still, it seemed a good place to stop. 

	As always, the city, forever in the distance, was ablaze with blinding lights. Always there. Always just out of reach. I tried staring at it, but it was too bright. My eyes kept going out of focus. The family of green cranes to the left of the car park were long gone, replaced by the enormous black crane that the defence had scored into the landscape like a tally mark. Shops were closing, and messages had been painted all around town. The only thing that hadn’t changed was the tombstone of a dam wall. Even if you could make out patches of grey in the supposedly solid facade, it was at least the same. Not everything had to change. Not everything.

	I sat on the edge of the car park and dangled my feet off, shuffling the manuscript pages in my hands. 

	I remembered months ago, when I came to wave my father goodbye for the first time. Things looked very different back then. I hadn’t expected it to change so much. The view from the station was one of those small constants, something I took for granted. Like my father. My father and the dam both seemed immutable, because they were too big – too important. But my father had changed so much already. 

	The dam’s next, I mused. Maybe the defence will knock it down, and build a giant middle finger to the city in its place. Or perhaps they’ll simply blow it up, and let the rushing torrents drown everything away.

	When I realised I was thinking again, I quickly stopped myself. My eyes drifted undirected into the distance, and I let the autumn wind blow through me. The station was empty. Not a single newspaper blew through the rows of empty benches. When a train came along, it didn’t stop, chugging furiously at breakneck speed into the tunnel. But they always stopped. It’s because of the city, I reminded myself, realising too late that I was using my head again. My thoughts always crept back eventually.

	Everybody was leaving. Uncle, Clarissa and Raine had already gone, and Lilendi and her mother weren’t far behind. Arlo and Mr Smith never even had a choice. And Barth? I just shook my head. I regretted not thinking about them more. They made the town what it is, and yet already, the ripples of their absence had started to settle. We’re all skimmers here, I reflected ruefully.

	I wanted the town to stop fighting and return to being the unspoiled idyll I remembered, even if secretly, I knew things had never been that simple. I wanted the town and the city to realise that by fighting each other, they were only hurting themselves. They were like family. Brothers could argue, and even brawl on occasion; Uncle and my father would only too happily attest to that. But they didn’t hate each other, and even on the darkest of days, they’d never cross that line. They were people, after all. It’s not what people do.

	But maybe I didn’t understand people. Perhaps that was my problem. I looked down at the manuscript in my hands. I’d done plenty in the past few months that I never thought I would. The excuse was that it would have been our escape. My escape. My front-page success. Now, it filled me with shame. Barth… 

	If karma played any part in my father’s illness, I may as well have been holding the poisoned dagger in my hands. The terrible irony was that if I’d only written my own story, I’d probably have finished it by now. But despite all the hatred I harboured for it, I still loved it. I’d spent days with it. I’d poured all of my happiness and frustration into it, dotting out each inch of every character’s journey until I knew their feelings better than my own. Until they felt even more real than I did. 

	I had no idea what to do. There was a strong impulse to throw the manuscript off the side, just to watch the pages flutter down in the wind, infinitely more graceful in its fall than its own creation.

	As for the notebook, I knew exactly what to do. Part of me wanted to call Uncle again on the nearest telephone, but if he wasn’t picking up, he wasn’t picking up. I had to take the note to the police. I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain it to them, but I’d find a way. First, however, there was something I had to do. 

	Lifting the title page of the manuscript, I held it up against the sky and let it drift off the edge. I watched ‘Nine Reasons’ slowly and inexorably descend to the tracks below.

	‘You okay?’ I knew that voice. It was Colin. I quickly folded the manuscript over.

	‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just thinking. It looks pretty nice from up here.’

	‘I guess it does.’ Colin sidled over and sat a few paces from me, dangling his legs down. For a time, the world was solemn, and still. The yellow sun was almost down. ‘I saw you.’

	It was commented so casually, the way you’d say, ‘the weather’s looking fine today.’ I should have been surprised, but I wasn’t. I was relieved. ‘What?’

	‘I saw you,’ he said again. I turned to him. There was a cautious curiosity in his eyes. ‘I had to look twice before I believed it, but you were there on the roof. You climbed up?’ I took a deep breath. He laughed. ‘Completely crazy, like a spy showing at the picture house. I thought any second, the doors were gonna bust open and the police would jump in with machine guns, saying “the show’s over” or something like that. You know?’ I nodded silently. ‘Crazy.’

	He shook his head and leaned back. ‘They wrote it all down, you know. They’re called minutes. You could have read the whole thing at the Public House if you wanted to. It was you in the factory too, right?’ I cleared my throat. ‘That’s insane. My dad said it was probably just some kid messing around, but I knew it was you. Because of this.’

	He took a small book from his pocket and placed it between us. Gingerly, I reached out for it. The pages were dirty, and the cover was torn in three places, but otherwise, it was just like I remembered it.

	‘To Kill a Cat,’ I said, running my fingers over the cover. ‘I never did find out if they killed the cat.’

	‘You were reading it at lunch. You’re one of those that likes reading.’

	‘You don’t?’

	‘Nah. Haven’t got the smarts for it, and besides, I’d take real life any day. My brother found it at one of the early meetings, when they were still testing things. He’s not much of a reader either. But you are. I think you were there. That’s why Jackson Square didn’t happen. You told your uncle about it. That’s how he knew.’

	‘I used to go to the building site every day,’ I said defensively. ‘I could have dropped it anytime. There’s no proof I ever saw those meetings you’re talking about.’

	‘You’re the one that told me about them,’ he said. I couldn’t deny it. Colin was whittling me down. ‘You spied on the meeting, right?’

	‘I fell on the meeting.’ There was no reason to lie. The confession came with a guilty sense of relief. ‘The crane’s ladder broke because of them – it wasn’t my fault. I climbed up there every day to read or look out at the world, just like we’re doing now.’ 

	As if on cue, we both turned to the landscape. Every leaf and blade of grass was still, without a breath of air. The sun was below the horizon. I swallowed. ‘Are you going to push me?’

	‘What?’ he scoffed, recoiling with a confused smile. ‘Push you? Jacob, I’m not my dad. I could have pushed you loads of times by now. I like you too much. Anyone mental enough to climb onto that roof is my kind of guy. You did some stupid stuff, mind. Really stupid stuff, like opening the storage room. It would’ve been obvious even if I hadn’t followed you; you put the brick back the wrong way round. But you’re the only one that seems to get it. How crazy this town is.’ I nodded cautiously.

	‘You think it’s crazy too?’

	‘I don’t think it; I know it. And everybody just walks around every day, pretending not to notice like they’ve got blindfolds on their goddamn heads. Dad says he knows what he’s doing, but he doesn’t. Not really. He pretends to keep up appearances. Gets involved in stuff he shouldn’t.’

	‘Sounds like my uncle.’

	‘I bet you’ve got a few stories to tell.’

	‘I bet you’ve got more.’ He laughed and leaned back.

	‘Probably.’ He grinned. ‘It’s nice talking to you. Sort of like having a brother.’

	‘I thought you had two brothers.’ He rubbed his arm.

	‘Could’ve fooled me.’

	‘Well maybe we should share stories sometime.’

	‘I’d be down for that. How many have you got in that notebook of yours?’ I suddenly felt my ears burning.

	‘I’m sorry?’

	‘The notebook. Did you really think nobody noticed you carrying it around at every club meeting? And you had it at the factory too. It’s in your pocket, I know it is. You’ve got stuff about the group in there.’ He reached out. ‘You just want to do the right thing. I respect that. It’s what folks should do, you know? Even if it dices them up inside. But they’re still my family.’

	I looked at his outstretched hand and slowly got to my feet. He rose with me. ‘What would you do right now, if you were me?’

	I stared at him. ‘Not this.’

	‘But seriously. You said you were working on a story. I’ll bet you want to get out of town just as much as I do, right?’ I looked down. ‘But I can’t. They’re all I’ve got.’ I took a deep breath.

	‘You respect me because I’m trying to do what’s best, right? Even if it hurts people?’ He nodded. I folded the manuscript up and wedged it into my coat pocket. ‘Then I can’t give it to you. I don’t want to hurt anybody. I just have to make things right, with your help. You haven’t told anyone else, right? About me?’

	He shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t.’ 

	I looked around. We were alone in the fading light.

	‘Then don’t.’ I took his hand and shook it firmly. ‘You’re already doing what a friend would do.’ I let go and nodded to him. ‘Colin.’ 

	‘Jacob.’ 

	I turned around and walked off briskly along the concrete, feeling his eyes burning into my back. I heard a scuffle of shoes, but I turned too late to see him racing towards me. 

	He hit me like a bullet, knocking me to the ground and kneeling over my crumpled form as I clutched my stomach, gasping for air. His hands dug through my pockets for the notebook. ‘Sorry,’ he winced. ‘But I’ve got to do what’s right too.’ I wheezed back, trying to draw a breath through the pain. ‘Ah!’ His hand closed upon the notebook.

	As he drew it out, I grabbed his arm and held it tight. ‘The notebook… doesn’t matter…’ I gasped. ‘I told someone everything.’ I clawed at his hand, and as I felt his grip loosen, I wrenched the notebook back and kicked him dead in the chest. His head thudded against the concrete. ‘I’m sorry too, Colin. I’m doing this for everyone, which includes you. You can thank me later.’ 

	I stumbled to my feet and looked around. Colin was picking himself back up, blocking my only way out. There was nowhere else to go. I made for the train station.

	Every breath was a struggle. I concentrated only on taking one lumbering step after the next. When I dared to look back, he was already closing in on me. ‘Just leave me alone!’ I shouted at the top of my lungs. But there was no one else to hear me. I was alone.

	‘Why?’ he shouted back, his voice carried by the wind. It sounded disturbingly close. ‘So you can show what you’ve got to the police, and get my dad and brothers locked up? I don’t like my family, Jacob, but who does?’ He burst into a desperate laugh. ‘They’re going to save the whole town, don’t you know?’ 

	I sprinted across the empty car park until my legs burned and my chest ached, but I knew I couldn’t outrun him. He was closing the gap with every second, getting closer, and closer. I felt sick. I was in a nightmare, the kind where you scream at yourself to run faster, but move so slowly, you know it’s just a matter of time. There was no escape; I was only treading water.

	I saw the station platform below us, and the wooden walkway that led there. I was so close, I could make out the grain on every wooden panel. That was when the back of my jacket lifted, and I felt Colin pull me back. I’m done for. With no other choice, I wound my arm back as far as I could and threw the notebook up, hoping it would fly far enough to topple over the wooden walkway and fall down the rocks. 

	Colin relinquished his hold, stumbling forwards as the notebook soared through the air, the battered pages barely holding within the binder. We watched as the notebook sailed over the walkway, and continued out of sight.

	‘You threw it!’ he shouted. I breathed a sigh of relief. The train tracks were directly below. Even Erold wouldn’t be careless enough to try climbing on them. Colin started laughing. Warily, I picked myself up and staggered towards him.

	He pointed ahead of us. With horror, I saw that the notebook had been caught in the thin safety mesh that surrounded the walkway. It was so close to the edge that its pages were fluttering ferociously, as though trying to will itself free. ‘What are the chances?’ he laughed. He strolled down the walkway and jumped over the barrier. The mesh buzzed underneath him.

	‘Colin, don’t do it,’ I said. ‘It’s just a stupid notebook.’ He laughed again and descended onto all fours, stretching out for the notebook with his free hand. I watched from the edge of the walkway. The mesh groaned under his weight. ‘Please, Colin!’ He inched his way forwards.

	‘It’s my family,’ he said. ‘I have to help them.’ He paused, waving his arms for balance as the mesh juddered. ‘Damn, I never thought I’d catch myself saying that. I guess I’m one of the good guys after all.’ He took another step. He was so close, his fingernail was scraping against the leather. I reached out to him over the barrier. 

	‘Got it!’ he shouted, hooking his finger under the binder. He laughed in relief, and everything seemed to slow down. His clothes were flapping around him, his eyes wide, bulging with pride. He opened his mouth to say something, and the wire mesh suddenly pinged. 

	Half of it flew up into the air. Colin was thrown backwards, the notebook still in his hand. I reached for it.

	‘Jacob!’ He held his hand out to me. I was so close. Just a little further…

	The mesh collapsed underneath him. I grabbed at his shirt, but I was too late. I hung on to the wooden barrier with one arm, crying out as Colin tumbled down the sheer face of rock, each impact sending him faster to the bottom.

	‘Colin!’ My arm was shaking on the barrier, but I leaned over it as far as I could. ‘Colin!’ 

	To my horror, I was answered. Not by words, but by the sound of an oncoming train, accompanied by a thin trail of smoke against the darkening sky. I leaned out further over the barrier, desperately craning my neck. That was when I saw him. 

	He was crumpled and bloody, bent out of proportion on the tracks below. But he was breathing. It was the faintest movement, but it was there. At that moment, I expected the train to blow its horn. But no sound came, not even of the breaks engaging. Can’t you see him? It was going so fast, it was sure to fly straight past the platform. I realised with horror that this train was like the last one. There would be no stopping. Colin looked barely conscious, in no position to drag himself anywhere. 

	I knew what I had to do. I had to get down there before the train did.

	Without hesitation, I swung myself over the barrier and found my footing on the jagged edges of the rocks. As I started my descent, I grappled for handholds, looking down every few seconds to check on Colin. He wasn’t moving at all. It’s just like climbing a tree, I told myself, hissing through my teeth as the crags and ridges cut lines into my hands. Or a crane. I clambered down as quickly as I could, but even my fastest seemed little match for the screeching train, which grew louder with every second that passed. 

	I looked to see if I could drop down, but there was no way to fall without ending up like Colin. From that height, my kneecaps would pop. If I landed on my feet and then tried to roll, my legs would splat underneath me.

	Idiot. I should’ve crossed the walkway and jumped straight from the platform. I allowed myself one glance at the station. No, it’s a five-minute walk; it would’ve taken too long. The shortest way is straight down. I continued climbing, muttering nonsense to myself.

	‘I’m coming, Colin, coming to help, I’m sorry, be okay, I’ll be there, train notice us, please, oh god…’ 

	One of my hands had grown wet, sticky with blood. I paused briefly to wipe it on my jacket. As I climbed, I saw the bloody smear jostling in the periphery of my vision. This is my favourite jacket, a distant thought rang out mournfully. It was so nonsensical, I wanted to laugh. My hands burnt, and I fought not to let go with every muscle. The train’s screech was more piercing than ever. When I dragged my eyes away from the rock to look down, I felt my whole body go weak. I was close. I was so close. 

	I sped up my climbing, moving so quickly, my fingers only grasped the rock for a second before I threw my legs down to find purchase. Not far enough to drop down yet. Faster and faster and faster I went, until suddenly, with a crack, my only foothold gave way. I hung on desperately with both hands, groaning as I felt the blood ooze out of my palms. 

	I looked down. Maybe I’m close enough now. If I let myself fall… Without warning, the train horn blared ahead of me. It sounded so close, I dared not look towards it. If the train was close enough, I was close enough. I braced myself for the fall. A final glance downward did nothing; the height was impossible to judge. 

	I’m doing all of this for Colin? Part of me didn’t believe it. Am I going to die for Colin? There was only one way to find out. 

	I let go, the wind rustling through my hair as I went into free fall. For a moment, I felt like I was weightless. It was almost like floating. Then, I landed.

	I hit the track with a crunch, screaming in pain as the wooden boards splintered into pieces beneath me. The world went blurry. I lay there holding my leg, oblivious to it all. It hurt. It hurt like nothing else. I was paralysed. I could do nothing but tense my entire body and cry out. Tears were running down my cheeks. But I had to move. I have to move. 

	Ignoring every instinct in my body, I grabbed on to both sides of the shuddering track to lever myself up. But when I set my foot down, my leg collapsed in on itself. Hissing through my teeth, I pulled myself back up and hobbled along the track towards Colin, dragging my useless leg behind me. The dark outline of the train grew around his collapsed silhouette. 

	Without warning, blinding lights flickered on. I cast my eyes down and made my way forwards with one arm, using the other to wave wildly at it.

	‘Hey, stop the train! We’re on the lines! Stop!’ 

	The train emitted a hideous mechanical shrieking. It may have been the sound of the brakes engaging. But it didn’t matter now. It would never stop in time. 

	Exhausted, I reached Colin and pulled myself alongside him. ‘Colin?’ He moaned vaguely, twitching his head like he was unable to raise it. His arms and legs lay twisted and broken around him. ‘Colin, we need to move.’ 

	I grabbed hold of his arm and tried to pull it over my shoulder, but he shrieked like someone possessed and spasmed against me. The track underneath us was juddering wildly, as though trying to shake us off. The train horn was piercing. I cradled Colin in my arms, bracing myself to move even as I felt his blood soaking into my clothes. ‘Colin, if you don’t move, you’re going to die.’ He mumbled, and a rivulet of blood poured from his mouth. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. But it’s fine, because you’ll be alive to forgive me.’

	Without warning, I bent backwards off the track and tried to pull Colin with me. He screamed, writhing in my grasp, but I moved all the same, even as my own leg threatened to give way. His leg was trapped under one of the boards. I worked to lever it out, but it wasn’t budging. We’re not going to make it. 

	With my good leg, I stamped on the board and shattered it. He screamed. Colin’s scream and the train’s horn thundered in my ears until they were the same noise, and the whole world was vibrating around me. With the last of my strength, I pushed Colin as hard as I could and jumped after him, recoiling back as the carriages sped by, inches from my face. 

	I raised a feeble arm to shield myself from the dirt and sparks that flew up from the wheels. As the train screamed past me, I waited with my eyes shut, wincing. They hurt, but then, every inch of me hurt. Everything was pain, and noise, and movement, and even after I was sure it had passed, the violent cacophony continued to resound. 

	When I finally let my eyes open again, the train was nowhere to be seen. Its horn was a distant echo. All it left in its wake was a scattering of bloody pages that paved the tracks. 

	Relieved, I dragged myself towards Colin, who was slumped face-down on the ground. ‘Hey,’ I said. My eyes watered from the effort as I heaved myself alongside him, propping us both up against the edge of the platform. ‘We’re alive.’ That was all that needed to be said. I closed my eyes and breathed in the dust of the track. 

	Without the thundering of the train, the station was peacefully quiet. Colin and I sat on the side of the tracks together, and the bloody sky went dark.
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