The War Zone: 20th Anniversary Edition
Alexander Stuart
	Аннотация
	Alexander Stuart. THE WAR ZONE. Newly Revised 20th Anniversary Edition. Afterword by Tim Roth. Diary of the Making of the Film by Alexander Stuart
	Introduction to the 20th Anniversary Edition. by Alexander Stuart
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30
	31
	32
	The Opening Chapter of the US Edition
	1. (US Edition)
	Afterword. by Tim Roth
	The War Zone Diary. by Alexander Stuart
	The War Zone on DVD
	About the Author
	Praise for THE WAR ZONE
	Also by ALEXANDER STUART
	Copyright


Аннотация
Compared by Time Out magazine to a contemporary Catcher in the Rye, Alexander Stuart�s The War Zone was chosen as Best Novel of the Year for Britain�s prestigious Whitbread Prize when it was first published, but was instantly stripped of the award amid controversy among the judges, due to the novel�s stark and uncompromising portrayal of incest and adolescent fury, when its teenage narrator, Tom, stumbles upon a complex and intensely abusive relationship between his older sister, Jessie, and their father.
The novel has been published in eight languages and was turned into a searingly emotional film directed by Oscar-nominated actor/director, Tim Roth, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival and went on to win international critical acclaim and many awards.
This newly revised 20th Anniversary Edition includes an Afterword by Tim Roth, explaining what drew him to this controversial and painful subject matter for his directorial debut, together with both the original British and American opening chapters of the book, and Alexander Stuart�s diary of the making of the film.
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For Ann and Joe Buffalo whose love is everything


Introduction to the 20th Anniversary Edition
by Alexander Stuart

I still remember the Friday afternoon in London when I really started writing The War Zone, when I found the �voice� for the novel�� Tom�s voice�� and knew that I had finally worked my way into it.
The fact that that afternoon is now well over twenty years ago is as stunning to me as the passage of time is to anyone else�� especially anyone with children.
The War Zone has been a huge part of my life, in part because of the novel�s reception and the fact that it was turned into a film with a life of its own, but also�� very significantly�� because it is irretrievably bound up for me with the birth, five years of life, and sad (but ultimately, in the most spiritual way possible, acceptable) death from cancer of my first son, Joe Buffalo Stuart.
When I started the book, I knew only that I wanted to write about family and about the startling power of the relationships we have with our parents and our children. I loved my parents deeply, but I also enjoyed, if that is the word, the inevitable period of adolescent fury directed both at them and at society in general, most particularly in the form of my school, Bexley Grammar (the British equivalent of a high school)�� although I now recognize that it, and more especially my wonderful parents and younger sister, Lynne, helped make me who I am today.
That The War Zone turned into an intense, dark novel about adolescent and parental morality, incest and abuse, is still in part a mystery to me. I knew early on that, although my first child was to be a boy, I wanted to write about the intensity of father-daughter relationships, and through talking to women friends about their relationships with their fathers and other male relatives, I �stumbled� onto incest and abuse as a subject.
I knew that I wanted to tell the story through an adolescent boy�s eyes, because still, at the time of writing the novel, and even now occasionally, I can revisit the energy and sense of revolt I felt at fourteen or sixteen at the injustices of the world.
And then there is the role that British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and her government played in influencing the novel: not a small one, because I loathed the entire �vision� of society that she, and in the US, President Ronald Reagan, presented�� a sense that people were on their own, and had to �pull themselves up by their bootstraps.�
I have always loved America and its energy, and perhaps Thatcher thought she brought something of that energy to 1980s Britain, but both she and Reagan to me represented all the hypocrisy and callousness of an approach to society that is and was uncaring and utterly lacking in empathy.
And empathy is, I believe, the single most important quality that we as human beings possess, and certainly the one that my wife, Charong Chow, and I most wish to instill in our two young children now.
All of these elements combined to drive me to write a book that is full of passion and anger and the ultimate crime an adult can commit, beyond murder: abusing a child, particularly his or her own child.
If Jessie, the teenage victim in the book, comes dangerously close at times to appearing to be the instigator of events, that was a deliberate decision, prompted in no small measure by a popular belief among some misogynistic male judges at the time (and still) that women invite their own rape and abuse.
I wanted to push the envelope, to create a character who was mysteriously damaged, but who also appeared to be almost a force of nature, certainly to her younger brother, Tom.
And perhaps the most perfect gratification I received, in terms of anyone �understanding� the novel, was when, having written to him out of the blue in Switzerland, where he then lived (I obtained his address by calling his London agent, who astonishingly provided it to me), I received this letter, typed by hand on a scrap of paper, from Anthony Burgess, the author of A Clockwork Orange and so many other great novels, on August 11th, 1988:
�Dear Mr Stuart, 
I apologize for being so late with a comment on THE WAR ZONE, but, as you can guess, I�ve been busy with other things and reserved reading your book till night when, tortured by mosquitoes and gnats, I wouldn�t get much sleep anyway. The book certainly kept me awake apart from those. I don�t know what kind of a comment your US publishers want, and I may, of course, have misunderstood the work entirely, but try this:
This is a pungent shocking book, superbly written (sharp, sensuous, bitter) which, from the viewpoint of one of the more intelligent adolescents of Thatcher�s England, presents the theme of incest not as a device of sexual titillation but as a symbol of social breakdown. I was horrified but seduced from first to last. The writing is remarkable.
Something like that, anyway. Congratulations and every good wish from
Sincerely
Anthony Burgess�

My decision to turn this 20th Anniversary Edition of The War Zone into a fully revised and updated version of the book was not made lightly.
When I started reviewing and checking the text for republication, I realized that while I had no desire to tamper with the core of the novel, neither its characters nor its plot, certain of the details that located it in the time period of the late 1980s were remarkably similar to the equally horrific (if not more so) political epoch from which we are hopefully now emerging: the Bush (and in Britain, to a slightly less devastating extent, the Blair) Years.
I believe George W Bush, Dick Cheney et al to be the most callous, cruel and�� if I used the word, which I try not to�� evil leaders the United States has ever known; and British Prime Minister Tony Blair�s decision to support them in their illegal and immoral invasion of Iraq to be completely unforgivable.
Politics and warfare may seem some distance removed from the subject of family and incest, but I do not believe that they are.
We are all moral beings, not always good ones, but every breath we take and every act that we perform from the age when we are conscious of the consequences of our actions, is a moral one.
Invading a country (while subjecting it to devastation from the air disgustingly tagged, �Shock and Awe�) and lying to the world about your reasons for doing so, are in the same moral realm as abusing your daughter.
Both are cruel, heartless acts that you justify to yourself with some kind of twisted reasoning.
What�s more, the moral climate created by the kind of politics that Bush and Thatcher practiced is precisely that which leads to dishonesty in every sense: gross dishonesty and greed on Wall Street and elsewhere, as we have seen, and gross dishonesty at every level of society.
Because of this, I chose to update certain relatively minor references in this new edition of The War Zone, so that it could be read as if written now. I shall be very interested to see what reaction that decision draws.
To end this introduction on a lighter and more hopeful note, let me say that my own life is as far removed from the darkness and despair I experienced while writing the novel as it is possible to be.
My wife, Charong, and I have two beautiful young children, one of whom, our baby daughter, I helped Charong deliver without assistance (because our midwife could not reach us in time) in the bathroom of our house in Topanga Canyon, Los Angeles, on New Year�s Day, 2009.
So, in an instance of life reflecting art, I have now experienced (without the car crash, thankfully) something of what my fictional family in The War Zone experience at the beginning of the novel.
I learned that you definitely should not cut the umbilical cord until a qualified medical professional is present�� but I hope that, over the years, I have learned much else besides.
Alexander Stuart
Los Angeles
May 2009
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Two pictures of England: I know which one I�d choose.
North London. The Harrow Road. I�ve cycled up here from the poncy foreign calm of Bayswater. Two black kids have just tossed a woman�s shopping bag off a bus, then jumped after it. They don�t want what�s in it, they just don�t want anything to stand still.
A plastic carton of eggs hits the pavement near the relics of a second-hand furniture shop. Squeeze-wrapped sausages vanish under a car tire. My bike scrunches across a box of cornflakes and one of the kids chucks a loaf of bread at my face. It�s amazing, the punch sliced white can carry.
�Fuck off!� I shout.
�Fuck you, Maurice!� the other kid yells, making the name sound French and faggoty. A ketchup bottle buzzes past my ear and smashes in the road.
�Maurice?� I wonder. I pedal harder as both of them come after me, one on the pavement, the other dodging the traffic to try and catch hold of my rear mudguard. I turn two corners and wheel down a street pitted with ruts and pot holes, then slide through a piss-smelling alley between dark houses and come out on waste ground. The boys will find me if they want to, but I don�t think they�re that motivated.
I take a breather and stare out over the view, my pulse racing. Through a wire fence and down an embankment, railway tracks stretch into the distance. A single line curls off at one point into a shed half buried by the shadow of the road bridge. Nearby, the gravel under the sleepers is stained with rust, a color you don�t see much of in Bayswater.
I�m on high ground and the land dips away from me across the tracks, toward the poky back gardens of terraced houses. Their scraggly lawns and washing lines edge on to a dumping ground littered with rotting mattresses, a wrecked pushchair, black rubbish sacks, the scarred remains of a fire.
Above all this hangs a big expanse of sky, blood red where it touches the backbone of the houses, spilling out overhead into a great, glowing fishtank of orange and blue. London is wonderful, I love it. It�s alive, spreading out before me, old and new, humming like the railway track, telling me everything�s great, I can do anything here�� if only we weren�t moving next week.
�
Picture Number Two. Devon. The English countryside, as green and untouched as you can get it. Well, at least Devon has some balls. It�s a little bit wild, not all afternoon tea and morons who actually believe what they hear on BBC radio. But it�s not the city.
We are on the river, Dad, Jessica and me, piled into a canoe. We�ve had no sleep. Our new baby brother has just been born this morning, and we are celebrating. At least, I think that�s what we�re doing. I, for one, am so wired by the night and the incredible sunshine we�re having and by what happened to the car that the details tend to be a little blurry. Of course, it could be the wine. Dad brought a bottle of wine, so he had no option but to share it with us.
What did happen with the car? When we left it wherever we left it, its nose was all punched in, like a prizefighter down on his luck. Did that happen before the baby was born or after? I�m not sure. The last twenty-four hours seem to have got all twisted, so that today still feels like yesterday and the football match I watched on TV last night when we were all so restless might have been this morning after the birth but before this drunken cavort on the river.
Actually, I�ve had very little of the wine. Dad and Jessie polished off most of the bottle. It always tastes like petrol to me, but I love the burn in the stomach, the buzz in the head.
�
We are drifting under a bridge now, using a paddle to avoid scraping against the moldy brickwork on one side. The air down here is dark and dank and cooler than in the sun�� it�s a different atmosphere, a place where bats and water rats hang out.
As we emerge back into the light, a hail of small pebbles hits the water around the canoe, thrown by three kids, a little older than me, a little younger than Jessie. They whistle and shout at her, not bothered by Dad�s presence, asking if she isn�t too hot in her bikini. They seem very keen to draw her attention to something on the water, one of them curving a cigarette packet through the air to splash down close to the object in question. I stare at it, puzzled at first by what looks like an old surgical glove�� or a monkey�s bulbous arse at the zoo. Then I realize the truth: it�s a condom, swollen with water (and milk or something, I don�t want to know) and tied like a balloon. Jessica smiles darkly and looks back at the boys, insects all, waving and jeering. They haven�t a clue. They haven�t a clue what they would be tangling with if they tangled with my sister.
�
This is the picture I�m stuck with, then: Devon, tranquil Devon, the Devon we have moved to, maybe not as tranquil as it used to be, but too bloody tranquil for me. Rubbers in the river are nothing�� I want the scum of London, turds in the doorways, the stench of telephone kiosks, the heat from a burning car. London looks beautiful with all that stuff. Everything�s falling apart, but still the city has splendor. The country, well, the country doesn�t know what to do with itself any more. It doesn�t even know how to be healthy: the water we�re paddling through must be thick with invisible pollution, radioactive fallout and yet �
And yet Jessica has just slipped out of the canoe to swim in that muck. It�s clear enough, even the green and slimy weed three feet down is visible, but it feels too warm to me. English water is never warm, not outside, not without the help of some factory somewhere, pumping out hot waste�� or a minor cockup at the nearest reactor. But there�s no time to think such thoughts. Something else is happening, something I can�t put my finger on but which leaves me feeling disturbed. Perhaps I�m just tired, confused, heat-hazed?
We have turned a bend in the river and are well out of sight of the boys on the bridge. The trees here grow close to the water, their branches almost meeting overhead so that the sun shoots a web of light across us all. Jessie is swimming close to the canoe, her back flashing in the triangles of sun, her skin browner than I ever manage to get. She kicks hard, reaching awkwardly behind her to untie her bikini�
�
But wait a minute. None of this is going to mean anything unless I can make you understand how weird we all felt that afternoon, how watching a fresh little bastard come sliming into the world from the collective pool of your family blood makes you think about things you might otherwise not choose to consider. We felt close, all right, but it was a closeness that cut through the bullshit of family life and suspended the rules. I�m talking about honesty. And, you know, when you get down to it, honesty�� life without the lies, the protective film of accepted behavior�� is bloody dangerous.
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Three o�clock in the morning and the family is on the road, Jessie wearing sunglasses, tight black jeans and a T-shirt that doesn�t quite fit. She�s developed well, Jessie has. If she wasn�t my sister, I could take a lot of interest in equipment like that. But the sunglasses? I think it�s the hospital�� she doesn�t want to be seen there looking like someone�s daughter. Maybe she�s out to score one of the doctors, I don�t know. I�m scared of those places, too. Scared of the power they have over you, the way they stomp all over you with their jack-boot-administration mentality, leveling everyone to cases, to broken arms, drug overdoses, pregnant bellies. They know it. They revel in it, the control, the right to tell you they don�t give a fuck who you are, what unique traits of character you may possess; you need them and they know it, so don�t come the smart dick around here, sonny.
But we�re not there yet, far from it. We have only just left the village, and that was a struggle. The car doesn�t like those hills by daylight. By night, it has a whole different vocabulary of bollockbreaking metal-wrenching exhaust-farting outbursts with which to remind us that living in a valley is a dumb thing to do. And this is a Bentley. Not a new one, admittedly. It has seen finer days, it was proud once�� just not during our tenure.
It has an excuse, of sorts: parked in the front passenger seat, right in front of me, is the unnatural load of Mother�s weight, itself enough to sink many a worthy ship. I see them as two separate things, Mum and the cargo she carries. My mother is the same as she always was�� warm, pretty, a lot tougher than she looks. She has impressive reserves of temper, my mother, most of them reserved specifically for me. She can match me, foul language for foul language, if she chooses. But I have the trump card: I can make her cry. And when I do it makes me feel like crying, so then we�re both happy. She has that occasionally mournful quality anyway, that sense of being somewhere else, of drifting to some far-off memory (she�s part Polish; I think it comes with the territory), and it�s a quality I�ve noticed I already find attractive in the girls I want to boff.
But this belly of hers is something else. I�ve seen pregnant women before, of course, and they�ve always worried me. They patrol the streets and supermarkets like God�s Chosen Few, innocent of every crime, swinging those great protruding whales of flesh before them like the perfect weapon. They look so fucking self-righteous! And now my mother�s joined their ranks I look at her and think: it�s a pod, it�s an alien, it�s a foreign thing growing inside her, poking at her flesh, stirring the soup of her insides. It smells already of milk and shitsmeared nappies. And when I consider its connection with me, the fact that I set up tent under her skin once, I don�t want to know. I don�t want to think about wobbling bent-double in her jar�� it makes me feel less individual, less me.
�
�Well, this is fun,� Jessie says in that wonderful, Chelsea-schoolgirl voice of hers�� a schoolgirl on the make. (I have never fathomed how, given the obvious bond between us, we can sound so different. She�s all gymslip-deb, while I�m one of Nature�s born-again yobs, at least, that�s what I�ve worked for.) The car has just hit a rut in the road and shot us all about six inches into the air. �You should have babies more often. Of course, this one may come out wearing splints and a crash helmet, but think how boring London would have been, only five minutes from the hospital on well-paved streets.�
�Well-lit streets,� I add, just to exercise my mouth, as the Bentley�s full headlights sweep across another turn in the endless wall of hedgerow lining the road.
�How far are we?� Mum asks.
�One more bend,� says Dad, taking it too fast, �and we hit the main road. Then we�ll sail through�� fifteen minutes, maybe twenty to the door.�
�That might not be soon enough.�
�Are you all right?�
He looks at her. She�s sucking in breath like a Rasta taking a toke. The sweat is pouring off her, but it�s hot, it�s a hot night for rattling through Devon back roads with a baby bursting to get out (though it was her choice to have it in the first place, you�ve got to admit).
�I�m fine,� she says. She doesn�t look it. She holds her stomach, as though she�d like to disown it, as though she�d be more than happy to watch, just watch, but why does she have to go through this pain? �I�m great,� she says. �Just get us there.�
I feel for her. I feel for us all in this heat, sticky arms and sticky arses niggling the seat leather, the air in here�� even with the sunroof and windows open�� too close to breathe. It�s not what you expect of an English summer night, not at this time in the morning, but if the heat can surprise you, can inconvenience you at all, it will. It�s OK, though, this heat. It makes tonight more of an adventure, so long as it doesn�t actually lay Mum out or anything. I like it, I like my crotch itching and my armpits smelling, the fact that no one can disguise their own distinctive whiff, even if Jessie�s lively musk-odor is largely hidden by the powerful and predictable memory of her sunscreen.
There�s something wild in the air tonight, on top of this heat. The heat has laid its fat palm over the countryside, smothering us all, making us struggle to break through, to get at the oxygen we know is up there somewhere, but it�s not. Behind the heat, riding its back, is a threat, a rawness, a great maw of savage breath and glinting teeth. There�s a monster out here tonight, and it�s us. It�s Mother, with her dam ready to burst. It�s Jessie, wanting to be in on the woman-secrets of childbirth without for a moment having to lower her guard of Twenty First Century cool. It�s Dad, the thirst for a beer raging in his throat, sleep in his eyes, driving like the filth, all concern and uprightness, adrenalin masking his conviction (come on, Dad, I can read you, I see it) that, basically, he�s done his bit on this one, now he�s just putting in time. It�s me, happy to chuck a petrol-bomb on any blaze, hungry, always hungry, for the details of my life to burn more brightly, alive to the crackle and fizz and pop on the wires tonight as we tear through Devon on a mission from God. Who gives a fuck what anyone else is doing? We�re the action now, we�re hooked into life�s bubbling hotpot, we�re going to let rip with a new scream just as some old sucker cops it elsewhere. Listen to those jungle drums.
�God, he thinks he�s bloody Jesus Christ again!�
Jessie�s voice calls up to me as she elbows my ribs. I am standing, arms outstretched, my head sticking up through the sunroof as I fly into the night. It�s beautiful up here, the wind burns my skin, tears drag over my eyes, smearing stars into wet ribbons in the sky.
�Good, is it?� Jessica asks, pulling herself up into the gap beside me and scratching my arm with her nails in the process.
�I can�t see a bloody thing behind me,� Dad says, his voice below us, far away. We must be blocking his rear vision. �But that�s all right, I�ll find a low bridge somewhere, that�ll sort you two out.� �Slow down,� Mum says, holding her stomach. �They�re getting closer.� What are? Oh, yes. �And Jessica, Tom�� sit down!�
�In a minute,� Jessie answers for both of us. �This is brilliant. Don�t worry. Nothing�s going to happen.�
I wish she hadn�t said that.
It�s like a replay goal, perfect slow motion, every movement already determined, impossible to escape. Jessie is standing beside me, cropped hair erect in the warm rush of wind, wraparound shades still hiding her eyes. Our feet jostle for position on the Bentley�s back seat. We balance precariously, leaning forward, a twin-headed creature riding through the night, our necks wide open to a guillotine slice from the lip of the sunroof.
The road is clear, climbing steadily through low-rise woodland to a hill, nothing dramatic, no real peril to compensate for the lack of red traffic lights to beat, no drunken arseholes gunning at you from hidden side streets or negotiating one-way circuits the wrong way. At Mum�s request Dad has momentarily slowed the car, but can stand the gut-grinding distress of the Bentley at low speed no longer and is already letting his foot edge back down on the accelerator. My mother, beside him, has slumped in the seat, her knees crammed up in front of her, both hands resting on the mountainous belly where her seat belt (I know what is coming) should be.
We are almost over the hill. The trees on either side bend over backwards to give themselves�� and us�� some space, some air. Stoned by the heat, Jessie and I let out jungle cries, bird shrieks, monkey calls which Mum and Dad can�t hear. �EEEEIIIRRK!� we scream, competing to split each other�s eardrums. �AAAARRCH!� Then, in unison, as the car reaches the top and we see what lies ahead, only a few yards away: �SHHIIITT!�
There is a tree across the road, a big one, big enough to block both sides. Dad hits the brakes, but to those of us poking vulnerably out of the sunroof, it�s clear he hasn�t a hope in hell of stopping. We drop, Jessie and I, but we are not fast enough. We miss the worst option�� decapitation�� but as we dive back into the inner space of the decelerating car, it punches into the fallen tree, throwing my head against Jessica�s shoulder in a spasm of pain and light.
�
Not my first thought, but almost my first, is to wonder how Mum is. My head feels mushy, like battered fruit, but only on the inside. I could throw up if it wasn�t for the effort it would take. Jessie is leaning forward, clutching her shoulder, trying to reach between the seats to Mum. Dad, I see in lurid nausea colors as I pick myself up, is conscious but holding his neck at a weird angle and working his jaw as if trying to click something back into place. My own bones all seem to have taken a trip independently of the others.
�Mum�� Jessie says, before I can.
�Sonia,� Dad says. �Christ��
Her eyes are open. There is a trickle of blood from one corner of her mouth. She is crying through clenched teeth, sobbing hard and long, leaving the tears to run with the blood and sweat.
�Help me,� she says, heaving on the seat to raise herself a little.
�Mum�� I say.
Then she lunges forward, letting out a scream that scares me shitless. Dad reaches across, but he looks as panicked as I feel.
�No, leave me,� she says as he tries to move her. She is panting, whimpering, doglike. �Leave me!� She looks back at Jessie and me. �I�m OK.� She tries to crack a smile, but her face looks swollen and bruised. �It�s started. Just give me a minute.�
It takes two hours. Two hours of stuff I know nothing about. Two hours of what sounds like hell. I never knew it was such hard work. Those films they show you, of the hump-bellied woman, legs apart, beaching a gunk-smeared nipper then smiling into camera, don�t show the half of it. It hurts, I see that now. It hurts bad. Coming into this world is clearly on a par with bursting the sound barrier�� and if you�re the mother, you are the sound barrier! And there was I thinking it was going to be like Bambi.
It�s complicated by our situation. We are stuck on the road, in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night, a huge great bloody tree blocking our path, the car knocked about a bit, all of us badly shaken, probably suffering from shock (I know I am), with a woman who is now in the throes of giving birth. It could be worse. It could be raining. Instead, the sun has decided to stir, the birds are screaming blue murder at one another, and already it is so hot that I�ve stowed my damp and fragrant T-shirt in the back of the car.
Jessie and I hang around outside for most of the time. Her shoulder isn�t too bad, though she has some things to say about the rocky consistency of my skull. More seriously, her sunglasses are broken and there is nothing she can do about it. If we ever get to hospital, she�s going to be in trouble.
Dad has already inspected the tree and given up on it. I�m not surprised. It�s an oak and about the size of two London buses laid end-to-end. What�s astounding is what it took to tear this bugger from the earth. A net-work of cracks extends from the crater where its roots used to be, as if the ground suddenly retched and shook and spewed this thing up. It�s the heat, this country can�t take it. Even the land is cracking up.
Mum is grunting powerfully from the car as I stand staring at the roots, watching fleshy, leggy things crawl over the parched fibers, out of their element. My mother�s pain worries me, but what can I do? I�m thinking about football, maybe it�s a reaction, a defense mechanism. There�s been no traffic, not a car on the road as yet, Jessie has gone back to ours to speak to Dad, and I�m thinking about football. I was watching a DVD of the 1986 World Cup before I went to bed this evening�� earlier this evening, tonight, whatever, before I got up again for this gig. Not the final, but the crucial England-Argentina quarterfinal, which we fucked up as always. What wankers! We never pull out the stops until it�s too late, no wonder luck and the refs never shine on us. On screen, you can watch and watch Maradona�s �Hand of God� goal and, fuck it, you just know that if one of our boys had scored that way, he would have owned up. We�re strong on appearances, we Brits, I think we use it to mask something else�� a lack of passion maybe, a deep-seated sneakiness that�s always liked putting the boot in where the bruises won�t show. We should have kicked the Argies anyway.
Jessie comes over. �Dad wants us to find a phone and call for an ambulance.�
�Is Mum all right? Has it happened yet?�
�Moron. We would have told you.� Would they? �But we ought to get someone here, a doctor or something.�
�It�s going to be dead easy, finding one of those around here.�
�Well, let�s try.�
�We�ll probably meet some nutter who�ll rape us both and bury us in a ditch. Devon�s full of wonderful people.�
But as we turn to go, we hear the first sign of civilization in ages�� a lorry straining up the hill behind us, out of sight. Terrified that it�s going to come rolling over the top and straight into our family group, we run to flag it down. It�s moving on overdrive, a massive articulated Eurotruck which makes even the fallen oak look small. We stand in front of it, forcing the driver to stop, almost blown off our feet by the hiss of hydraulic brakes.
The driver gets out, jabbering. He is young, tanned, French, wearing the kind of vest they just don�t sell over here. His companion follows, heavier-set, another Gauloise-smoking-beach-bum-muscle-prick. They both have arms like weightlifters. I can feel Jessie�s hormones humming beside me as she appraises them; I bet the boys are loving the shot of her navel they�re getting where her T-shirt doesn�t meet her jeans.
Jessie�s French is a lot better than mine�� I don�t have any�� so she takes the lead. Predictably, it�s her they want to speak to anyway. They follow us, prattling and watching her arse quite blatantly in front of me, as we go over the hill back to Mum and Dad.
The one word I recognize as we all come face to face with the tree and the battered Bentley is �Merde!� The lads are clearly impressed. Either they haven�t been listening to Jessie or she�s got something wrong, because when they see Mum lying across the front seats of the car, her bare feet jammed against the doorframe, her sweat-soaked maternity dress barely covering the rain forest between her legs, they actually look embarrassed. Of course, I am too�� a bit�� and not just because they are here. Mouths which moments before had smirked with Gallic lust suddenly hang open, unsure of the ground rules for this sort of thing in Protestant Britain.
�I don�t know what the fuck I�m doing,� says my father, who is attending to Mum in much the same manic way he does to the car�s engine when it gives out�� without a clue. �Any chance you could help?�
Jessie has cooled noticeably with the French boys in front of Mum�s sprawled helplessness (or does she just feel they�ve had enough encouragement, I don�t think Jessie turns off ever), but Dad takes over, babbling fluently in the way that always makes me feel out of it. God, I hate French at school�� not just the language, but their whole prissy Paris Match culture. They�d let a dog fuck their country if they could carry on looking chic.
Mum seems to go into a new gear as the French prats concentrate their attention on the tree. They even give it a shove with those wellpacked arms of theirs, but they have to be joking. Next, they want to try and lift the car off, but suddenly it�s fireworks time, it�s all happening. Mum is screaming and moaning and moving her head around as if she wants to be in ten different places at once.
I don�t know where to look. Her dress is pushed back now and between her hot, spreadeagled thighs is the kind of vivid detailing of wet cunt that even the magazines I buy never manage to provide.
�Does it hurt?� Jessie asks, a little girl again, gripping Dad�s arm as we all look on.
�Yes,� Mum gasps. �Yes, it does.�
She yelps, and I think we all move forward into the haze of sweat, motor oil and birth smells that hang over the open door. Dad takes Mum�s hand as something foreign pushes its way past her hole, and slowly a wrinkled curve of skin and bone becomes a head. My face burns, with what I�m not sure, either it�s the thought of those two French bozos being here to witness this, or the waves of realization that hit me concerning my own humble beginnings. It�s one thing to know that we were all born once, quite another actually to see a straggly ape take its place in the world as your brother (so this is the idea, is it, Mum, of having us kids along for the ride?), especially with all this nature around�� collapsing trees, symphonic birds, the sun�s heat. It�s a shock to the system: my cells seem to recoil from the reminder of where they came from�� and where they�re going to. For standing here, watching a new life take shape, watching the blood, the pain, watching my mother on her back like an animal, I understand for the first time in my life that I am going to die one day�� we all are, Mum and Dad, Jessie, me, even the baby. It�s so obvious that it hits home like a hammer and yet it doesn�t depress me, fuck it, I can take it, I can live up to it, when it comes I�ll go fighting. I�ll take some life with me!
The kid is out now, squirming in the light, eyes peeling apart through layers of blood and muck, its mouth opening and closing but making no sound so that my mother urges Dad, �Quick, slap it, make sure it�s breathing��
It is. �God, what a sound� I say. Its wail seems filled with such rage and indignation that, I swear, already it�s blaming us for something.
Mum is laughing and crying at once. �What is it?� she asks. �An alien,� Dad says, wiping some of the gunk from the creature�s face. �A boy, I think� Right, it�s a boy.� He stands back from it, turning to us, grinning like a witchdoctor, his hair and eyes alive in the morning light. �This is just the start,� he says, staring at his offspring. His face contorts as he looks at it, getting ugly for a moment, almost scaring me, then brightening, grinning again. �It�s too late, skip,� he tells it. �You�ve got your papers. You�re stuck here with the rest of us now.�
�What the hell do we do with this?� Jessie asks, touching the limp cord of flesh that connects our brother�s belly to a disgusting lump of liver and blood. (Funny to think that her navel had one of those once. And mine. Of course, Jessie�s is still on display, what�s left of it�� a neatly curled little bump, protruding slightly from her soft tanned belly, beaming satellite messages at those French bastards.) �We can�t just leave it like that.�
�That�s the beauty of hospitals,� my father says. �They do all that for you.�
�Tie it,� my mother says, lying back exhausted.
�With what?�
�Find something,� Mum says. �A shoelace��
But we�re all wearing sandals or slip-ons. Then one of the French dickheads obliges with some kind of canvas cord from the back of their giant truck. They have been standing about through all this, unable to go but not able to do much either except cry when the fucking baby appears as if it�s one of theirs. Now, they take the lead. After checking that Mum can withstand a bit of movement, they trot around to the wrecked nose of the Bentley and start hefting it off the tree. Dad stands by at the open driver�s window and steers as he helps push it back to the verge of the road. It rolls on to the rough grass with a gliding, uncontrollable scrunch, then sits there, dead, useless, an expensive junkheap.
And the boys aren�t finished yet. Having cleared a path to the tree, they get the life roaring in that great shitpile of theirs, haul it up over the brow of the hill and aim its huge metal bumper at the heart of the oak. A belch of diesel, the rumble of literally man-sized wheels, then branches splinter and the metal bar takes whole chunks out of the timber, but nothing budges. The muscle-bound dick at the wheel spits past his vast side mirror, kicks the machine into lower gear and lets the engine burn itself into a frenzy of deafening, air-blackening meanness. Choking on the fumes, my father tries to stop the contest, aware that the last thing Mum needs now is this. He�s pissing in the wind. Even if they could hear him, these boys are determined. No tree is going to fuck with them and get away with it. The French choose their battles well.
It ends predictably. The tree doesn�t want to win, that�s its problem. It just lies there, taking a beating, letting the artic pound away at its bark. The driver is smart. Having failed to get it rolling head-on, he maneuvers the lorry perilously close to the dipped verge and pushes from the side. There is a glorious moment of doubt, when it looks as if the truck is going to tip over, rather than the tree move, but then something snaps in the tree�s resolve and it goes. With a sound like splintering beer crates, the trunk is shunted free of the road.
�
The rest is anticlimax. A timeless journey in the elevated cabin of that lumbering Eurogiant. These truckers don�t have it bad. Behind the driving cab, their sleeping space is like a budget hotel room: curtains, a washstand, a portable TV, a fridge full of plonk. And the art on the walls makes it interesting. If those girls are French�� if those girls are my age, which they look�� maybe I�ve been wrong about the race, maybe another trip is overdue.
Mum lies on the bed with her newborn. For a while there, she was glowing; now she just looks washed-out, eager to hit the hospital sack. Dad plays with the baby, teasing its tiny fingers and staring at it, trying to read its mind, trying, from the look of him, to leap inside its skull and get some answers. The kid just frowns, mistrustful of everyone for the moment, as well he should be. Jessie plants herself firmly next to Dad and the baby, giving the French boys nothing now, staring straight at them when they glance back with ugly scowls. And me? I�m all over the place. I�m knackered, my bones ache, but I�m flying. The morning feels great, sleep seems like a drug I�m not ready for, and I�m even getting to like the idea of having a kid brother.
�Fuck me,� I think. �This could get awfully boring.�
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So we�re back in the canoe. Mum is in hospital, and we�re lazing on the water, trying not to think, which isn�t difficult. That slightly sick feeling you get in your stomach with lack of sleep goes well with the heat and the wine.
Dad and I are paddling. Jessie�s between us, doing a Cleopatra number, radiant in the sun on her barge while her minions sweat.
I dip my wood in the water, test its weight. I feel like everything�s fine, this is one of those times that is preordained. Nothing can cock this up, we�re all too powerful.
�I could take more afternoons like this,� I say generously.
�God, he�s actually enjoying himself.� Jessica�s voice is like a cool breeze behind me.
�Don�t pressure him. Can�t you see he�s suffering withdrawal symptoms?�
I glance back at Dad, who is scratching his leg beneath his ridiculous Hawaiian shorts. �I�m not giving any ground,� I warn him. �The country still feels like bullshit to me. It�s not real.�
Jessie prods me in the back. �You mean you get confused because you can�t tell the difference between a flower and a tree.�
�Nothing�s real,� Dad says, �that�s part of the problem. I heard some Ministry of Defense wanker the other night, talking about how defense contractors had to learn what it was like in the real world. Everyone thinks that some other part of life is more real than their own, or that theirs is the only real world. They�re both equally dangerous points of view.�
�What�s real to you?� I ask him.
He thinks about that. This is an afternoon that makes you challenge ideas of reality. School�s out, everybody�s holidaying. Is anyone working today? Well, those hospital Nazis looking after Mother�� all crisp linen and fluorescent faces. But they enjoy their work, stoking the boilers with anaesthetized patients.
Dad answers me. He sounds like a chum, not my father. I think we could get on well, if we could ever get rid of these family ties between us.
�The fact that life goes on,� he says. �It doesn�t stop going on�� well, it might, but I wouldn�t want it to. And you two. No escaping you two.�
�You wouldn�t last a minute without us,� Jessica tells him. �And Mum.�
�Oh, yeah?�
I can hear him smile.
�
We pass through a village, marvelously deserted on this weekday afternoon�� but not in a cozy way, more as if the entire population had been wiped out and the buildings left standing. Radio One drifts hollowly from open windows and open doors of cream-grey Devon cottages and ugly new houses, full of themselves, full of premeditated, parceled country charm. A Ford estate car stands silent outside the confectioners-and-sub-post-office. A new bike is upturned against a wall, awaiting a puncture repair. The sun beats down, accentuating any cracks in the road visible from the river.
Then someone appears to spoil the illusion: an old woman, older than we allow them to live in London, wearing a cardigan�� in this weather�� over her faded summer dress. She calls across the street.
�There�s fluoride in that water. They put it in for the teeth, none of us want it, but they put it in anyway.�
�Not in the river, surely?� Dad shouts.
She makes no move toward us, just stands in front of the shop next to the sub-post office, its windows empty save for a small yellow notice taped up inside.
�The sheep drink it,� she says. �They make sure we get it, one way or another. The sheep drink it, or we do.�
We stop paddling as we approach the village ford, where the water is barely deep enough to let us pass. The canoe scrapes the concreted bottom, but we push it on with our hands and float under a road bridge and away from the centre of town.
�Why�d you only bring one bottle of wine?� Jessie asks Dad, as we pass a dingy white shed, its paint peeling, a pile of abandoned oil drums outside. �I feel like getting smashed.�
�That�s why.�
�It�s not enough.�
She shifts her weight behind me, rocking the canoe. I turn to make a face. She is holding the empty wine bottle in the river, enjoying the push of the water against it.
�You could,� I point out, half complaining, �always try paddling.� But she shakes her head, studying the bottle�s neck in her hand. She looks far away, like Mum does sometimes.
Then she looks around at Dad. Neither of us is paddling now. He is sitting, head back, cocked toward the sky, eyes closed.
�Do you feel older�?� She pauses, trying to pin down a thought in her mind.
�He looks it,� I offer, to help wake him up. He does and he doesn�t. He hasn�t shaved, so the slight sag of his jaw is usefully hidden by stubble. His hair is as wiry and uncontrollable as ever, but the skin around his eyes looks tired, dark and folded like a wary old lizard.
��or different?� Jessie goes on. �Having a new son? I mean, it�s been a while.�
Opening his eyes to an impending collision, Dad quickly cuts water with his paddle to curve us away from the bank. He shoots me a look. �One of us ought to watch where we�re going.� Then, to Jessie: �I feel�� I feel like it�s time to let loose. You know what I mean?�
�Was it like that with us?�
�Was it? I don�t know. I was a different person then. You gave me my balls. I�d got one in! I felt on fire. I felt, �Piss on anyone who doesn�t think my daughter is the best thing in the world!��
�And me?� I ask, thinking: let�s see how he handles this one. But I have to look away, because we�re about to hit a sapling growing right in the water. Trees seem to have it in for us today.
�You I was just worried about. You were a forceps delivery, you came out with this great strawberry mark all over your face� I thought: it doesn�t matter, he�s healthy, that�s what counts, but already I could see you having a hard time. By that evening you were fine, it had gone, it was just the forceps that had done it, but you looked like a little bruiser.�
�Still does,� says Jessie.
We are approaching another road bridge. The banks here are steep and grassy, and there�s a smell of cow-shit from somewhere. Or horseshit�� I wouldn�t know the difference, right? Jessie has taken the bottle out of the water and is rolling the wet glass over her skin. I know, because she tried it on mine. It�s not cold enough, that�s the problem. It�s not even cool�� there is definitely something strange about this water.
�I sort of wish Mum hadn�t wanted us there, last night,� I say. �It�s going to make it harder being rotten to him.�
�Dad�?� Jessie asks. �Have you and Mum ever really had problems over us? Do we make it more difficult, if one of you wanted to leave?�
We�ve thought a lot about that, Jessie and I. Whenever serious bother has hit our household, we�ve nearly always been able to pin its cause down to one of us. Those nights when voices have been raised after we�ve gone to bed, when silence has seemed more threatening than a row, we�ve wondered: how does this measure on the scale of things? Most of our friends� families are divorced or remarried or something; we�ve always felt like the odd ones. But you never know what�s coming. This move to Devon was long talked about, but no tempers were lost�� except over me.
�You want an honest answer?� Dad says. We�re under the bridge now. There�s a smell of mould.
�Yes.�
Dad pushes us off the brickwork with his paddle. �It depends on the time of day. It depends on how selfish you�re feeling.�
�
Then we�re out into the light, and pebbles are raining down on all sides. There�s a Durex in the water and some boys are taunting Jessie. I�m sure she enjoys it. A little further on, she slides out of the canoe and swims alongside, her turquoise bikini dazzling against the dull green fur of the riverbed.
The trees form a sort of cathedral around us. Sunlight plays on her skin, on her bruised shoulder (and my bruised head), as she unties her bikini top, then turns on to her back to let her tanned breasts bob out of the water. Her feet kick and she glides away, struggling to remove the other half of her bikini without touching the weed under her feet. Then she rolls over again and swims back toward us, evil intent in her eyes. She grabs hold of the canoe with one hand, hesitating only a moment before putting her full weight on it to tip us in.
�You stupid bitch!� I think, without malice, as I go under: I was just getting comfortable. But really it�s OK, the water feels good even if it is giving me cancer.
The canoe floats upside down. Jessie pisses herself laughing as Dad thrashes about, trying to locate the car keys (our other heap, not the Bentley, that�s definitely out of commission for a while) before remembering that they�re in the buttoned-down pocket of his shorts.
But then he�s laughing, too. And suddenly we�ve all got our shorts off, swimming bare-arsed in the middle of Devon on a Thursday afternoon, and it�s only me who�s feeling weird, who�s feeling as if there�s a party going on and I�m not invited.

4

Jessie and me are close. We talk a lot. We talk about everything. She�s a major source of information for me when it comes to the inner rumblings and eruptions that go through girls� heads, and
I want to know that stuff, especially the darker side, the really funky, creamy, fuck-the-feminists-and-fuck-all-men-this-is-really-what-I�mabout sort of thinking. I�m already developing my own style. I�ve found I don�t just want to fuck girls� bodies�� I want to get inside their minds. Because unless you get that mental bang, unless you listen and you probe and you challenge and you push (to the edge, if need be), sex is like pissing about with a chemistry set without reading the instructions. You�re missing the potential for real danger.
And it seems to work. I�m doing OK. I�ll be honest�� I haven�t actually got there yet, not all the way. But it�s getting closer. And even the dumbest girls I�ve met have a kind of poetry about them, if you can get past all the teen magazine and cosmetic counter bullshit they get brainwashed with.
But how do you ask your sister, �Is something happening with you and Dad?�
It�s not easy.
�
Jump ahead a week, maybe two. I�m not sure when, but there�s more water, it�s raining�� the kind of warm, hard, summer rain that gets you properly drenched, like standing under a shower with your clothes on.
It�s one of those summer holidays that makes you wonder if the rest of your life�s going to be like this: always waiting for something to happen, while the world turns somewhere else. I remember when we first went into Iraq, when Bush really screwed things up, these were weird distant shapeless events that seemed like a bad dream but terrified the hell out of me because they were happening�� in fact we seemed to be rolling toward disaster all too fast, and no one had asked me! I remember the words �National Service� or �Conscription� suddenly coming back into the vocabulary, and I thought, fuck, if this thing develops, if this thing goes on for long enough, it could drag me down with it.
But nothing has any moral certainty anymore, thank God. The �War on Terror� was a video-age gig: the will isn�t there, not among the country as a whole, not this country, anyway. I don�t think there�s ever going to be a major Western war like the Second World War again. Not now. Not with a population whose priorities are a flatscreen TV and a weekend in Dubai.
Anyway, it�s one of those days. My life feels like it�s stuck away from the action, which is hardly surprising in Devon. Clutching at straws, I�ve actually been shopping with my mother. The compulsion suddenly hit me that I had to have a particular DVD and have it now, so I struck a deal with Mum: I�d go with her and carry the food if she�d get me the DVD. Of course, I�d forgotten we were in the wilderness. Not only did the shop in Sidmouth not have what I wanted, but it was a real struggle finding something worth buying. I�m starting to dream of London megastores, I can almost taste them: the iron-clad plasticwrap around every new release, the weird anti-shoplifting tabs, the desperate film company displays. It�s all bullshit, but I�m getting to the point down here where I�d love to be exploited, I want them to take my money (or Mum�s) and fuck my mind.
�
We drive through the village and up to our cottage, which looks oddly deserted in the rain�� or vulnerable, like a house in a horror movie, waiting for the maniac to call. What I like about the house is its oldness: there�s lichen and stuff in the cracks between the stones, tree roots poking up right outside the front door, which itself is so hard to open and close that it might be easier to climb in through a window, and the garden is overgrown with the sort of lushness you see in old country graveyards (what�s under that soil?). What I hate about the house is its oldness: I bang my head on a beam every time I go upstairs, those tree roots outside work hard at breaking your legs and at night the timber and plaster that just about hold the cottage together sound as if they�re wanking in unison.
�Tom, you carry the bags in, will you? I thought I heard Jack.� This is one of the first times Mum�s left the baby with Dad and Jessie. I�ve noticed that although Bratto is already clearly an independent being, she still has some kind of radar link with him. It must he hard for her, I suppose, letting go of something that�s your flesh, though Jake (he looks like a Jake to me, none of this Jack shit)�� Jake, I�ve watched him, just regards her as dependable room service.
I grab the thin white plastic carrier bags, all set to split, and leave Mum to run through the rain to the front of the cottage while I perversely walk around the back, slipping and sliding along the grassy bank on which I�ve already twisted my ankle once since we�ve been here. This route takes me past the bathroom�� and the bathroom takes me somewhere else.
It�s occupied. I know this even before I�m close, because I can hear water (more water, there�s enough out here) swilling about. No voices, just water. Something makes me stop and approach more warily, so that even though the window panes are frosted and rainstreaked, whoever�s in there won�t be able to see the shape of me and the white bags outside. I�m a natural spy, not just a nosy bastard but someone who prides himself on being able to enter a room, give it a thorough search and get out again without leaving a trace of my being there. This time I�m outside, but I�m totally frozen, silent, wet, looking in.
From where I�m standing, body pressed against the wall in best guerrilla fashion, legs angled against the treacherous bank, I can just see past the small top window, which is open. The bank gives me some height�� the cottage windows are low to start with�� and by straining I have a clear view of part of the bathroom mirror, opposite. This in turn lets me see who�s there.
I hear Mum shouldering open the front door, the scrape as it jams open on the hall floor and the double grind as she struggles to close it (I should have done it for her). The effect of these sounds on the steamy figures in the mirror (unless I�m misinterpreting, and I don�t think so) is powerful.
Jessie is in the bath, her face dripping, her short hair clinging wetly to her scalp as if she�s just ducked under the water, her tits like a burn in my brain, closer than the image in the mirror, so that I can feel the pulse beating beneath them, even while my own has stopped.
Dad is kneeling, facing her. His knees (I register this in a flash, like part of a puzzle) must be between hers. In the instant I witness, as the first scrape of the front door takes effect, Jessie�s hands are scooping water to pour over the part of him that bobs above the surface of the bath�� a string-operated thing, his tackle, a horse�s prick, uglier and more fascinating and more threatening than I�ve ever seen it.
Maybe I�m wrong. Maybe my mind has just run off through the rain and what I�m seeing is a waking blast from a weird dream. But the bags are at my feet, crammed with cereal boxes, salad stuff, baked beans. The cheap white plastic stretched around these lumps and corners has rivulets of water running off it on to the tangle of dead and living grass on the bank. This much is real, sharp, hyper-real if you like. And in the mirror, my sister�s eyes lock with my dad�s as he lurches forward, struggling to support his hands as he clambers out of the bath, suddenly too big for it.
I�m frozen for a moment longer as Dad, grabbing a towel, vacates the bathroom with a guilty speed. Jessie is left alone, left with a backward glance from him that in one shot is so much the father I know and a person I don�t that I want to stick my fist through the glass to let him know I�m here.
Mum is with Jack, I can hear him crying now. I can imagine Dad walking into the bedroom, having toweled himself furiously, playing it cool: �Sorry, Jack was so quiet we left him. I needed a bath, it�s so fucking sticky. Jessie�s just gone in now.�
And there she is, flushed with the heat or something, soaping herself like some prim tart in a TV commercial. God, I�d like to know what goes through that head of hers, what makes her radiate rightness and ripeness. She�s so like me, so much my sister, my flesh, that the truth dangles in front of me, a carrot I can�t quite touch.
�Fuck them both!� my mind cries, as rain snakes unpleasantly down my back. I kick the carrier bags, which is a stupid thing to do, since it only makes me lose my footing and land hard on the unyielding rim of a tin. �I don�t want to know,� I try to kid myself. �I don�t even care.�
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There is a moment which is so beautiful it makes everything else worthwhile. You stand on the cliff above the village, early in the morning or late in the evening, and you gaze out at the sea�� a huge, changing wash of light and movement, bigger than any of us, a joker with a patience longer than any one life and an inconceivable strength that can snap your back against the rocks as easily as you might flick a fly off your nose.
I can feel how cold it is, even when it�s warm. Even when the water�s not skimmed with a purple film of oil, and the pebbles and seaweed are stewed in the sun, I can sense the ocean�s cold heart further out, out by the skyline. Jessie�s tried to paint it, but she can�t get close. Either the beauty is there or the darkness, but not both. Most of the time, I couldn�t give a shit about art, but I�ve noticed that in British paintings the sea always looks sort of murky or angry or drab or just somehow different from the way it really is. Jessie�s pictures are nothing like that: she sees with a foreigner�s eyes. If my sister�s a reincarnation, I�d say she was African, via the slave route to Barbados, then on to Nicaragua or the like (and she probably fucked herself into some luxury and some whiteness along the way). But even she can�t get to the heart of the water, not with her powder blues and her baked-earth red.
It�s not just the color, it�s the color of light, it�s the mood of the sky and your own cross-wired soul. Down on the beach, it�s the druggy thunder-hiss of the surf dragging at thousands of pebbles, as if the sea�s in training for the greatest glue-sniffing contest on earth. Up here, with a view of the sheep and the cottages and the coastline, there�s just the image, no sound, and a faint tang of brine in the air, like a taunt or a memory.
It�s more than a moment. It�s repeatable, though it�s never the same twice. It�s where I go to stay sane down here, it�s where I go when I miss London, when I want to work out what the fuck I�m doing with my life.
�
I�d be there now, getting soaked, if I wasn�t so determined to speak to Jessica. If I can get her alone, there are a good few questions I�m going to ask, but it�s as if she senses this. She�s playing for time, Miss Florence Nightingale, helping Mum change the baby and scrub the vegetables for dinner. I�m in the doghouse, meanwhile, for dumping all the shopping in the rain.
I watch Dad. I watch everyone. Suddenly I feel like a spy. I�m the one who�s different, I�m the one with the knowledge�� I wouldn�t trust me, if I was them.
What�s changed? My mind is working overtime, reassessing everything. But Dad seems the same, snapping open a beer as he dumps himself into one of the cottage�s chintzy armchairs to sort through a pile of unopened office mail.
�How far would we have to go, do you think,� he ponders aloud, screwing his face up into a mask of weariness and disgust, �to get away from all this crap?�
�Not much further,� Mum offers from the kitchen. �Another phone call like yesterday�s, and they�ll probably take you at your word.�
There�s a long pause in which Dad seems to be replaying yesterday�s phone call, enjoying the recollection of what was obviously a choice exchange.
�They love it,� he says. �Panics the accountants. They won�t know what they�ve got unless they�re made to sweat blood for it.�
When it comes to work, Dad likes a bit of passion to enter into things. I don�t think he�s happy unless emotions are aroused, and certainly where his current scam is concerned�� a bloody great steel and glass pyramid for a Korean bank in Docklands�� he�s played devil�s advocate from day one. Bad enough that he has to work for these wankers, he says�� no reason to make it easy for them. But I think it�s a bluff. I think his work is what drives him, and coming down here to Devon has nothing to do with getting away from it all, it�s just another way of giving them the finger.
Dad peers in the direction of the kitchen, stuffing the torn envelopes he�s been opening into one of the big manila ones. �Why?� he asks Mum. I stare at his eyes, his mouth, my dad, my chum, and see him pointing his dick at Jessie. �Does it bother you?�
�What?� Mum is slicing carrots or something, chop, chop, on the wooden board. Jessie darts through the room and goes upstairs, trying to avoid my eye but not quite succeeding.
�The phone call. Would you care if I just said forget it?�
Mum appears in the kitchen doorway, knife in hand, and lets him have her shrewdest gaze.
�The only way you�d forget it would be if you could take it away from them, and even then you�d want to twist the knife an extra turn. We could be in Peru and you�d still find a way to fight them longdistance.�
This seems to satisfy Dad, which is no doubt what it�s designed to do. Mum�s great strength is that she�s a master bullshit-detector; she keeps us all on course, and how do we repay her?
�You�re right,� Dad says, suddenly restless in his chair. What�s he thinking now, is it the way Mum�s holding the knife? A thought knocks through my mind�� it�s chaos in there. �Peru wouldn�t solve a thing.�
�
Jessie is upstairs, doing whatever it is sisters do in their rooms by themselves. I burst in. She�s got one shoe off, one bare ankle on the bed, the other decorating the floor, her back to me, her leg twisted sideways out from under her, an incredibly awkward position which seems to have her deep in thought rather than involved in any change of footwear.
She turns as I come in, guilty, lost, absolutely aware of the power she has over me.
�Are you happy?� she asks.
�Why, don�t I look happy?�
�Don�t know.� She brings her foot down to the floor, kicks the other shoe off. �How do you look when you�re happy?�
�I�ll let you know. Jessie, I want to talk.�
�Right.� She�s marvelous. Her guilt�� if that�s what it is�� is instantly banished. �I�m looking for something. You can help or keep out of my way.�
She dives into a large cardboard box crammed with the stuff she wouldn�t let the removal men touch when we came down here. I don�t know how to start. I stand staring at a postcard tucked into her mirror, a Rodin sketch of a woman contorted into a far more uncomfortable position than Jessie�s when I entered, her muscles all pushing against her penciled flesh like life trying to get out.
�If you hide your real feelings all your life,� I ask her, trying to edge into this and wondering why I don�t just go on the attack�� �Fuck it, I saw you! What were you doing?� But I don�t. Instead, brother-sister conundrum number four thousand and forty-eight: �If you hide your real feelings all your life,� I ask, �which are your real feelings�� the ones you use as cover or the ones you never use?�
She turns, looks up over the seat of her jeans which faces me. �You�ve been reading comics again, haven�t you?�
�Well?�
�I�m trying to find something.�
�Jessie�� I�m not feeling patient.
She bobs back inside the box, retrieves a tattered brown envelope which rips as she picks it up, scattering scraps of paper, letters, drawings, what looks like an old napkin smudged with crayon. �Shit!� She straightens up, arches her back, shoots me a bottomless glance. �How do you use a feeling, tell me.�
I sit on the bed. Somehow or other, I�m going to get through this.
�OK.� Jessie moves to the mirror, touches the Rodin postcard, as if I had willed her to do it. She picks up a scent spray, feels its weight, pulls the front of the black camisole-thing she is wearing above her jeans and belts a jet of lighter fuel down her tits. Well, it smells like lighter fuel and it�s designed to have much the same effect. She knows I hate that stuff.
�OK,� she says, �you don�t like it down here, do you? You don�t like Devon. But there�s not much you can do about it, is there, except complain? But the more you complain, the worse you feel�� unless you get a buzz off complaining, which you probably do. What don�t you like? It�s all instinct or emotion or something. If you wanted to like it, if you wanted to find things to like, you could. At least you could make it better than it is�� I�m barely listening. This is not what I�ve come here for. �What�s real about any of that? Is there something wrong with Devon or with you? Of course, if you ask me��
�Jessie,� I blurt, �I didn�t drop the shopping in the rain.�
�It got wet.�
And I�m off and running again, a mad, tangential babble: �Do you remember that time I was meant to be marking them in as they came back from the cross-country run? I was pissing about with Steve down by the stream and I fell in? I got soaked, everything. I had to say I fell in a puddle.�
She knows what it is now. I can see it in her eyes.
�What�s this about?�
�You.�
And I start to cry. I can�t believe this, but I�m sitting on the bed blabbing. Her arm goes around me. �Christ, Tom, shush, what is it?� I feel her warmth, her closeness as she hugs me. This is why I love her�� she�s my sister. But she�s also someone I don�t know nearly as well as I think, she�s a body�� a very pliant body�� into which all kinds of men I�ll never meet will be sticking more than just a casual finger. And then there�s my dad.
�I saw you.� I stop sobbing, feeling sick, heaving for air. I pull away, my face burning. I get up and swing the bedroom door shut, this is private, whatever happened this is between Jessie and me. �In the bath. With Dad.� I�m still gulping air, the fear wrapped tight around my throat.
�Yes?�
�What does it mean?�
Any hint of knowledge in her eyes has been banished. I am faced with such young, clear-faced honesty that I doubt myself. I want to doubt myself.
�It doesn�t mean anything.�
It�s not enough. I want more. I�m up on that cliff above the village. The truth is bigger than anything else, it doesn�t care about the rules. You make the rules, then you find yourself in the middle of that cold ocean anyway.
She goes on: �We had a bath. I got in, he got out.�
�That�s not what I saw.�
�Well, that�s all there was.� She draws back. A certain petulant set to her mouth makes me doubt her now, not me. �Christ, where were you? What do you think you saw?�
�Don�t give me a hard time! I don�t want to talk about this, it�s scaring the shit out of me, it makes me feel like throwing up. I feel sick, Jessie. I�m not being melodramatic, but I feel like I want to die. This is real.�
I break through for a moment, then it�s gone.
�Do you know what you�re saying?�
�Yeah, now I�ve thought about it. And I have thought about it.�
�You�re wrong.�
�Don�t lie to me.�
�I�m just telling you you�re wrong.�
I want to grab her, shake her, hurt her in some way, but I just take hold of her wrist. �Please don�t lie to me.�
I grip tight. �I�d rather know. We don�t bullshit each other�� we don�t, do we?�
Jessie lets me hold her, as if this gives her the edge. I�ve lost and she knows it. I know what I believe, but I�m going to let her tell it her way because I don�t want to be shut out.
�Look,� she says, �you saw me in the bath with Dad, right? I don�t know what you saw, but you know what I�m like, I like physicality. God, we touch each other enough�� She looks at my hand, grasping her wrist�� �but it doesn�t mean anything earth-shattering. I tell you everything. I�d tell you.�
�No, you wouldn�t.� I feel my fingers dig in, pressing hard on to the bone. I want to bruise her, I want her to remember this. Then I let go. �You couldn�t.�
�What is it? Are you all right?� Her expression has changed. She looks at me, concerned, as a thought strikes me like a wave of pain, washing over me, blanking everything else out.
She touches my face. Contact. She needs contact, constantly.
�Look,� she says, �I haven�t screamed and told you to fuck off or anything, which I probably should have.� Yes. Why not? �It�s a pretty weird thing you�re suggesting. I�m not saying I�m not pretty weird, but really it�s something on a level I�ve never thought about.� She stares at me, trying to measure whether she�s getting through. �Not seriously.�
But I�m falling, groundless. It has only just occurred to me that I never for a moment thought that Dad might be the instigator here. His prick looms large in my skull like some kind of medieval puppet, but I don�t see Jessie at threat. Somehow I felt she must be in control, she always seems in control to me�� would I even know if she was in trouble? So much for the protective brother.
She touches my arm, smiles encouragingly. �Are you all right now?�
I don�t know. Am I?
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I did a deal with Dad for coming down here�� before, when he was just my dad. Now I don�t know what he is. I look around me and I see other selves warring with the ones we thought we knew, the ones we felt safe with.
I got a video camera out of it, but I also got Devon. I was wrong.
This is the Dead Zone. Devon may have some balls, but the people down here don�t know they�re alive. They don�t know what�s happening. They think everything�s still the same, they think we�re OK, it�ll work out, Radio Four will still broadcast shipping forecasts and agricultural reports. They don�t know what�s going on. They haven�t seen the politicians pissing in doorways, the football thugs jumping up and down on the roofs of cars until they crease like cardboard, the snouts of police dogs slobbering over the surfaces of restaurant kitchens. It�s all right for Jessie, she�s got art college to go to, this is just a break for her before she aims herself back at London, back to all that.
There�s no addiction to chaos here, no love of the fire. Maybe I can�t read them, maybe they go home at night, switch off the TVs and radios and tear at each other, mentally and physically. I stand in the pub with Mum and Dad sometimes and wonder: there�s an open-faced bluster, a beer-bolstered glow, that you don�t see in London, that maybe is what good health used to look like. Mum�s healthy, she looks fresh and happy and shiny, like an apple, firm, somehow recharged by having a baby�� but she works out, my mother, she�s a leotard childbearer, city-fit.
Anyway, I did a deal. I saw it coming, I saw the inevitability of it, this was no whim, this was going to happen. I could sense a new will in the air, as if my little embryonic brother was dictating his terms from the darkness of the womb. They were already committed to Devon, Mum and Dad, even while they were going through the motions of discussing it with us. Jessie was no problem, she could shack up in London with her friend Kate (and who knows who else?) under the supposedly watchful eye of Kate�s parents. Which makes me think�� when did it start? If Dad and Jessie are really going at one another, when did it start? Dad wanted to move down here, yet he knew Jessie would be going back to London to art school. Was that a factor? Did he want her alone up there, or did he even think about that? Is this Jessie�s madness? I don�t know anything any more. Nothing is simple, nothing is ever what it seems. It�s like the level of life we all think we live on only scratches the surface. We�re blind to the rest, except when violence or anguish or some other kind of pain or beauty makes us break through, forces us to glimpse a larger world. The nightmare is that I can�t see any connection between that larger world and our little one that isn�t a lie.
I could fight Devon, I realized when it all started, the talk of the move, but I�d already blown my best argument�� my education�� by battling through three schools in two years. I don�t hate school, it�s not worth the effort, it just seems such a sham, so very far away from anything to do with real life, that the only sensible response is to pit your will against theirs and see who breaks first. In the first two cases, they did�� and I left. The jury�s still out on the last one. I had a Math teacher there who saw that I got a sort of buzz off the patterns numbers make and who not only pushed me but protected me when I fucked up elsewhere. I got into trouble and he got me out of it�� mostly�� I think because he respected my spirit, he thought the system was shit himself.
It taught me something useful, really useful, not just how to fake effort or skim successfully. It taught me that natural allegiances come in handy, don�t waste them, they can buy you a lot of space. Anyway, it came down to schooling, my love of London and my friends. Those were my three arguments against Devon, and I�d as good as blown the first one because even while my Math teacher was calming the waters, I was pissing on them again. My complaints about school were like a religious dirge over the breakfast table at home each morning, so that when the prospect of Devon was raised, my father would offer various alternatives:
�We could move further, to Cornwall. They�ve still got tin mines down there. Perhaps you could leave school altogether and they could reinstitute child labor?�
�Couldn�t be worse.�
�There must be religious seminaries in the area. Maybe you�d like to be beaten by monks, daily?�
�Jessie would go for that.� A kick under the table from her. So then I�d come back: �Why don�t I just board somewhere up here? It�s London I�m going to miss.�
�I�d give him three days,� Mum would remark.
�I�d give him three hours,� from Dad.
�I wouldn�t give him anything.� Jessie.
And my mother would look at me, knowing my answer as well as I did: �Do you want to?�
�What?�
�Board.�
�Not a chance. Forget it.� So I�d wail on. �I�m going to lose all my friends. I�m never going to see them.�
�These are the kids you referred to as �mindless scum� only a few days ago.� A sharp look from Dad.
�Yeah, well they are. But at least they�re the mindless scum I know. The kids in Devon all have giant foreheads and fingers sprouting from their shoulders. They�re all Thalidomide kids down there. They lack social graces.�
�That�s a sick remark.� Mum.
�It�s a sick world. Why do we have to move?�
So Dad would come down to my level. �I don�t know why you�re so hooked on London. You want medical allusions? Well, London is brain dead, it�s on drips�� it�s got aggression pumping in one arm and money in the other, and neither can make it work. It�s a lousy place for a baby. Anyway, it�s depressing as hell all winter.�
�You think Devon will be better? The people in Devon probably forget how to speak English between the time the last tourist leaves and the first of the year arrives.�
And on like that.
�
So I set fire to the art department stockroom. I went into school one morning and my mate Luke and I torched the stacks of paper, each vertically arranged in neat compartments. It�s a bastard of a job, getting a good blaze going, but we managed it just as the rest of the school was going through the attendance registers. Couldn�t have been me, could it�� I wasn�t there?
It wasn�t a real fire, I mean the school didn�t burn down or anything, but the art department didn�t look the same again. There�s something beautiful about what a lick of flame can do to wood, the charring effect, little bits of black carbon spiraling up to touch the ceiling�� makes a place look lived-in. And oil paints have their own excitement when they blaze. This was performance art on a grand scale, but Luke and I didn�t get any points for it. In fact, we chickened out. I wanted everyone to know we�d done it deliberately, but maybe that would have been a bit heavy-duty, so we opted for the having-a-quick-smoke-ohdear-look-what-happened line. We got a bollocking, suspension and all that, the threat of expulsion, but it could have been worse. I mean that. Someone could have been hurt.
That did it for Dad, though. As far as Devon went, that took me out of the contest. I think he knew it was no accident. Schools don�t really know you, but parents have a good idea.
I knew he was angry, because his face changed, as if the tension was wrestling through a forest of muscles and veins in his forehead in an attempt to get out.
�There�s a school nine miles from the village with a good record in math,� he told me. �There�s a school bus. It takes about forty-five minutes each way. You just gave up your right to choose.�
I wanted to ask, �How far is the nearest fire station?� but it was too easy.
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The deal came later. I knew I�d get something. Dad suffers terrible guilt when he loses his temper, and he must have already been feeling bad about this one, because he did everything to make the move bearable for me. It was Mum I had to watch. The little incident over the fire had severely dampened her faith in me, and while I could cope with Dad�s brief outburst of anger, Mum�s disappointment was harder to live with.
�
�This is probably a big mistake.� Dad�s voice comes to me with an undisguisable edge of love and concern, despite his determination still to sound pissed-off as he hands me the video camera. A moment accompanies the giving of a gift like this, it happens outside considerations of value or acquisition, beyond the emotional range of a TV commercial. There�s magic attached, we both know that: it can do things, this camera, it can steal little bits of life. This is a key fatherson experience (he wants it as much as I do, it�s higher resolution than anything he has and he�s a technology freak, that�s part of it�� and Mum, too, with the baby due: home-video time), but it comes with a lecture.
�This is no reward, buster, OK? Tell me something. When you started that fire, couldn�t you see how it would end up? Couldn�t you see the kind of trouble it would get you into?�
Nothing from me. What can I say? It�s our second day in Devon, and I�m playing it cool. Even with all the doors open, the cottage smells foreign, like someone else�s bed. Outside, the sun is blazing. Time for a spot of cricket and some fighting in the streets. But I�m not looking for aggravation, not today.
�Well?�
�I suppose��
�I hope so. You�re not stupid, Tom, don�t try and pretend you are. You�re very full of yourself and you like flirting with danger. But think long-term for a moment. If you can�t persuade yourself out of such ideas now, what�s going to change? Are you going to be pissing about setting things on fire in ten years� time?�
�You�re going to be an older brother soon,� Mum says, watching me, working on my conscience, convinced that I have one. �You may not want it, but that gives you a certain responsibility. I think you�re bright enough to know what you were doing. But I don�t know which is worse�� the thought of you doing it with a degree of premeditation, or being so out of control, that you couldn�t stop yourself.�
�I wasn�t out of control,� I say quietly.
�Right,� says Dad. �And we�re not unaware of the way that the move�s tangled up in this. Maybe it�s a very selfish decision on our part, but it�s just for one year and sometimes�� He searches for an acceptable argument.
Mum finds it for him. �Sometimes,� she says, �either way you choose, someone loses.�
�I know,� I say. I feel awkward now, I want this to be over. �I like change,� I say. Which is true.
�What I want you to remember,� Dad says, looking at the Japanese-packaged box in my hands, still unopened, �is that you�d better think long and hard about the kind of decisions you make in the future. Colorful is one thing, but stupid is just plain stupid, do you understand me?�
�
So I use the camera. It�s great. This really is the video age. Nothing is real unless it�s digitized and stuck on YouTube. I point the camera at the family and suddenly they have meaning, although search me for what it is.
They smile a bit at first, then they forget about that and try to pretend I�m not there, which doesn�t work, of course�� then, when they realize that I�m not going to go away, they start to look irritated, you catch a moment in their eyes that says, �I want to get on with things, I�ve got things to do, but I don�t want you watching.� Why are they so secretive? Why is it even the smallest acts expose us to ridicule? On video, everything�s the same. Watching someone drink a glass of water is as private as watching someone pee. It makes you realize that we don�t see each other most of the time. We look, but we shut out the important stuff.
I know why I got this camera, and the baby knows too. I think he knows everything. He doesn�t care about any of this shit, he�s watched all the time anyway, nothing is private for him and he hasn�t learned to care yet. But already he understands a gift. He understands transactions, that�s what it�s all about. Jessie and I haven�t been raised to respond to tips and bribes, and he won�t be either�� we know all the moral complications inherent in gifts (you don�t thank someone for saving your life, you hate the bastard for making you owe him so much).
I got this camera not to buy my future good behavior�� Mum and Dad wouldn�t do that, they know I wouldn�t go for a deal like that. No, I got this camera because, by burning the stockroom, I eased the pain of a decision they wanted to make but knew I�d never agree to willingly.
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Nothing much happens. We�re in the garden, Mum, Jack and me. Dad and Jessie are somewhere else, in the car. This is before the bathroom window, when I still thought I was the weirdest thing in my life. It�s another staggeringly hot day, this summer is sick, lurching between nuclear fission and bullet-hard rain. The weather is getting aggressive. I hate all that crap about global warming, but there have been three or four tornadoes spiraling over Europe this year and it snowed in Italy in July. The Italians probably love it; gives them a chance to get on with a bit of off-season football practice.
Mum is in the garden in her bikini. She looks different, now that Jake�s out here and not in her. Thinner, for a start, but also sharper, hipper if you like�� more attuned to what�s going on, less of a heavyweight smiler.
She�s lying on the grass drinking Pimm�s and lemonade or something equally ridiculous, and reading an incredibly boring-looking book about social welfare. She takes all that stuff fairly seriously, being a lawyer, certainly a lot more seriously than Dad does. He�s a total cynic�� but an optimist, too. Mum has her cynical side, she�s worked with too many hard-core villains and thugs not to, but she still holds on to a vain belief that the system is worth fighting for. I�d certainly want her on my side if I was stuck in a courtroom, but I�d like a bomb belt under my shirt as well. It�s all so fucking middle-class�� I�m so fucking middleclass. There�s a conspiracy in this country. We all play our roles, even the yobbos in the streets just fulfill some middle-class nightmare, they don�t have any real ideas of their own. It takes an outsider to inspire genuine fear�� someone whose skin is a slightly different color from ours, someone who doesn�t know the rules, even if he�s lived here a couple of generations; or maybe does know the rules and doesn�t give a toss. Then watch us. We�re wary as hell. I mean, these guys don�t know when to take their hats off. They could get serious, they might forget that some ponce in a wig referees the match, they might just go and whack him with a machete, and post it on the web.
Mum�s on the lawn, lying prone on a huge beach towel which follows the bumps and pockmarks in the ground. She�s covered in sun screen, I can smell her from here, and listening to some opera or other on her headset. Jake is lying murmuring in his sleep like a drunk on a binge, his lightweight wicker carrycot placed just inside the shade of the kitchen door. Every now and then, Mum looks up from her book, lifts an earphone from one ear and checks that he�s OK. He looks OK to me, he looks like he�s having wet dreams or maybe planning the baby-aspirin dealership that�s going to set him up. Jake looks like a survivor, but you never can tell. There are times when he looks small and helpless like any other baby, but I think he�s only faking.
Me, I�m so desperate for entertainment that I�m filming the little bugger. I could be down at the beach, getting tossed around by the waves they have down here. The beach is brilliant, I�ll say that for it�� a great ridge of pebbles that drops like a shock down to the sea, throwing you off balance if you�re not ready for it, deliberately angled to send you careering into the water, unable to stop. Instead, I�m hanging around, hot as hell in my shorts, a little buzzy-headed from a glass of whatever Mum�s drinking, trying to kill time and look interested as I range my camera over sleeping Jake, the ants massing by the cracks in the step outside the kitchen door, the tangled grass beyond that, like ropey fruitand-veg stall matting, and Mum�s eyes scanning her book, darting up to look my way then ignoring me, her tits cupped in her untied bikini top, a trail of sweat running from the small of her back down a slight fold of her waist to the shadow between her stomach and the towel.
The truth is I�m waiting, and the righteous are rewarded, for as I scan the camera over the wooden trestle table by the far wall of the garden, I hear a sound behind me. There is movement in the heavy air, the waft of a body cutting through the stillness of the kitchen, a local voice cooling my neck.
�Aren�t you bored, Tom, taking films of the baby? I didn�t think to find you here on a day like this.�
She can make me blush, Lucy can. It�s stupid, but everything she says to me makes me prickle with embarrassment. Does she know this? Am I ahead of her, London boy to Devon girl? Not a chance.
�You look hot.� I don�t know what else to say. Her face is shining, her hair damp at the edges with sweat. She�s not exactly beautiful�� certainly not as pretty as Jessie�� but she has a sense about her that�s quite unmissable. Whereas Jessie is totally aware of what she can do with her whole body, the power it gives her, Lucy looks as if she might fuck on the stairs while cleaning house for us without missing a beat. They�d each have their own importance for her, the screwing and the cleaning, she�d take them in the same matter of fact way she seems to take everything. But what do I know? I just wish she would.
�I am hot,� she says, as I lay the camera on the kitchen table, next to a pile of Jessie�s junk. Lucy has the fridge door open, kneeling as she drops ice cubes into the lime cordial she�s made. �I think I stepped on a wasp on the way over, but it was too tired in this heat to sting much.� Her feet are bare. She turns and looks at me, straightening up. She lifts a foot to show me; the sole is black, but I can just make out a small red welt.
�You should clean that,� my mother shouts from the garden, all seeing when it comes to injuries and health.
Lucy goes outside. I follow her, wishing she were six or seven years younger, my age.
Mum puts aside the headset and the book and looks up. She has a smoothness, Mum, a healthy and refined sheen which makes Lucy look coarse. I think it�s the coarseness I like.
�I�ll wash my feet in your bath, if that�s all right,� Lucy says. She crouches for a moment, next to Mum, glass in hand, the light bleaching her off-white dress and shadowing the outline of her legs. I don�t know what to do with myself. I just want to stare, but I think Lucy suspects this, so I take myself off to the broken stone wall which edges two sides of our scraggly lawn and sit on it, arching my back to throw my face and chest up to the sun.
Jack stirs and Lucy says, �I�ll get him,� her voice sounding further away than it is, swimming with the sunspots inside my head.
�What�s your problem?� she says a moment later. �Too hot�� or hungry?� Then, to Mum: �How is he?�
�He�s fine. He�s in charge, why shouldn�t he be? But at least he sleeps at night. Apart from feeding, he doesn�t wake.�
�He looks like you.�
�I think he looks like himself. He�s his own person.� I open my eyes as Mum slips a tit in his mouth. Lucy is standing over them, watching Jake suck furiously. Sensing the moment, I make a move for the house.
�Already he�s got a strong will,� Mum says, trying to shift Jack into a more comfortable position in the shade.
I walk past, unnoticed, and dart into the house.
�And a strong mouth,� Lucy says, still with Mum. �Does that hurt?�
I hear Mum laugh. �He doesn�t care if it does.�
�
When Lucy comes in, I have the camera in my hand again, trying to look as if I�m doing something when all I want is to be inside while Lucy�s inside. She starts vacuuming and I shoot her, hoping she won�t know there�s barely enough light to see anything. I follow her as she pulls the lead out of the vacuum and finds a socket, then lugs the machine to the top of the stairs and starts working her way down. She always does the stairs before anything else, maybe because she wants to get them out of the way first, because they�re the most boring part of cleaning the house�� although in terms of vacuuming, I can�t imagine that one thing is more boring than another. Lucy is too bright to be a housekeeper, and yet somehow I don�t think it matters much to her. God knows what she thinks life is about, but I don�t think cleaning enters into it. Then again, she has a curious respect for the oddest things. Maybe she knows something I don�t?
I position myself at the bottom of the stairs, pointing the camera up at her.
�You�re wasting your time on me,� she says, not irritated but not really interested in the camera either, the way some people are.
�It�s reality TV,� I say.
She pauses a moment and runs a hand across her face, wiping it dry. �How come you�re always around the house when I�m cleaning?�
She knows. She must do. �Do you like to get in my way?�
I want to say yes. I want to say, �Lucy, I think you�re amazing. Please come up to my room and let me touch you.� I stare up at her, forgetting about the camera. As she leans forward over the vacuum on the stairs, her dress hangs from her. I feel hot, flushed, almost paralyzed with fear or something as I see a nipple brush against the fabric inside and disappear back into the darkness.
I force myself to speak. �It�s better watching you work than doing anything myself,� I say, desperate for her not to see what an absolute moron I am.
She twists her mouth, frowning at me as the vacuum head sucks noisily at the worn stair carpet. �Lazy little sod.� She looks away, dismissing me from her thoughts. �Do you think you could get me another drink, or would that be too much effort?�
�
I get it, my mind only on the image of ice cubes sliding down against that small dark nipple. I run a cube over my forehead and chest, feeling its cold edge draw a sharp line across my skin, then watch it bob in the glass, believing that by this feeble, not entirely hygienic, magic I might communicate to Lucy what I seem totally unable to say.
I must spend ages over all this, because by the time I get back to her, Lucy has finished the stairs, gone back up to the top and has vacuumed the better part of my room.
My room doesn�t look like my room�� I have so far refused to admit to any permanence in terms of being here�� but there is one magazine picture stuck on the wall by my bed, a two-page spread of some kids in Afghanistan, ripped down the middle and taped together.
�You�re a strange boy, aren�t you?� Lucy remarks, looking at this as I come in. She takes her drink, turns off the vacuum for a moment. �What do you want a picture like that for on your wall?� 
I glance at it, the bombed-out village, the fresh blood on the ground, the fear and doubt on the children�s faces seeming both a lot like I feel and like an antidote to the blandness of my life.
�I thought it might annoy Mum and Dad,� I say, feeling strangely guilty all of a sudden. Lucy makes me feel as if I�m using the picture, using their suffering, which I suppose in a way I am. �It didn�t work,� I add. �They don�t seem to mind.�
I watch Lucy drink, unsure what to do next. She�s here in my room and there seems to be some point of contact between us, but I feel ridiculously young. I turn to go.
�You�ve caught the sun, haven�t you?� she says, before I can leave. �Your shoulders are all red. You should get your mum to put something on them.�
�She�s got Jake to look after.�
�Jack. Jake doesn�t suit him.�
I look at her, standing rolling the ice cubes�� my ice cube�� around in her glass. �Are they really red?� I ask.
�Maybe you could help? I�d do it myself, but it�s difficult reaching behind��
She watches me curiously. I catch my breath, not quite believing this is going to get me anywhere.
�OK,� she says. �Let me finish my drink first. You�re just lazy, Tom, aren�t you? You think anyone�s going to put up with this when you�re older?�
I don�t care, not now, not at the moment. I run down to the bathroom to get some cream, noticing the smudgy black footprint Lucy has left in the bath. I glance out the kitchen doorway at Mum.
Jack has gone back to sleep and she is reading again, headset on. Then I race back upstairs, back to Lucy, who has the vacuum going again and is just finishing my bedroom. She switches it off.
We sit on the bed and she uncaps the tube. Suddenly I know nothing is going to happen, nothing more than her massaging aftersun muck into my back. I don�t know what I expected, but I feel disappointed. �God, you�re going to peel,� she tells me as she rubs my shoulders.
It feels wonderful, cool and burning at the same time. �How did you let yourself get like this?�
�I don�t know. Do you sunbathe much?� It�s a stupid question, in keeping with my mood now.
�I don�t get the time.�
I twist my head around at her. �You must, sometimes. Weekends?�
�I work in a pub, weekends. I�m trying to save enough to go and live with my aunt in France for a year.�
I don�t want to know this�� not because it means she might leave at some point, but because it reduces everything to normalcy, to the quiet pattern of everyday life.
�Why don�t you work in London? Wouldn�t you get more money there?�
�London�s full of people like you,� she says, squeezing my shoulders hard, sending a bolt of pain through them that stuns me. �Out to make trouble.� I look around again. She stares at me�� a look which makes me feel as if I�ve just leapt through about ten years.
�I�ve got to get on,� she says, getting up, leaving me sitting on the bed with the most incredible erection I�ve ever had, aching to do something yet literally in shock, unable to move. She taps my belly with the knuckles of one hand just above my hard-on, just where my stomach is wrinkled over my tightened shorts. �You�re getting fat.� She smiles, recapping the aftersun cream �Too much sitting around. You don�t want a paunch, do you?�
She walks out and two rival waves of emotion slap into me. The first sends the details of my Devon room�� the few I�m aware of to start with�� spiraling into outer space. I might as well be in Kabul, the smallpaned windows seem so foreign. My bed could be an old mattress in a shelled doorway; the razor wire begins just over there, right by that bombed shopfront and that gloomy old chest of drawers. I�d rather be in an Afghan street right now, waiting for the bullet or the bomb blast, the flying glass, nothing. Sitting here, sitting in safety, in the bizarre heat of an English summer day, it all seems meaningless, the choices don�t matter�� even if it isn�t you who make them.
The second wave is my normal response, my hearty, �Fuck this!� attitude that I know I can rely on. I bounce off the bed and go to the door. Lucy is in Jessie�s room, the lead of her vacuum snaking around Jessie�s door from the point on the landing. My door is half closed.
I take a chance. Hidden behind it, I toss off�� awkwardly, hurriedly, energetically�� into a wad of Kleenex. Halfway through, I freeze when I hear Lucy pulling the plug out. I look around the door, debating whether to cram my hard-on back inside my shorts. I don�t. I want her to see me, but she doesn�t and my hand just works harder with her in sight, retreating down the stairs.
I finish and shove the balled tissue under my bed, reminding myself that I must remember it later. Dad�s voice downstairs makes me jump�� I didn�t know he was back. He is talking to Lucy when I go down, showing her the bag of barbecue charcoal he has bought, as if she could possibly be interested. Jessie is carrying in a box of food topped with sausages and steaks. For the briefest moment, she looks like a teenage housewife�� one of the saddest sights known to man. It�s only the gaping square hole cut out of the seat of her jeans, revealing pale blue boxer shorts underneath, that gives the lie to this vision of Jessie and Dad as an oddly matched but small-horizoned provincial couple.
I don�t give it a second thought. Maybe I should.
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A nuclear summer�s evening and we are in a foreign land�� well, it�s familiar enough to us by now, but we�re the foreigners, Jessie and me, we don�t fit in, we�re not entirely trusted yet and why should we be?
Voices swim in the hazy golden air, laughter mixing with car exhaust and cigarette smoke and the richer, sicklier smells of dried sweat, worn leather and the grasping flowering plants which snake up and around the old stone walls of the alcove we�re crammed into. We�re with the hard boys, the local yobbos, Jessie�s crowd, admirers all, working their nuts off to make sure she notices them. There�s a couple of village girls with us, too, drinking and joking, somehow recognizing that they can�t fight Jessica, she�s got to win, so they might as well learn from her.
Half the populace seems gathered here outside the local watering hole, beer-bellied phantoms flitting past my range of vision, alcohol slopping from over-filled glasses, dark blurs moving at their feet like dogs from hell.
I�m wasted, I realize that, it�s one of the perks of having Jessie as an older sister. I get a bit of stick from the bunch we�re with now, but they�re all a good few years older than me and basically they treat me OK. Better to be crushed between four drunken bikers and their girlfriends than standing with Mum and Dad at the side of the road where the overspill is, talking to some of the local dead about church f�tes, income tax and point-to-points. Mum and Dad don�t fit in, either. I can see from here the strain involved in talking to these people, the occasional wild-eyed glances in our direction. But that�s their problem; they wanted to come down here.
At least the mob we�re with have some life in them, a few years of madness left before they buckle down. Only a couple of them have jobs, because there�s nothing much to do locally except work for the grocks, the tourists�� us (except Jessie and I are just about beginning to lose this taint)�� and they�d rather die first.
Caz, the heavy, punky girl across the table from me, did it for a while and hated it. She actually prefers working on a register in the supermarket in Sidmouth. John, the hard-looking, big-nosed, cocky bastard next to me who keeps deliberately shoving his elbow in my ribs, is a trained mechanic, but lost his job a month ago for telling his boss to fuck off when the boss kept on about him coming in late.
Nick, the one who�s winning where Jessie is concerned, is the quietest and also the youngest, yet he�s somehow acknowledged as in control, the one the others listen to and follow. He�s on some government training scheme which pays for his lodging (he�s from North Devon) while he works as an apprentice at the local forge. I didn�t even know what farriers did until I met him, and I�m still not sure, but Jessie goes for that quiet, individual determination, and obviously so does everyone else.
�Did you hear about Potter?� The greasy-haired toe-rag on my right, the other side of me from John, is trying to get everybody�s attention. My mind is sharp for a moment, but as he speaks it all begins to swim again. I try to fix on Caz, concentrating on her mouth and the spiky black make-up around her eyes in an effort to stop my head from sliding under the table. They think Jessie�s a punk, this lot. Even though she doesn�t go for the obvious trappings like Caz, that�s the only way they can figure her out. They think that�s still pretty dangerous.
�Potter and Martin,� Toe-rag continues (I�ve forgotten his name�� I think I�ve forgotten mine), �only go and break into Dr Arnold�s surgery the other night, didn�t they? Totally rat-arsed, they were, drunk about a gallon of Guinness each, and Martin�s dad�s been in to see the doctor the day before. So they thought they�d have a bit of fun, mix his urine sample up with someone else�s or something. Anyway, they�re in there about twenty minutes, nobody bothers them, so they�re pissing about when the fucking Bill arrives. Really heavy, they were. Thought they�d gone in there to score drugs�� Potter! He�d shit himself if he took two aspirin. Anyway, Martin�s got about two weeks� dole money on him, because he�s been painting and decorating a bit, so the Bill think he�s taken that too. Questioned them both for hours, they did, in separate rooms and everything. Bastards!�
�Who was it?� the girl next to Caz asks. �Sergeant Collis?� �No. No one they knew, that was the problem. Took them to Colyton. Kept them there half the fucking night.�
�Potter�s a walking disaster,� says John, draining his glass and knocking me in the ribs again. Drunk as I am, I bring my shoulder up quickly and make contact with John�s arm, cracking the glass against his teeth. His head spins around as he checks his teeth with his tongue.
�Fucking little��
�Want another one, John?� Nick dives in, convincing John that I�m not worth bothering about while sending Jessie all the right signals.
�I�m going to have one more, then let�s go. Let�s do something.� Nick gets up and I try to do the same, sensing an urgent need somewhere between my stomach and my mouth.
�Here, Jessica,� a weasel face�� or is it a weasel voice?�� says somewhere behind me, beneath me, whatever. �Your brother reckons he used to drink in London. Is that right?�
Caz smiles across at me. �He doesn�t look too brilliant.� I manage to inch my way around the alcove toward her. �You look like you�ve swallowed a bucket of worms.�
�I think I have.� I steady myself on the shoulder of Colin, I think it is�� a fat-faced wanker who�s the hanger-on of the group. �I�ll be back,� I manage through a clogged mouth.
�
The next few moments are a dreamlike journey, weaving through the tiny pub garden, banging into everything there is to bang into and doing about three unnecessary circuits as I try to keep out of range of Mum and Dad. I get a vivid, whirling picture of the whole village falling down three hills toward this focal point, where an uneven mass of increasingly noisy drunks straddles the road, lit sporadically by the sick white or slow red of cars� reverse and brake lights scarring the growing darkness as they move in and out of the car park around the back.
It�s here that I�m headed, too, stepping right in front of an oncoming Hummer in my struggle to reach the toilets in time. I almost don�t make it, feeling my mouth fill with something vile and fluid as I stagger up the step, into the welcoming stench and silence of the gents. My gut pushes upward, like a drum hit from the wrong side, my mouth falls open and I throw myself over the urinal as a torrent of vomit comes out, nearly choking me as I gasp for air.
There is a quiet that follows throwing up, a sense of peace and achievement matched by an incredible lightness of the stomach. Only your mouth tastes like shit. The rest of you is elated, alive to the freshness of a world unsullied by waves of nausea. Every detail is pure, from the echoing drip of the cistern overhead to the graffiti by the condom machine, like a torch shone on someone else�s mind: �Helen�� we want to screw you. MM. NH. TF. Clelia can swallow it whole.�
I�m feeling great by the time I get back outside, ready for anything�� even Jessie�s friends. The trouble is, I�m with them, they�re not really with me, and as I walk back around from the car park, I have a momentary doubt as to whether I should call it quits now and leave them to it. They�re still there, jammed into the stone alcove by the entrance to the pub, glasses on the table, stoned expressions all around.
Jessie and Nick are at one end of the group, a little apart from the rest, deep in some intensely private conversation, their eyes locked in some middle zone where nothing else exists. For a moment, she looks like any other older sister. For a moment, I wish I could be where they are. Then, as I skirt around the serious drinkers, crunching over the crisps and shit their dogs are eating off the ground, I glimpse Dad, hard to spot at first in the dark but half lit by the curtained glow of a cottage across the street.
He is talking to a woman who has The Mouth some of the locals have: like a chicken�s arse, drawn tight with string. I am close enough now to see him as he looks away, glancing at Mum�� who is laughing at something someone else has just said�� then looking quickly in Jessie�s direction, his head making minute adjustments as he fixes on her and Nick. I want to read something into it, but the thought of them together, her washing his dong and doing whatever else, seems far away, not possible at this moment, yet I know it�s there. What is it to me? Why should I care if it�s Dad�s prick or Nick�s prick she�s interested in?
He looks away, drinking his pint and nodding at the woman with The Mouth as if to say, �Just disappear back into the stonework, why don�t you?� I feel for him. I feel for both my parents. There are very few interesting people around, most of them just give up or never had it, never had the edge, the urge. When I think about it, maybe Mum and Dad are seriously fucked up�� but at least they�re still conscious. �Has anyone got any chewing gum?�
No one hears me. Caz and the other girl are talking. Toe-rag is wiping the beer scum off his glass with a finger. John is nodding his head to the blows of some inner battle. My mouth is a toilet, a graveyard. I want to spit, but I swallow instead.
�What are we going to do then?� asks Colin, bulbous cheeks wobbling in the dim light from the pub. He�s more of an outsider than me, I think. He�s stuck there, practically doubled-over in the most cramped part of the alcove, the resident butt of jokes, the jester figure, any group has one. He�s the one who�d be a future captain of industry in the stories, but somehow I don�t think it�s going to happen to Colin.
�I want some danger,� Caz says. The other girl laughs.
�Sit next to Colin then,� John tells her. �He�s been farting all night.�
�Piss off!� Colin can risk this. Nobody takes him seriously.
�Let�s just go,� Jessie says. She is standing with one hand on Nick�s shoulder, totally in control, not threatening Nick�s position as leader but rather enhancing it, reinforcing it.
�Let�s take a ride.� Nick�s voice is softer than the others, a slightly different accent. He seems to know something they don�t�� nothing tangible, maybe just something about himself. �Let�s go,� he says. �Tonight�s too beautiful to miss.�
And they all get up. Caz turns and looks at me, standing behind her. She frowns. I think she half likes me, though I�m hardly a serious proposition for her. It�s only when all of them start working their way out of the alcove and through the tight-knit boozers in the garden that I fully realize just how much a part of the picture they are. Everyone knows their names! If they were a threat�� some really ugly fuckers from out of town, say, some dyed-in-the-wool Hell�s Angels�� the local constabulary would be down on them like a ton of bricks. And no polite questioning, either�� they�d be stuffed in the back of a police van, driven around for a few hours over some remarkably bumpy country roads, then dumped across the county line where their bikes would be found in a tangled heap. But Jessie�s friends are just playing, and she�s just playing with them. She wants the real fire.
�Is there a good beach we could go to now?� she asks Nick as we head around the back to the bikes. �I�d love to swim in the dark.�
�Fucking tourist!� Toe-rag says. �I need a slash.� And he disappears into the ladies� toilet, singing out and banging on all the doors, but there�s no one in there.
�OK,� Nick says. �Yeah��
�OK, yeah,� Jessie mimics, giving him a hard time. The bikes are in front of us, a mixed bunch, none of those monster machines that weigh more than a house and hit 60 mph before your bum�s even on the seat. Jessie stops by Nick�s aging Norton. She looks right for this, she looks more dangerous than the bike�� I don�t know what it is about her, she�s only wearing jeans and some sort of half-amputated shirt.
�Pauline�s party is tonight, isn�t it?� Caz says, coming up behind me, accidentally kicking a can or something that rattles across the stones of the car park.
�Boring.�
Caz�s friend tilts her head mockingly at John, who is checking something on the rear axle of his bike, an old but powerful Suzuki. �Been there, done that one, have you, John?�
�Fucking right.�
�I heard she�s got AIDS,� fat Colin says, toughing it out with the rest of the boys. �Got it off a Marine.�
�Probably got it off me,� John says, lighting a cigarette and sitting on his bike.
�Shut up,� Caz�s friend tells him.
Toe-rag comes out of the ladies, startling a middle-aged matron on her way in, and saunters across the car park like a bovver boy looking for trouble. It�s all an act. I�m not saying he couldn�t handle himself, but he�s not really a bastard. I�ve known a few.
�Well, then�?� Jessie says to Nick, perching on his bike with her feet up on the seat in front of her, blocking his place.
Nick takes his bike off its stand, throwing her off balance, but Jessie�s hands grab the seat under her and she stays where she is, feet still in front.
�Anyone got any money?� Nick asks, sitting on her feet so that Jessie has to struggle to slide them out from under him. �We can pick up some beer in Sidmouth.�
He starts the bike, a loud, farting rumble that stirs up the heavy air of the car park. Caz climbs on behind John and he starts his, Toe-rag following next, with Caz�s friend on the back, so that now there�s a rich, belting roar filling the night, compromised only by the stuttering ph-ph-phut of Colin�s machine, half motorbike, half wimp.
�What about Tom?� Jessie asks Nick, and I think: all right! She proves herself, Jessie does, at moments like this.
�Oh, he�s coming,� John states firmly above the noise of the bikes. I�m not sure for a moment what he means by this, but he edges Caz off the back of his bike, staring at me steadily with what could be menace left over from earlier in the evening.
�I�ll take him,� Nick offers quickly. He�s bright, Nick, he sees the moves. �Jess, John�ll give you a ride, won�t you, John?�
So everyone moves around, Colin being the real winner, since he gets to take Caz whereas before he had no passenger.
�You�ve got to ask Mum,� Jessie tells me as she shifts from Nick�s bike to John�s, more than slightly pissed off at this upheaval.
�Fuck that!�
�You�ve got to.� She looks at me seriously. �You disappear with us and they�ll have the police out. Go on.�
�
So, feeling like a twerp, with the bikes razzing me noisily as I jog across the car park, I hurry to find Mum and Dad, but they�re not where they were and I�m worried that the others might leave without me. The pub garden is thinning out now, only the committed bores and soaks left. The lights are going out in the village�� this town does not live after dark. Maybe Mum and Dad have gone home, but I doubt it; they would have checked on us first. I push open the old door of the pub, the one that leads to the hotel reception desk as well, and turn into the bar, which stinks even before you enter it of cigarette smoke, stale breath and dog smells, not necessarily in that order.
�I�ve been looking for you,� Dad tells me, approaching from the other door, ducking to miss a low beam. The pub is a haze of last-order drinkers, ears pricked to anything prejudicial we might say, but mouths still moving, the conversation slowly winding down.
�Where�s Mum?�
�She went home. She was worried about Jack�� we told Lucy we�d be back half an hour ago.�
A flash of Lucy. A tightening of my balls. Perhaps I should go back home with Dad and see her? But she might already have gone. Dad moves past me, toward the door. I hold back, not wanting Jessie�s crew to see me asking for permission.
�Jessie�s boyfriend has offered me a ride on his motorcycle. Can I go? It�s such a beautiful night.�
Dad turns, looks at me, interested. Is any of this real? I don�t know what�s going on. Fuck it, it�s a simple question. I don�t want to think about this all the time.
�Which one is he?� Dad smiles. He looks like a dad at this moment, a good one, the kind you�d want, the kind who hasn�t screwed down his attitudes any more than you have. �I thought you hated hippies,� he taunts. �They all look as if they�ve come through a time warp.�
�I know.�
�Is Jessie all right?� The revving of motorcycles outside.
�Sure. Can I go?�
�It�s late.�
�It�s the holidays.� They�re going to go without me. I know it.
�These roads aren�t safe. I don�t know.�
I stare at him, man to man, son to father, urgently. �Have you heard that thing? No one�s not going to know it�s coming. Anyway, the world�s asleep down here.�
He frowns. I�ve won�� if they�re still there. �Do you have your phone?�
�Yeah.�
�Does he have a helmet for you?�
I nod.
�How long are you going to be?�
�It�s just a ride,� I lie. �Just up the hill for a while, it�s such a beautiful night.� We move to the door, me eager to finish this before we get outside�� establish my independence and go.
�Don�t go mad,� he says. �And tell Jessica she�s got to come home too.�
�I�ll tell her.�
We step outside. Nick�s out there, but John and Jessie have gone. And Toe-rag. But Colin�s there, with Caz stuck behind him.
�Tom�� Dad asks, looking at me differently as I turn to go. �Are you all right? You look a little the worse for wear.�
�It�s my stomach.� I hold it, or hold where it used to be. �I think it�s some crisps I ate.�
�I wish�� He breaks off, looks from me to the bikes and back. I want to say something to him, I want to touch him, it�s one of those weird pauses that feel like last-chance situations, except I don�t believe in last chances. He grins. Standing there, my dad looks like trouble�� even in his white yachting trousers and summer shirt he looks like trouble, but the best kind of trouble, not some sick bastard who�s fucking my sister.
Caz calls to me. The bikes rev. Dad nods his head to indicate that I should go. �I wish you weren�t bound to repeat my mistakes,� he says. I don�t know specifically what he means by this, but it�s depressing advice. It�s like one of those double-think mind-benders: once said, you can�t escape it.
�See you,� I say and run and jump on Nick�s bike. Then, for a beautiful while, I stop thinking.
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On the beach I take Jessie aside and say something very strange to her.
�It happened, didn�t it?� I ask, because my mind isn�t working right any more, I don�t trust it, I can�t. �What I saw�� in the bathroom. You and Dad. Just tell me, just let me know I�m not going crazy, because I don�t want to be imagining this.� I should be asking her to deny it, I know, but I want her admission of guilt. I know what I saw, but I want to hear it from her mouth, then maybe I can shut it out of my mind. �And then��
She looks at me impatiently, water breaking at our feet, a rushing sound, a dragging back. This is the last thing she wants now. �And then?�
�Then please make me believe it was only once, it was a mistake, it�s never going to happen again.� I feel feeble asking this�� I should be able to handle it�� but I can�t. Can I trust her? Her eyes seem disappointed with me, glazed suddenly, distant. �Please!�
�
But before that there�s the bike ride, fast, cooling in the heat, the speed wrenching away thoughts before they can form, like being part of your own dream, watching yourself move but with no way of getting off or out.
Nick�s bike seems suddenly wider, heavier, taking the hills like a breeze, eating up gradients which have Dad�s Bentley wheezing. I�ve never done this: ride pillion on a motorbike through flashing hedgerows, dark and blurry, a wall of nothingness hurtling by on either side, like a mindblasting trip through a maze. The light beam ahead is a gunsight, a border patrol nightlight. We�re flying, feeling the bumps and falling into the curves, the machine noise and the speed drilling me hard, pumping my adrenalin. I�m in the helicopter napalming the geeks. There goes the village! There goes the whole of fucking Devon!
Then it�s different. We�re in the trees, spiraling down toward Sidmouth, dropping on to a shadowy blanket of lights that cuts off where the sea starts. This can�t be England. This can�t be my life. Why can�t it just go on like this, why does the speed have to stop?
Something alive darts across the road right in front of the bike and Nick almost jerks us off the road, but he steadies us, our necks craning back to see what it was. We continue our descent into town, the lights taking form, becoming houses and shops the way they do in music videos when a blur becomes a set. We�re moving through a network of one-way streets all leading to the sea, and it�s party night, a bunch of eighteen-year-olds are crisscrossing in and out of parked cars, gesturing back at us, moving hunkered down like insurgents, sliding past pub doorways in pursuit of some prey. We glide over the battlefield, glimpse a couple kissing or struggling by a bow-windowed shop, then Nick drives us straight at a curb, up on to the pavement, down a pedestrian alley and out onto the seafront where the others are waiting for us, John launching a beer bottle to smash in our path as we approach.
�Don�t damage anything you can�t fix,� Nick says quietly as we draw alongside them, his voice still carrying above the sound of his bike. He looks at Jessie, angled back behind John on John�s bike, and even in my ravaged state of mind I see that there�s something clear about Nick, something powerful in his intentions, which gives him the edge over John or anybody else. But I also get a flash that Jessie�s playing around, more than I thought. She�s teasing Nick, very quietly she�s flirting with John, and I�m not sure that I like that.
�Where the fuck were you?� Toe-rag quizzes Nick. He looks at me, the obvious cause of the hold-up. �You must have crawled here backwards.�
But Nick isn�t listening. There�s some unspoken communication going on between him and Jessica, whereby he seems quite deliberately to shut her out of his mind. Picking up on this, but at her own pace, with no evident submission, she gets off John�s bike, comes over and stands by me, looking as if she might have something to say but might just as easily walk away. I am expected to move, there�s no doubt about that, and for a moment I�m tempted not to, but there doesn�t seem much option so I slide off and stand faced with the prospect of a ride on John�s bike or no ride at all.
John is turning in tight circles in the middle of the road, waiting to go, waiting to move, frustrated by being here on the front and looking more out of place than usual with a backdrop of fake-elegant hotels, rats� nests with Riviera pretensions, all palm fronds and colored lights, ready to be requisitioned by the government as proof that normal family holidays still take place. Couples walk along the sea front, robots, their kiddies in bed, their brains dead but perhaps troubled by basic motor responses to John�s manic circling, Toe-rag�s yodels and the general unease our little gathering seems to create.
I�m ready for John�s bike and whatever ugly surprises he wants to spring on me now. Jessie is draped around Nick and everyone seems ready to go, so I walk right in front of John and force him to stop, which he does, not interested in me any more, watching two panda-faced policemen staring at us from the safety of their car, as they wonder, �Shall we have a bit of fun with those boyos? Is it worth the hassle? Are they going to give us a real run for our money?�
I hop on behind John fast, hoping they haven�t had a chance to clock my young face, and as if by remote control the whole circus rolls out, Caz and Colin taking up the rear with what I presume to be the supplies of beer in an awkwardly clutched cardboard box.
Then it�s twice down the front just for good measure, cranking the noise level up, racing the bikes, thrilling the little teenyboppers waiting on the sea wall for their lives to change. John�s Suzuki feels different from Nick�s Norton, or maybe it�s John�� unpredictable, a bit dangerous because he�s really quite stupid. The second time, he does a wheelie right across one of the mini roundabouts and nearly kills us as we scoot across the front of an oncoming car. We touch down without me falling off and I feel dizzy with fear or relief as he punches the throttle and takes off after Nick and Jessie up a hill, past a looming five-star Victorian hotel surrounded by a maximum-security wall, into darkness.
�
The water is cold, like it should be, and even though it freezes my balls off I don�t care because I�ve got a bottle of beer in my hand, the sight of Jessie�s and Caz�s and Caz�s friend�s tits ahead of me and anyway the night is muggy�� warm and still�� not like a night at all.
The bikes are parked at the edge of the beach, not one of the Wild Bunch being prepared to risk his tires on the rocks and pebbles, and we�ve all stripped down to our underpants, Caz�s friend making the biggest deal about getting into the water before she�d unhook her bra and then shrieking with the cold and chickening out until Toe-rag appeared suddenly behind her and offered a helping hand. Jessie, of course, leads the way, striking out into the water ahead of any of the boys, not even playful for a moment but throwing herself into it, cutting through the darkness with an urgency. As the beer hits my stomach I realize there�s no way I�m going to be able to drink any more tonight, so I discreetly bring the bottle down to waist level, under the water, and let the beer merge with the sea. I bob into the waves the way I�ve seen John do it�� head first, no arms, nutting the water�� and, shivering with cold, feel their pull, stronger than it ever seems in daylight. I can understand now the kick of a nighttime suicide from the beach�� a swim right back into the hungry hole of your Maker.
�Come on, girls!� Toe-rag calls to those of us close to the shore�� me and fat Colin included. �Watch your feet�� the crabs bite at night!�
�Fuck the crabs!� John calls from farther out, his head coming in and out of view between moonlit waves. �Just no one piss in the water�� He disappears briefly. �It attracts the sharks.� Back into view, then gone again, his disembodied voice carrying over the swell. �Big bastards, hang around all summer looking for virgin meat.�
�You should be all right then, Caz!� Toe-rag calls, struggling to keep his head above water as he twists about close to me. A hand comes up clutching what I take at first to be seaweed, but then as he tosses the soggy mass in Caz�s direction I see that it�s his pants. �Here, wash these for me, would you? John won�t mind.�
Nick and Jessie aren�t a part of this, they�re off swimming together, out past John. I wish I could do what Jessie does wherever she goes�� create this feeling that she is what�s happening, that she is cool and everything else hangs or falls on her reckoning. But this isn�t bad, this whole thing, being here at night in the water even if you can�t see what you�re swimming through and there are jellyfish or plastic bags or blobs of scum moving in the moonlight.
�
Back on the beach everyone hangs around in T-shirts and underwear, drinking beer while Nick and John wreck a stretch of fence and start a fire with the wooden stakes, just adding to the heat. I feel stickier now than before the swim and there�s something on the pebbles, oil or tar, which rubs off on my hands and feet and feels like it�s there for life.
The air smells great, though, salty and hot, junk food without the food. I can see where Jessica and Nick are headed, it�s obvious, and for some totally confused reason this just aggravates what�s been building in me for days, since I saw her in the bathroom, since I spoke to her in her room.
�It happened, didn�t it?� I ask her, taking her away from Nick and the others, cornering her between the sea and a great fist of water draining in five or six black fingers over the beach into the waves. �Not just what I saw�� the whole thing, you did it together, didn�t you, you and Dad?�
She shakes her head, almost sad. But not friendly, she�s scared, I�ve scared her a bit. �You�re unbelievable.�
I hold my ground. I feel like we�re somewhere else, we�re not on a beach. Nick and the rest don�t exist. �Tell me I�m not going crazy.� I can hear the wash, that sucking sound, the hiss�� evil, faceless. �It happened, but say it�s not going to happen again.� I�m looking at her, she seems far away, I�m the one who�s strange, I�m making her think about this. �Please!�
Then suddenly I�m back on safe ground. No more weird hissing. She�s got to talk. I�m in control here. I�ve got my sneakers on and I can feel my feet sticking to them with the tar from the beach. I can hear the others pissing about. Smell the bonfire, feel the heat, though I�m cold now. Jessie looks at me, guardedly. �I can�t understand you,� she says. �Why do you keep on about this, it just makes it more difficult, don�t you realize that?�
�Because it�s important.�
�I don�t want to hurt you. I don�t want any of us to be hurt.� She might even mean this, but it sounds like bullshit.
I feel sad. She looks sad, but I feel it. I know she�s going to tell me, she wants to, she tells me everything. I don�t think I can take it. I thought I could, but I want to turn and walk away, let her go and do whatever she wants to do with Nick.
She looks back at him. I watch her, wondering if he thinks we�re talking about him. �It�s all right,� Jessie says. �We did do it, but it�s all all right.�
�What is?� I�m stupid. I don�t want to think.
Now she�s cruel. �Look, any minute now I�m going to walk over there, have a drink, talk to Nick and go off in search of a nice spot where he can fuck me.� That Chelsea voice again; she makes �fuck� sound like a long drink. �If you were a little bit more sure of yourself and perhaps didn�t have me around and weren�t afraid of what John might do to you, you�d try the same thing with Caz��
�You think?� I try to sound tough, throw it back at her. Anyway, she�s wrong. No she�s not.
�It�s not much different with Dad.� A cool statement. �It�s the same act.�
�Oh, Jessie�� I want to hear. I want to hit her.
�I wanted to know what it would feel like. The walls didn�t come tumbling down.�
I can�t speak. The waves break, the black water behind her moves, keeps on moving. I don�t feel anything. I can�t feel, I can just see my father�s face, unreachable somewhere in the depths of my mind, but I can�t find how I�m supposed to feel now.
Jessie flicks her head as some insect buzzes her ear. Who is she? She�s not my sister. �It�s no different than me screwing Nick,� she says. There�s something about her teeth when she talks, very precise, perfect, her tongue loves to find them, touch them. She�s a total bitch. Indescribable. She doesn�t give a shit about anyone. �It�s all all right, OK? I mean there�s nothing wrong. I don�t want there to be anything I wouldn�t do.�
I�m trying to take this in. �What? Like murder, torture?� I�m getting angry. �Do you hate Mum? What about me? Do you hate me too?�
�Calm down, will you?� There�s a lull in the others� voices. �This isn�t the place.� We�re attracting attention. So what? But they�re talking again, John�s narky laugh dominant.
�Why�� I�m struggling. �Why did Dad do it?� This is it. This is the worst for me. �Why did you let him?�
Jessie laughs. She actually laughs. Not a funny laugh, she�s not that sure of herself, but a laugh. �I didn�t let him. I told you, I want to go farther than all the way. Nothing�s enough, you know that, we�ve had this conversation. Incest is brilliant. It�s scarier than shagging some Adam in a pub car park or stroking another girl�s thigh in some Fulham caf�.� She stares at the waves, pleased with herself, scared, thrilled. �Dad didn�t want to�� but he did. It�s a pull, it�s like the water there. One foot in and you�re not sure. A little more and it�s got you, it�s alive, you want it.� A black heart, that�s what Jessie wants. She likes the idea, she�d like the devil to come knocking. Banging, in her case. �Dad wanted to.�
I�m not hearing half of this. I�m watching her, I�m taking it in somehow, but not the words, I don�t need to hear them�� I�ve already heard them. I look at her. Her mouth is a foreign object momentarily static in space. �You�re making this up,� is the best I can manage.
�You asked me. You wanted to know.�
I turn. Nick is calling her, but Jessie waves him off, she�ll be over in a minute.
She touches me. �Look, I�m sorry, OK?�
This is too much. This is the ultimate sick joke. She has to be joking. I punch her, not nearly hard enough, but suddenly, in the gut. �No, it�s not bloody OK!� I want to fight her, I want to push her in the sea. �How can it be OK?� Suddenly I�m grappling with her, our feet are wet, I�m shoving her backwards, tearing at her face, forcing her down into the spray; but just as suddenly there are hands on me, locking tight around my arms, and Nick is with Jessie.
�
I feel like a wally. I don�t care, but I feel utterly useless. I don�t really care about anything, but the others all think I had some petty brothersister row with Jessie and I feel about four years old, but more miserable than it�s possible to be at four. The beach seems like the end of the world: no daylight, just a yellow moon and a bonfire and I�m stuck with a gang of morons who don�t really want to know me, who feel embarrassed by my presence now, I�m spoiling their fun, they want to drink and party and there�s this kid here who still fights with his sister. Even Caz has been treating me differently, as if maybe she misjudged me before, I�m younger than she thought, I can�t handle it. Maybe it�s sympathy, but I don�t want her fucking sympathy.
My eyes are sick, they keep closing but I�m not tired. I don�t want to sleep. My head�s on the pebbles, I don�t care about the tar in my hair. I�m staring up at the sky which looks weird, smeary, there�s a mist building up or something. I�ve watched Nick and Jessie, they�ve gone off like the chosen two, all of Jessie�s stops pulled out as a result of our little run-in. Even John must feel small. I think he gave Caz a quick one in the chalk cave at the end of the beach, but it can�t have been anything monumental: she�s lost all interest now and he�s louder and more aggressive than ever�� actually, I think, quite nervous. But Nick and Jessie must be moving the earth. They�ve been gone ages and the gathering has passed the joky stage, people are getting a little edgy.
�Must be a grubby one,� says Toe-rag.
�Swimming in the quim,� says John, opening the last beer. �They�ll wear the beach out,� offers fat Colin.
�Children,� Caz�s friend says.
And they behave as if I wasn�t there, as if it�s not my sister who�s bonking the balls off their compa�ero. I drift in and out, flames flickering in my eyes, blankness, a sort of half-words, half-picture image of Jessie and Nick as a humpbacked whale�� two whales, I suppose�� humping on the beach, the pebbles rolling up and down noisily, knocking against one another, grinding in the wash of their sex�� not that I know what it�s like. It�s hot, I know that. It�s sore, something is very sore, like my cock when I play with it too much. They�re burning up, Nick and Jessie. It hurts, I can feel the hurt, sharp and well-defined, small and far away. My feet are burning. That�s it, my feet are burning. I can smell the rubber of my sneakers smoldering. That bastard John has put my feet in the fire! I must be half asleep because it takes an eternity to move them out. It�s an effort of will�� move, legs, move. Then they hurt more! I want to cry out, but that�s just going to give him what he�s looking for, so I grit my teeth and kick the shoes off. John watches me, laughing as I rub my toes, while Caz talks about the most disgusting thing she can think of to eat.
�A shit sandwich,� butts in Toe-rag.
�Too obvious,� reckons her friend.
�Food,� says John, his intellectual prowess clearly boosted by the pain he�s inflicted on me. �That�s pretty disgusting.�
�Your prick,� Caz says, looking at him, but perhaps I misheard, it�s not the sort of thing she would say.
And Jessie and Nick come back. I�m rubbing the soles of my feet, wondering whether the ocean would make them feel better or worse and not wanting to seem like a cry-baby when I�m already the kid here, though why should I care? They look the same, Nick and Jessie, except they look as if they�ve taken a drug none of us know about. �Give me that,� whispers Nick, draining the dregs of the beer from John�s bottle. Jessie sits the other side of the fire from him, sliding in comfortably between Caz and her chum.
I feel sick. I�m not part of life, it�s not going to work for me. This is all my continuing punishment�� my burnt soles, the fact that my sister hasn�t left me anything at all, she�s using it all up�� life, sex, energy, despair.
I feel flat. Nothing. My toes hurt.
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Five o�clock in the morning and we�re in deep shit.
It�s light, but the mist and heat are spongelike, wrapping around us, clinging to us as we walk the last half mile or so to the cottage, Jessie having thought better of it than to have Nick and the boys drive us to the door on their motorbikes.
�We�re in deep shit, you know that?� she says, the two of us united again now in joint defense of our misdeeds, except that I haven�t even enjoyed mine, whatever they were, and how can I trust her when she�s wrecked or is wrecking all our futures, even if the wreckage doesn�t show yet? �We�ve just got to stay calm and bluff it out. This is probably major coronary time. What did you tell Dad? How long did you say we�d be?�
�I said it was just a ride, I didn�t give a time.� I watch her. She�s not really bothered, she�s just going through the motions. Jessie can get away with anything and she knows it. Mum and Dad are going to be furious, but they�ll get over it and so will Jessica.
�There�s death,� she says when she�s reasoning her way through a problem, �and there�s being crippled or disfigured, but apart from that there�s nothing much, nothing much they can do to you.� She doesn�t think in terms of humiliation. �Everything else passes. People forget. I do.�
I believe this last bit especially. Jessie forgets. She has a highly selective memory, good at remembering useful information but even then not infallible. She doesn�t care, she really doesn�t care. Even a grudge she might wish to repay, a score to be settled, will be forgotten if something more interesting comes along. She lives for the moment.
And the moment is now. We�re at the front door and Jessie looks wrecked, I hadn�t realized how wrecked until now. Maybe she did do something with Nick other than fuck him! But do they know about drugs down here? This is Palookaville, not London, where even your average council estate kid can tell the difference between smack and crack, between street-grade heroin and something special. Jessie has a thin smile on her lips and pink eyes, but perhaps she�s just tired and well-pleased by Nick�s attentions. Certainly she seems to have put our conversation out of her mind.
�Look repentant but not too much so,� she advises. She digs in her jeans for the key. There�s a gash on her mouth where I scratched her. And a series of red gouges decorate the calves of her legs where her jeans finish halfway down, which are nothing to do with me. �We just lost track of the time.�
�
If Jessie looks wrecked, Mum and Dad look worse. Mum looks pale under her tan, still dressed in the clothes she was wearing in the pub last night, any relief she might feel at seeing us totally wiped out by the anger which has kept her going until now. Dad has sharp grey lines in the skin at the corners of his eyes which normally appear only after a night up working or a night out drinking with his partners.
�You two,� Dad says as we walk in the doorway and they both materialize from the kitchen, �are spoilt little arseholes.�
It�s dark in the hall�� the cottage seems darker than it ever does at breakfast time, not that breakfast time is ever this early�� but Mum�s and Dad�s faces are clearly visible, their eyes raking over the two of us, checking us for damage, speeding ahead of their mouths in accusation.
�What the hell did you think you were doing?� Mum asks, staring at me but addressing Jessie, the older, more responsible one.
�I�ll tell you this,� Dad speaks slowly, trying to find the measure of his anger, close to taking us both and shaking us until it hurts either us or him, �if any of your motorcycle-riding friends comes around here looking for you, I�m going to take him off his bike and break both his bloody arms.�
�Where were you?� Mum has the aggrieved tone I�ve heard her use with her clients when they do a runner, fail to show up in court or for their probation officer. �Why did you turn your phones off? Your father�s been out all night, driving around looking for you.�
�It was our decision,� Jessie says, answering them both, making a show of strength which she knows will only count in her favor. �Well, not a decision really. We had a party on the beach. We just lost track of the time.�
�It wasn�t much of a party,� I add, seeing the next question forming on my parents� lips. �We built a bonfire. And went swimming.�
�Moron,� Jessie whispers, crushing my burnt toes with her shoe.
�Swimming?� my mother echoes, a new look of horror transfiguring her face. �Do you have any idea how dangerous it is swimming off the shore here at night? What if one of you had got caught up in the current? Or swept against the rocks! What would you have done then? You couldn�t even see each other.�
�There was a moon,� Jessie offers, but she knows we�re just riding this one out.
And we�re still standing in the hall, no one�s moved, the light hasn�t been switched on, we�re locked in this tableau of recrimination, but the gears are changing, the initial anger is running down, we�re bumping toward a new area of judgment and penalty.
It�s Jake who breaks the spell that holds us all fixed to the spot by crying out with his eerie �I�m hungry� call, the ghost of a cat�s wail, a sound which always leaves me feeling uneasy when I�m lying in bed at night. Mum turns and runs up the stairs to see to him and Dad, who isn�t nearly as ready as Mum to let go of his rage, ushers us into the kitchen, his silent, watchful gaze ominous as far as our getting off this lightly is concerned.
He indicates two chairs where we should sit. This is the courtroom, we are the accused, but where�s our lawyer�� Mum�s still upstairs? His back to us, he puts the kettle on. Jessie arches her eyebrows at me across the table, a look of superiority to everything, me, him, the situation. Dad�s hair, from behind, is sticking up on one side at a weird angle, like one of his architectural drawings gone wrong, as if he�s snatched an hour�s sleep in a chair at some point and it�s traumatized his hair, ironed it stiff in the wrong direction.
�I called the police,� he says, and my heart sinks. I can see this is going to take a great deal more explaining than either of us thought, we�re going to have to deal with the filth�s patronizing reprimands as well. �But I thought better of it.� Dad still has his back to us, as if it�s more than he can do to look at us at the moment. He rinses the cups. �I thought, why bother them at this time of the night? If my children are stupid enough to go off with a bunch of paleolithic bikers�� and I�m stupid enough to let them�� He turns and looks at us now�� �then why waste the time of the authorities?�
I have this strange wish suddenly�� strange isn�t a strong enough word�� that this could be a schoolday, that we could get through whatever lecturing we�re going to be forced to endure, eat a token breakfast (I don�t feel hungry, I think I�m hungover) and then take off for school and a day of dozing through lessons and dropping subtly misleading hints about the night�s activities to whoever will listen. Except that I don�t have a school right now; I�m stateless, I�ve got the horror-prospect of starting a new one in September on top of everything else.
Dad finishes with the cups and stands watching us. He says nothing for a moment, lets the intensity of his examination pin us to our chairs, a needle-like ray that is all the more powerful because we know in the more boring, rational parts of ourselves that he�s right, we were stupid, anything could have happened to us�� and in Jessie�s case, did. This is what I fix on suddenly, that he�s not so much angry with both of us as furious with Jessie for taking off with a reject Hell�s Angel.
�You ought to have more sense, Jessica,� he says at last. �Even if you think you�re old enough to stay out all night flirting with the local rat pack, you should have thought about Tom. One o�clock, I could have taken. Half past one, even. But you�ve pushed it too far. There�s no point in us treating you as an adult if you�re not prepared to behave like one.�
�Time just ran away with us,� I say, in an effort to see how much this is simply between Dad and Jessie.
�You�ve both got watches,� he responds, his tone no less testy with me than with her.
�You don�t understand what it�s like,� Jessie says, offering her first real defense, although she seems anything but defensive, more like the roles are reversed and she�s explaining life to him. �You can�t constantly look at your watch. Either you�re having a good time or you�re not. If you didn�t want me to take Tom, you should have said so.�
�Jessie,� Dad says, his voice harder. �Don�t try me.�
�We were in good company,� Jessie goes on. �It could have been a lot worse. Nick�s great. He doesn�t smell and he�s got a job. I would have thought you might have liked him.�
�If he�s who I think he is,� Dad says, conceding nothing, �he looks ten years too late for life. Did he give you that?�
�What?�
�That cut on your face. That didn�t get there by chance. Is that his idea of a good time?�
Jessie looks at me and I look back, a dread building up in me not that she�s going to say anything about what we said but that what I�m witnessing here is somehow more fundamental than what I saw in the bathroom. Whatever Jessie thinks this is about, this is about possession. Dad thinks he possesses her, not just in the normal way that parents delude themselves that they possess their children, especially daughters�� it�s more complicated than that now because of what has happened. He�s frightened, I can see that and it�s not something you want to see in your dad. He�s frightened he�s going to lose her. Or maybe he�s just shit-scared about the whole thing. But he�s also enjoying it, he�s like her, he�s high on the danger. And where am I in all this? Do I count? What does he feel about the rest of us now�� are we still a family? I don�t even know if I want us to be.
The kettle boils and cuts out. Jessie has taken a long time to answer. �Oh, that,� she says. �I got a branch in my face on the way down to the beach. It�s nothing.�
Mum comes back down, Jack hanging on one tit, less bothered than any of us that the night is on its head�� it�s bright outside but we�re all totally knackered. Dad puts tea in the pot and milk in the cups, a kind of ugly hard edge detailing every sound, even the closing of the fridge door.
�You didn�t get that from a branch,� Mum says, standing by Dad, supporting Jack in one arm, solidarity against the wrongdoers. She glances at me, searching for the truth, but I stare at the table trying to find the stack of torn envelopes and postcards and the cup-rings on the old wood interesting.
�Can I have a glass of water?� I ask, suddenly conscious of how foul my mouth tastes and wanting anything that will distract from the matter at hand.
�There�s a glass on the drainer,� Mum says, shifting to one side to let me up.
I fill the glass, turning the tap too far and spraying a fierce jet of water over the sink, the wall, me. Dad pours three cups of weak tea, too impatient to wait for it to stand, and looks inquisitorially at me as I sit back down and he hovers over a fourth. �Do you want one?� he asks. I shake my head without meeting his eye.
Mum sits down, maneuvering Jack into a comfortable position on her lap while watching us like a border guard trying to decide whether to shoot us now or later, when our backs are turned. �I think we should all drink our tea and get to bed,� she advises, a trace of our grandmother�s, her mother�s, Polish accent slipping through as it does sometimes when she is tired or pissed off.
�Not before we�ve discussed precisely how we are going to resolve this,� Dad says, allowing no room for argument. �You may think this is just bad news, coming home like this, and that it will pass. Well�� He looks at Jessie first, then at me. He knows how our minds work, how much we�re anticipating the short, sharp shock�� no funds, no TV, how bad can it get? He goes on, �This time you�re going to have to pay.�
Yeah? Well, bollocks to that! I�ve been through these before and so has Jessie. I can�t really see what the big deal is here. Compared to setting fire to the school, this is nothing. It wasn�t even a good time. But Dad is enjoying it. Even in my current fallen state, I can recognize a crap line when I hear one and this is an act. Dad knows we know we�re guilty; we�re not stupid. Mum�s right, we should go to bed and they can keep the screws tightened for a while when we get up. But this is what I thought: this is between Dad and Jessica, and I�m just caught in the crossfire.
�You�re both housebound for a week,� he announces. �No exceptions. No trips out, no shopping, no visits from friends, no phone calls, no email and no drinking.� A frown in my direction, but I�m incidental. �And Jessie�� no Nick. I know you�re going to be able to do what you like in a few weeks� time, but that is then and this is now.� A glance at both of us. �Is that clear?�
A moment�s pause. It sounds fucking terrible to me, but I�m not going to give him any satisfaction. So we�re dead for a week�� so what? I scowl across at Jessica, trying to look unmoved. Her expression surprises me. She is staring at him with what at first might be hatred�� instant hatred, the kind you can whip up pretty quickly when you need it. But it goes deeper than that; it�s a kind of interest, I can�t put my finger on it but it�s a kind of excitement.
Mum, Jack and me are the fools. We might as well not be here. I don�t know if Mum suspects anything�� maybe not, because there�s nothing obvious and it�s the last thing she would suspect. I�m sure it�s never even crossed her mind. But I�m stuck with it. I�m stuck with the knowledge and it turns everything to shit. I can�t even get angry with him in the normal way. I can�t even resent this punishment. Nothing�s normal any more.
Dad puts his hand on Mum�s shoulder, breaking the spell with Jessie, resisting the impulse thank God to ruffle Jake�s minimal hair. Mum looks tired and tense. She is usually the one who mediates in these situations, giving shape to Dad�s anger, which is erratic and shortlived. But she�s feeding Jack and she looks ready to accept anything that will cut this drama short.
Then Dad makes his mistake. And mine. �Have either of you got anything to say?� he asks.
Another silence. I hear myself breathing from a long way away. Saliva forms in the bottom of my mouth. My tongue prods against my teeth. My lips peel apart. The kitchen divides into irregularly shaped pieces: the pots and plates on the old enamel drainer, the dead flies in the lightbowl, the cups on the table, the ponderous drip of the cold tap, the cracks in the flagstone floor, my family�s faces, the ivy at the window. The fragments split and dance in space, jostling with swimming purple flecks of light.
�Yes.� The whole kitchen explodes. �Go fuck yourself.�
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Sometimes it�s worse when they don�t get angry. You provoke a response, you demand attention, emotion, balls. You have to give a little bit of your life to get angry with someone. When you cross the edge and nothing happens there�s something wrong. You don�t want permission to piss around.
So Dad must really be off course not to rise to that. If Jessie had said it at this particular moment, I think he would have slapped her, which is not something I can remember him doing in a long time, but the rules have changed, they look like they want damage, those two, they�re locked into something like two fighters circling each other jabbing for first blood.
But I said it, and Dad�s self-control is the last thing I want. He stands there, waiting, letting me reflect on my words, watching Mum to see if she�s going to comment but she�s less excited by language than action. �You�re tired,� he tells me finally. �And it�s our fault. Go to bed.�
�
And in the bathroom, trying to clean the shit out of my mouth, Mum makes a point of hugging me�� sternly, to let me know that this has been a hard night all around, but a hug just the same. �Why do you always make things worse for yourself?� she asks, the voice of my childhood when I used to drive them both wild ripping up papers, drawings, court documents.
I almost want to cry and I swallow some toothpaste trying not to. It would be so easy just to sink into her arms instead of resisting the cuddle, maintaining my stance, the struggle, my independence. How can I tell her that nothing is all right, it�s all bad and getting worse? Would she believe me anyway? Do I want her to know? She ought to�� I need her to, I need her help. I don�t know how much more I can handle on my own, but the weird thing is I don�t want it to stop. Not now, not at the moment. I�m tired and my eyes are stinging and the toothpaste has burned my throat, but when I�m not tired, when I�m fresh and awake and reasonably conscious, what I have, to fight the feeling of my life slipping away and the summer holidays sinking toward term-time and hell, is Dad and Jessie.
Mum has stopped holding me. She�s standing watching me in the mirror, loving me, she never stops loving me. But she can�t stop the system that grinds us all down and maybe Dad and Jessie can, they should be able to fuck the machinery if anyone can. I don�t know what I�m thinking any more, except that I think I need the idea of Dad and Jessie in my mind like I need London. While it�s only me who knows, in a way I control it.
The birds are singing outside. Mum�s in the mirror and so is the bath, but this is a different angle and Dad�s still in the kitchen and Jessie�s upstairs and it�s not raining and she�s not sloshing water over his peeled-back foreskin.
I could tell her now, but I don�t.
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Sometimes when the cells in my body are really buzzing and the blood�s pumping and I�m feeling truly insane, I know that the weather is just another part of my dream. I create everything�� you, me, my parents, day, night, this shitty cottage, the mosquito spattered on the bedroom wall, the ugly old woman from the village who walks past our scrawny front garden at least three times every day and squints in with eyes diseased with resentment and age and a life which has either turned her into an aching sour cunt or was something she never understood, never grasped, in the first place. Is this suffering all my doing? I must have tumors warping my brain. I want to start again, clean. Scrub this out, dig the pen in deep as I scribble over and over and over again, eradicating it, removing the pain.
So the weather�s my fault too. And it�s weird, it�s like me, up and down, changing every minute, blowing hot, cold, grey, black. I lie on my bed trying to listen to my iPod or read a comic book or squeeze my eyes shut and make myself stoned, and the weather keeps getting in the way. Sunlight flashes in through the window like photographic arc lamps, blazing hot for a moment then dimming as the sky darkens and a wind shoves dishwater clouds across the sky. Minutes pass and it�s bright again and I can feel the heat nudging me, edging into the room. Then thunder, great intestinal cracks from the sky, and it pisses down, torrents of rain beating against the earth, smashing the grass down, pummeling everything in its reach, wanting�� and I understand this�� to hurt.
Lucy comes, soaked to the skin, and rattles on to Mum for hours about her aunt in France and then starts vacuuming, and I wish I could control her, my creation, better. I�ve been shut inside for three days, allowed out only within a short radius of the cottage like a dog on an extending but finite leash, and the flashes of light have just been false holes in the prison sky, impossible to get to grips with, insufficient to recharge my failed batteries.
Her hair smells when she comes into my room and she seems to have grown larger, firmer, as if she�s been exercising, toning up for more vacuuming or whatever else it is that she does with her time.
I don�t shift from the bed. If Lucy is my invention, her damp and wrinkled clothes will simply cease to exist, her jaw will lose the bored, slightly clenched set it has to it and she�ll vacuum me with her mouth, the cord tying us together in an unmanageable, flailing heap. But she goes on and I lie there listening to noises coming through my headphones, music starting and stopping and starting again, jerking forward and backward like my life, words drumming in my head meaning nothing. You can�t tell me what it�s like to be black in England, I think, as I listen to a singer using New York beats to describe Notting Hill. Because you�ve got a fucking MySpace page and you wear a baseball cap with your band�s name on it.
�What?� I hear my own voice, muffled, a surprise. I don�t know what I�m saying.
Her mouth moves again. Sadly, not on me. She shouts, �Feeling sorry for yourself then?�
�Not very.�
She doesn�t switch off the vacuum cleaner. I don�t turn off the music. �I hear you had yourselves a party.�
�Oh, yeah?�
�You didn�t invite me.�
She stands, arching her neck to get rid of an ache, eyes tired, no longer looking at me. I keep the headset off my ears for a moment, but she says nothing else, sticks the vacuum head under the bed, knocking the dulled metal side quite aggressively, breathing over me a dry waft of stale cigarettes, her eyes meeting mine only once, no message I can discern. If she�s my invention, she doesn�t know it.
�
And where�s Jessie in all of this? How does she take to her incarceration? Like a bat to water, like salvation to a crime. She switches into a different mode, using the time available to even things up with Mum, sticking and unsticking an endless flow of disposable nappies, singing to Jack to knock him out, generally being more companionable than she has been of late, though not so much that it�s obvious.
I watch her with Dad, to see if it�s a cover, to see if they�re just faking this punishment�� she�s taking it too well, there must be more to it. But they keep their distance, not showing any particular resentment or interest, no sustained, message-laden eye contact that I can catch, no sudden flare-ups, not even much body contact, which in itself is unusual for Jessie. She seems suddenly domesticated, teenage mum time again, like one of those awful ex-punk blonds (not that Jessie could ever be blond) who discover family life. Jessie has a side to her that could almost settle for a Chelsea existence, married to a stockbroker or some other wimp criminal from the City, except that I think she�d chain him to the bathtaps after three weeks and go mad after four. The domesticity is a pose and it�s one I can find only two motives for.
�You�re either feeling guilty or you�re groveling and it�s a sickening sight,� I tell her in one of my more foul-tempered moments locked inside the cottage�s storm-blackened gloom.
But Jessie is unreachable. �You�re not handling this well,� she says. �It�s like pain. Go with it. Enjoy the punishment. You have to want denial. Otherwise it�s boring.�
The ultimate sin. Nothing is boring for Jessie, she won�t allow it. I don�t even know if she cares about not seeing Nick or if pretending she doesn�t is a way of double-thinking Dad, making him feel more uneasy than if she were fretting over the situation. If Dad is what�s important to her, she�s not showing it�� unless she is by not showing it. Maybe she�s sucking up to Mum to freak him out? I don�t know. I just know she is not my invention. Lucy, I might have managed, but Jessie, no way. I couldn�t invent her. She cannot be another part of me because I haven�t got it, I don�t have her cool, it�s all head-on confrontation for me�� but Jessie, life bends to meet Jessie�s will, life is something she strokes until it comes.
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Day five of the life sentence. Late afternoon. It�s rained all day but suddenly the sun has come out and it�s hot, so Jessie and I have set ourselves up outside. She�s got her ghetto blaster playing endless bloody reggae and I�ve erected three deckchairs because Mum is going to join us, we all want reconciliation now. Dad is inside, intermittently screaming down the telephone at his London office, barricaded inside the living room against what is apparently a real crisis, as opposed to the crises which occur once a month. He still loves it, fuck him. He loves the attention, even if it comes as trouble.
Jack is wailing upstairs and Jessie has gone to sort him out, all part of the war effort. Mum flaps down the kitchen step, having failed to find the other wooden sandal she�s been searching for, and sits next to me, impressed to find me reading.
�What�s it about?�
�It�s about death. Drilling holes in your head.� Actually it�s about cricket, but even that seems like a form of death right now.
�Why don�t you read the books I buy you?� Mum sips the drink she has brought out with her. I know there is nothing I could read that would shock her. I bought The Story of O when I was ten, but her only reaction was that I�d find it too intellectual.
�Because you buy me books I don�t want to read.�
Jessie appears with Jack�s carrycot and hovers over us, supporting it awkwardly with one hand underneath, the other holding the straps.
�Do you think if we put a towel underneath it, it would be dry enough?� she asks, dragging the grass with her bare feet and finding it wet despite the sun.
�Wait a minute,� says Mum and she goes off to get a bath towel, which I could have done only I�m not into Jessie�s play-ball-with-the-screws number.
�You know Jack�s secret?� Jessie asks as Mum returns, spreading our ropiest towel on the ground in the shade of one of the chairs. �He wants to be at the center of everything all the time. He was screaming because he was upstairs on his own. The best place for him would be in with Dad, listening to the bullshit.� She sits down. Mum is fussing over Jack, who throws an ugly glance in my direction. Jessie pouts at him, pulling her T-shirt over her head to point her brown tits at the sun. �He�s totally sweet.�
�He�s part of the same disease that we are,� I say, staring at Jessie�s skin which is dark, foreign, usable�� not like my prissy English anemia.
But Mum and Jessie ignore me, Jessie turning up the Rasta music she uses like a drug so that Mum can�t even hear me. Mum sits down again, stretching her legs out and reaching for her glass. There�s a dead fly floating where the ice cubes have melted but she doesn�t seem to care.
�You drink too much,� I shout above the noise, looking for an argument, conversation, anything. �You and Dad. You�re always drinking.�
She smiles, puts the glass down beside her. �Are you surprised? It�s parenthood. You try it.�
�Jessie�ll get there first at the rate she�s going,� I say, suddenly struck by the horror of the thought�� I wasn�t thinking specifically of Dad, but what if his sperm made a baby inside her? No, Jessie takes micro-estrogen or something. Does she? I�m not sure. Anyway, no one listens.
I stare at the book in my lap. I�ve got my swim shorts on and there�s a boil on my thigh just where the corner of the book is touching it, headless, the muck spread out under the skin in a welt, impossible to squeeze. Jessie talks to Mum over the grinding reggae, every track the same, and I tie a line between the rotting cells in my leg and the tree by the collapsing stone wall at the end of the garden. It had leaves less than a week ago and now it�s dead. The few that are left are grey and yellow at the edges, their texture turned to paper. We�re not halfway through August and something�s wrong, not just with my life but with all the systems, natural, man-made, whatever. Or is it me, am I the only one, is everyone else having a ball?
�Penelope�s brother is selling his car,� my sister informs my mother as Jamaican poverty thumps out of Chinese plastic on a Devon lawn. �It�s a brilliant soft-top Morris, lime green, you saw it when she came to pick me up that day. Do you think there�s any chance�?�
�Yes?� My mother sounds only half interested. She has her eyes closed; she looks beautiful like that, vulnerable.
I sit musing over how Jessie came by that particular piece of information about Penelope�s brother since we�re banned from using the phone and she hasn�t been checking her email as far as I know. But Jessie always has ways.
She scratches one armpit, then on down to a rubbery nipple. She looks at me. I look away. �Well, Dad said that when I can drive next year, you�d get me a car. I know it�s a bit early, but it�s the only one like it, I used to see it all over London, you could spot it everywhere, I don�t think they can clamp it. It�s perfect.�
She waits. Mum doesn�t open her eyes, but she tilts her head in Jessie�s direction. �I wouldn�t mention it at the moment if I were you,� she says. �Not quite yet.�
And Jessica bites a finger, running her teeth thoughtfully up and down it in the absence of anything else, timing this conversation perfectly, helped by the insistent distraction of a driven black voice intoning a song which seems to consist entirely of listing the chapters and verse of the Old Testament. It doesn�t ring true. She doesn�t. It�s as if she�s trying to react as she normally would in this situation, trying to reassure Mum that she�s got the same preoccupations as any girl her age�� any spoilt middle-class brat, as we both are.
�Do you think Dad means it about Nick?� she goes on, closing her eyes now, screwing them up as she faces the sun. I move my legs, impatient with her, and knock my book on the grass, tipping Mum�s drink over.
�You know your father as well as I do,� Mum says, watching me right her glass and not offer to get more. The music rocks on, music to praise Haile Selassie to, music to start a riot to. �You haven�t mentioned Nick before, have you? What�s he like?�
Jessie frowns, eyes still closed, the toes of one foot clenching and unclenching on the ground, wearing away at the grass, digging a hole with her big toe. I get up.
�He wasn�t interesting before,� she says
�
And upstairs I�m on my own. Dad is shut away below me arguing over steel or titanium cladding or something, dredging out the drawings and files that had been dumped in the musty understairs cupboard when we arrived here. Mum, Jessica and Jake are safe outside, baking now that we�re back to fission heat, not likely to move except to pee and, later, get dinner. I�m on my own and I know what I�m doing. I�m not a victim, I�m not going to be a victim, I�ve got to take this matter in hand. Jessie is confident about every situation, except sometimes she�s not, just occasionally there�s a chink in her armor when she thinks she�s not beautiful, when she thinks she�s not blessed, when the world falls apart and she can�t fight it and she�s alone and anonymous and the smallest thing could crush her, reduce her to nothing, a hole, a mistake, a blob of human fear. I know that feeling�� I can�t say I have it all the time, but I�m familiar with it, far more so than her, and it�s because of that that I�m still frightened by the possibility that Dad may be the one, that Jessie is wrong, this is his sickness. I don�t know which is worse, whether I want them both to be guilty, or one, or whether I really think they�re guilty or sick at all. So far they haven�t hurt me, not reached out and torn my skin, burrowed into my head with a power drill. They�re in my head but it�s all inside, it hasn�t broken through the bone yet one way or another�� and it�s what happens when it does that worries me. But maybe it�s not sick, maybe Jessie�s right, there shouldn�t be any boundaries. Maybe incest is safe sex in the world of AIDS.
But I�ve got to move forward, I can�t just sit back and let it all run away from me. I need to know what�s happening, it�s worse not knowing. And at the moment, I don�t know. At the moment, Dad and Jessie are playing charades for Mum�s benefit, and maybe for mine�� does Dad know I know? Jessie won�t stop. Even if Dad started it, she won�t stop. However it started, this is too dangerous for her to want to give it up. I could see Dad chickening out�� maybe�� though he�s a lot like Jessie, she took his madness and amplified it. But not Jessie. I�ve got to stop it.
So I�m looking for clues. I�m alone in her room feeling a charge in my heart as scary as if I were committing a real crime. I�m sweating with the excitement, leaving little damp patches where my soles have been, but it�s too urgent to put some shoes on now or to grab some jeans to stop the trickles running down my legs. She�s a few feet away, diagonally down in the garden, and she�s extra-sensitive, Jessie. If I�m not careful, her antennae will prick and she�ll know better than me what I�m looking for and whether she has anything to fear from what I might find.
The room isn�t a mess but somehow it isn�t tidy either. I pass it all the time and yet now it feels more foreign than ever, I�m trespassing, I am the intruder. The bed�s rumpled and she�s left a pile of her jewelry in the middle of it, some of the stuff she makes herself�� all spikes, teeth and coils, like a tribal punishment�� and the rest is stuff that Mum has given her or men have given her or she�s stolen. Her cardboard boxes are all around the room, waiting to go back to London and art college, and there�s a new picture stuck on the window, cutting down on the light coming in through the small panes, giving the fleeting impression of a shrine. I haven�t seen it before and it�s amazing, a head-and-shoulders portrait of Jessie, clumsy, like a graffiti cartoon, yet it�s her, there�s something in the daubed mouth and slashed eyes which is Jessie when all the hunger�s there, when nothing is enough, she can�t push herself far enough. It�s signed �Sonny� and there�s the Greek infinity symbol underneath the name. It makes me feel strange, that someone else can see her like that, paint her that clearly. It makes me feel as if she�s watching me now, watching my smallness as I slide out the drawers of the old dresser which still has the lace cover that was here when we came, part-buried now under a pile of Jessie�s make-up and CDs.
I go through the drawers quickly: two filled with clothes, nearly all black, some underwear, boxes of tampons, unopened packs of tights and ankle socks, a tin of oil pastels and scalpels, more make-up. The bottom drawer has a different character to it, stashed with Jessie�s shoes and belts and two packs of condoms and a pair of what look like elbow-length black rubber gloves that I didn�t know she had, plus a buff colored envelope which may be the treasure I am seeking�� letters, information, evidence. But there�s nothing inside of much use, just some unwritten postcards from various galleries, empty envelopes with foreign postmarks and pointless messages scrawled in a variety of hands�� �The burglar alarm just went off, LB� �Keep crossing the Albert Bridge��� and books of matches from caf�s and bars I�ve never even heard of.
I shove it all back in and go back to the drawer above, drawn there suddenly by the tin of crayons and blades. It doesn�t fit somehow. I take out the scalpels and dig underneath, the crayons rattling against the box. There�s pencil shavings and other shit at the bottom, but there�s also a folded-up wadge of paper which when I open it out contains cocaine. I taste it. I�ve had it before�� I think. I was never sure if it was the real thing. This seems to be, and this is something�� the fact that Jessica keeps cocaine in her bedroom might be something, but it�s not what I�m looking for. I�m not sure what I�m looking for but I�m looking. I fold it up and put it back, my tongue wiping my teeth, numbed.
The reggae pumps up from the garden again after a pause in which I die for a moment and Jessie changes CDs. I glance at the picture of her, which seems bored now, as if I�m wasting her time. I close the drawers of the dresser and look around, deciding that to go through the cardboard boxes is just an impossible task. Trying not to let the floorboards creak too much, I go down on my knees and peer under the bed, my ear and nose brushing against the slightly sour-smelling old rug which, like everything else, came with the cottage.
There�s nothing under there, just more shoes and a heap of Jessie�s paintings, all different sizes and scraps of paper piled up, the bigger ones on top sagging over smaller ones underneath. I pull them out, disturbing a spider which nearly scares the shit out of me. I would have left them where they were but the one on top is just weird. In fact, it�s a very dull picture by Jessie�s standards. No figures, no flesh, no pain. Most of Jessie�s pictures are like her�� all impact. She wants to worry you, she wants to get you going. This one does, but in a different way. It�s just a railway line, wasteland, dingy houses, under a drunken mackerel sky�� but it�s my railway line, my sky, my London. It�s like looking at a moment in time that was mine, not hers, and I�m fucked if I know how she knew about it. Jessie doesn�t see like this, I�m sure of it. She�s too busy being Jessie. So why did she paint it? Am I that transparent? Does she break into my thoughts while I�m asleep?
I quickly sort through the others to see if there are any more little surprises for me. The paper is mostly stiff with paint and smells funny, dry, powdery�� memories of flames licking the art department stockroom. There are some houses on top, all done in Caribbean colors but without the brilliance of the head-and-shoulders of Jessie that Sonny or whoever it was did. Still, this all comes as news to me�� I didn�t know Jessie did houses, I didn�t know that anything that couldn�t sweat or fuck interested her. There are a couple of collages in the middle, cut out from magazines, the images small and oddly disturbing, twisted and contorted in intricate patterns, but they�re nothing special. I almost give up, then I lift a crumpled and dog-eared sheet of dull green paper and underneath find gold, though it doesn�t look like gold�� it doesn�t look like anything much at first. It�s a chalk sketch, the soft, grainy white lines leading nowhere until I realize that the scribbled mass is hair and the rest of it takes on a solidity that is a cock in close up, extreme close up, sort of halfway through raising itself, neither limp nor properly hard, the foreskin still folded hoodlike over the end.
It�s not just this one�� one would be nothing�� it�s what follows that freaks me out. To see a prick the way she sees it, and she�s really studied them. This is something she cares about, these pictures aren�t for effect, she wanted to get at something. There�s a whole stash of them and the detail turns me cold. It�s too much.
Whose are they? Is it all the same one? A couple have a hand in them, beautifully drawn, drawn better than I thought Jessie knew how. The prick�� or pricks�� are unidentifiable, but the hand is Dad�s. The skin is old, older than Nick�s or any of Jessie�s friends (unless she has some buzz for older men that I don�t know about, anything is possible), but the clincher is Dad�s ring, clearly visible, tight up against a familiarly swollen knuckle. The hand isn�t doing anything in one of the pictures, but in the other it�s holding the penis and that makes me sick. It�s posed, he sat there or lay there while she sketched it, holding his dick for his daughter to draw. I�m stupid, I�m naive, I don�t know how the world works. Maybe all dads are like this? I don�t know him, maybe I don�t know anybody. There�s a gulf between us all�� me and him, Jessie and me, Mum and me�� but it won�t swallow me up like I want it to, it won�t open its jaws wide enough to take me in, it just makes me feel more outside. I can�t feel the horror enough, it�s a failure in me�� I want it to hurt and it won�t. Not enough.
The music has stopped. I feel panicked again�� Jessie could be on her way up here now. I leap up and cross to the window, the pictures heaped on the floor in two piles�� the prick pictures and the others. Down in the garden, Jessie is still in her deckchair, sitting with Mum and Jake like a normal daughter, soaking up the sun. No danger. But there�s a fourth figure, the old woman from the village, standing by the wall on the road side, staring at Jessie�s brazen bare tits with evil eyes and cackling to Mum with words I can�t hear but can imagine. Mum is mediating in her best fashion, playing it quiet and slow, and Jessie�s obviously enjoying the old bint�s nuttiness, though she looks just a little uneasy.
The fact is, although the old woman is something of a local curiosity, she�s part of a trend. We�re not really liked here�� not really. They�re polite and all that, but we don�t quite fit in, not even among the other aliens, the rebaptized city dwellers who�ve come to the country to renew their bigotry. We�re a little too odd, a little too private�� already I know that I�m going to have to put up one hell of a show at school to convince them that I�m a real scum-bag, it�s something I�ve worked for, not simply my birthright. We haven�t taken down here as a family and, quite frankly, I�m not surprised.
I feel safe now. I feel in charge�� a moment�s pause makes all the difference. I gather up the prick pictures and push the others back under the bed. This is going to give Jessie something to think about. When she finds what�s missing, she�s going to shit a brick.
It�s my game now and we�re going to play by my rules.
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Jessie�s room again. It�s dark, two o�clock in the morning and everyone�s asleep except me. Her windows are open, the curtains half drawn to let in some air, though there�s a stillness in the room to match the stillness outside. No sounds, no dog barking, no village traffic, not even a far-off owl or twittering bat or any of those country sounds you�re supposed to be able to hear. London is not like this. In London, there�s always someone walking the street, a thug, a partygoer, some poor homeless sod whose life is now a can of Carlsberg, a filthy coat over his face and his hand down his pants trying to scratch away the lice. This village is dead, it makes me care about nothing. I just want to get out, I don�t care what the rest of my life is like as long as it�s not lived here.
Jessie is sleeping in her bed, her face turned toward me. She�s asleep. I can�t but she can, that�s how it works. She looks a step ahead of me even in sleep, her mouth curled down and open slightly over her teeth, ready to launch any argument I might present into space and convince me that nothing is what it seems. The pictures must still be under the bed�� the ones I left. I don�t know if she knows I�ve got the others yet, but if she does she�s given no sign of it. I hesitate, standing over her, scanning the room in the darkness.
Mum and Dad are asleep on the other side of the landing and I don�t want them to hear me. I especially don�t want Jake to hear me. I�ve pushed the door shut but have wedged one of Jessie�s shoes between the door edge and the frame. I�m wearing nothing but a pair of boxer shorts but I�m sweating despite the fact that a chill blade of fear is working its way between my bones, making me feel that this is a mistake, I should forget about everything and turn a blind eye, things can only get worse for me.
But that�s what I want. If I�m stuck with it, it must be, right? I must want life to get worse, it�s only by getting worse that we�ll get away from here and everything will change. Jessie, you make life difficult for me. I fucking worship you and you mess us all around. You lie there sleeping like a perfect being, immune to the chaos you create, and I have to decide what to do. There�s no one to turn to on this, so I�m blaming you because you�re the only one I can reach.
There�s no light in my hand but I switch it on. The glare is powerful, blinding, the heat instant. I ram it in your face�� spit it out, make your promises and your repentance! She�s only half awake and already I�m slapping her hard, sharp, a quick blow across one cheek, a heavier one across the other. The cut is still on her mouth where I scratched her on the beach. I should have scratched harder. She won�t understand unless I can make her feel the pain�� and I can�t feel any until she does.
I take her by the shoulders and shake her. She lifts herself off the bed, bleary-eyed, listening to what I�m saying. If only I had that light I could press it in her face, sweat it out of her, make her see what this is doing to me, to all of us as a family.
She sits up. I shove her back. �You�re weird, Tom,� she tells me. �It�s not happening now. Go to sleep. I won�t let it hurt you.�
Why should I believe her? �Have you told Dad I know?�
�I�m not crazy.� She sits up again, brushing me aside, turning and digging a determined elbow into her pillow. �Of course I haven�t.�
Her voice is a whisper, hoarse, sharp, she wants to get rid of me. I sit on the bed. She lies back wearily, keeping her arms above the sheet which is her only covering, pushing it down to her navel to cool off, maybe to reinforce the suggestion that she wants to be left alone to sleep.
�How can I trust you?� I ask. �I want you to say it�s stopped, but how can I ever believe you again?�
�You�ve got to find a way.�
�Why should I?�
Jessie�s head is on the pillow. I have a view of her chin, then shadow and just the glint of her eyes. �No one was meant to know about this, it wasn�t meant to hurt you.� She cranes her neck to look at me, tries to sound close, like we used to. �This is between Dad and me. It�s over. If you can put it out of your mind, it�s as if it never happened.�
What she�s saying is true, but it doesn�t help. Because it�s not true, it�s only true on one level, it�s convenient, but she�s a liar and a cheat and she�s betrayed everyone closest to her. They both have. How could they do it? Sex must be better than love, better than money, better than anything for them to have wanted to do it this much. They must have wanted to, they must have thought about us and said, �Yes, fuck it, let�s do it. Let�s do it anyway. They�ll survive, they�ll never know.�
I�m quiet. I keep my voice low. I don�t need histrionics, I�m in control now. I throw myself over Jessie so fast she�s stunned. I pin her to the bed, pressing her arms down by her side, moving my mouth so it�s over her face. I could bite her nose off, it�s in the way, it�s getting between us, obstructing what I want to say to her. I let her wait, listening to my own breath, listening to her silence. She doesn�t struggle, this kind of thing must happen to Jessie all the time, the way she behaves.
�Jessie�� My voice is dry. I try to squeeze it out of my throat, make it sound threatening. I am threatening her, I mean it. �I�ve seen the pictures. The pictures you did of Dad. I�ve got them.�
�Yes?�
�I want you to stop. You must stop, I�ll make you. I�ll take them to the police. I�ll tell Mum.�
�The police wouldn�t be interested.�
�I hate the bastards. But I�ll go if I have to. I think they would. I think, especially here, they�d love to bust open a family like us. They think we�re sick already.�
She�s hot beneath me. Her arms are rigid, maybe ready to throw me off, but I�ve got my hands locked over her wrists, she�s not going to get anywhere without a struggle and that would wake Mum and Dad. I sense a movement in the curtains, but I wait and it�s nothing.
�Get off me, will you?� She tries to lift herself up a little. I don�t let her. �You�re acting like a child.�
�I�ll tell Dad if I have to. I�ll tell him I know and I�ll tell him I�ve got the pictures. I�d rather tell him than Mum.� I�m working this out as I go along. �And I�ll tell him about the coke.�
This doesn�t worry her. What proof would I have? She could get rid of it before I�m even past her door.
�What is it you want me to say? I�ve told you we�ve stopped.�
�No you haven�t.� What promise can I extract from her? There isn�t one. I force my weight on her, pushing my bony chest onto her ribs beneath her breasts.
�Look,� she pants, �it hasn�t happened much. It was something we tried. I wish we hadn�t. It�s too complicated. I�m more interested in Nick. You think Dad�s that exciting?�
�You told me he was. You told me he was brilliant. Either you were lying then or you�re lying now.�
�Why should I want Dad when I can have Nick? Dad�s old.�
�He�s not that old.�
I think about this. She�s starting to confuse me. I relax my weight a little, my grip. I feel her breathe, sucking in air, forcing my chest up with hers. She looks at me, eyes like slits, her voice different, less worried.
�It�s not going to happen again,� she says. �I promise. It�ll be all right. It�s Nick I�m interested in. At least until London. I mean he�s not perfect, he�s incredibly insecure, but he fucks well. He�s great physically. The minute this stupid week is finished, I�m seeing him, he can�t stop me. You know that�� he can�t stop me?�
Suddenly she�s talking about Dad the way she always has, as a force to be manipulated, to be defied or won over. Maybe she means it about Nick. They were gone long enough. But I can�t imagine him insecure. The thing about Nick that comes into my mind if I think about him is a quiet calmness. I would have thought he�d be very sure with Jessie�� out of his depth, who isn�t? But still very strong and confident.
I lie on her thinking this through. She�s quiet, she doesn�t interrupt. I can feel her breathing, relaxed now, waiting. The room is still, not the slightest waft from the curtains, just the two of us stretched on the bed, no movement, no creaks.
But then there�s a sound outside on the landing. Someone is getting up, they must have heard us. No. The steps are on the stairs, going down. I can�t tell if it�s Mum or Dad. Jessie and I are frozen, holding our breaths to hear. There�s a knock from the bathroom as the loo seat is lowered, then a tinkling sound, more a falling than a jet so it�s probably Mum.
She flushes. Water trickles from a tap and there�s a muted thumping from the cistern or the tank as it fills up. Then silence and Jessie and I tense up. Nothing for a moment, then a click as the bathroom cabinet is closed, I think.
Silence again. More steps on the stairs, coming closer now. The room hangs in the air as she comes past. Will she look in? No. The steps turn away, there are some dim, muffled sounds, then a murmur from Jake, half a cry, not much, then the sense more than the sound that he is feeding.
My mouth stretches into a strained smile of relief, though my heart�s thumping and I don�t know what I�m relieved about. Jessie eases me off her and I don�t resist. I straighten up on the bed and sit over her, but then she slides out and gets up, moving silently to the window. She stands there naked, her back to me.
�I�ve still got the pictures,� I whisper, barely audible but needing to reassert myself somehow. �Don�t forget that.�
�I won�t.� She glances back at me.
Maybe she�ll try to find them, I think. But they�re well hidden, not even in my room, down behind a prized-loose panel of wood at the bottom of the stairs�� next to where Dad�s work drawings are stored, but not actually in the understairs cupboard.
I get off the bed, looking around the room as if there�s something I�ve forgotten. Jessie is still at the window, in front of the dark rectangle of Sonny�s portrait of her but her head angled past it, staring out at the village. I move to go. She turns.
�You�re thinking about this too much,� she says, her voice almost a hiss. We can hear Mum soothing Jake. �I�m worried about you.�
I stop in my tracks. It�s another one of her classics, not really believable. �You should be,� I tell her.
�No, I mean you�re concentrating too much energy on the wrong things. This is something that�s over, it can�t be changed. You ought to concentrate on your own life more. I know,� she says before I can stop her, �this is as much about you as me and I�m sorry, I am sorry. But you should be careful.�
I feel awkward suddenly. She can do that to me. I feel a hole somewhere gaping in me, an emptiness. �What do you mean?�
�I mean you�re too serious, you�re too hostile. All right, I deserve that at the moment, but it�s not good for you.�
I can hardly hear her. I�m not sure I want to. I cross the room back toward her, just to say this: �You�re really concerned about what�s good for me, aren�t you? You and Dad. Did you ever think about the rest of us before you started? I don�t know how the hell it did start but you certainly weren�t showing how much you cared for me.�
Jessie faces me in the darkness, leaning down to scratch her leg. She�s totally naked but she might as well be driving a tank for all the impact I�ve made on her. But I�ve got the pictures and that must make a difference.
�Life doesn�t have to be a constant battle,� she whispers. �The week�s almost finished. Get out. Spend some time with Caz�s brother.� She looks at me, right through me. �Go and see Lucy.� I blush. She sees everything, she gives me a sick feeling in my stomach. �I think she might be interested if you approached her right.�
�Fuck off!�
�Do you want me to have a word with her?�
She�s doing it again. I thought this was my confrontation, she�s meant to be on the defensive�� but she�s turning the tables. She can�t let it stop until she feels she�s on top. I walk away. Jake is wailing now in the other room and Mum must have her hands full trying to quieten him. Jessie takes advantage of the cover to throw a thought at me, spoken so I can hear it clearly, so it knocks around my brain.
�Do you think she wanks in the toilet?�
�What?�
�Lucy?� I can feel Jessie smiling at the back of my neck. �Do you think Lucy wanks in the toilet when she�s feeling neglected. I do.� And she scratches her pubic hair as I turn, to point out to me how it�s done.
I struggle to block my mind from thinking about anything but Jessie and the power she has over me. I don�t want to hear things like that about Lucy�� but I do, and about herself. I like her to try and shock me, to open doors I didn�t know were there. She�s an evil little cunt but she�s my sister and all she�s doing is driving me nuts.
Jake has stopped crying. Mum must have heard us, some of it, but if so why hasn�t she come through? If she came through now, it would all have to come out, there�d be a way of telling her, I�d have to, but she doesn�t.
I�m at the door. There�s no one on the landing. Mum and Dad�s room is quiet, no voice asking, �Who is that? What are you two doing out there?� Jessie is back on her bed, sitting on it, one leg on the floor, the other curled up, her foot almost in her lap.
�Remember, I�ve got the pictures,� I say and I go back to my room, not even very quietly, the floorboards creaking and my mind all over the place, not caring, making myself not care. That�s the thing: not to care.
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So Mum asks me what�s wrong. �What�s wrong?� she says when I spend a couple more days moping around the house even after our internment has ended. �What is it? Is it being here? Is it really that bad?�
�Yes.�
We�re on our own together. She�s sorting through a stack of photographs of Jake, choosing ones to print for relatives. The TV is on on the kitchen counter, an Australian soap opera with some young beach blond in her knickers but they all look the same. Mum�s face is alive as she looks at the pictures, a delicate smile hovering on her lips, real delight showing there, this is her escape, this is her baby, she doesn�t need the rest of us. She looks at me, reading my thoughts�� everyone can do that.
�Talk to me, Tom. Is it the baby? Does that make you feel different?�
She�s astute, my mum. She likes people, she�s genuinely fascinated by them. I wonder if she fucks her clients? I�ve often thought she must, she and Dad have their own lives so much and he�s always been a bastard, I bet�� I mean he used to seem like God to me and still could, almost, but he�s also like Jessie, selfish, able to justify anything to himself. If Mum did make love to one of her clients I think it would be important to her, it wouldn�t be something she�d enter into lightly. With Dad it�s just greed, he�s a slobbering prick, he doesn�t give a shit either.
�I know this hasn�t been a good summer for you,� Mum says, watching me, making me want to cry stupidly but I don�t. �You didn�t want this move but you�re stuck with it and you�ve behaved pretty well, really.� Have I? This must be a mother�s eyes. Whatever, it�s distressing to hear good of yourself.
�It won�t be for ever,� she says. She holds a strip of negatives up to the light to identify a frame. She likes real photography, my mum, the warmth of film. Life isn�t digital for her. Not yet. �We�ll go back to London. That�s what you want, isn�t it?�
This sounds surprisingly definite. But perhaps she�s just trying to make me feel better. She doesn�t know, how can she when I won�t tell her? It�s all nonsense, like the shouting match on TV, two bad Australian actors trying to act emotional. It�s all crap, except the part that hurts and that doesn�t fucking hurt enough.
�What�s the point of me going through the horror of starting a new school if I have to leave the dump after a term or two?� I ask. �I mean I know I don�t exactly have the most brilliant record with educational establishments, but this is doomed from day one.�
�I know.� She puts the negatives down and writes numbers in a box on the flap. She looks at me, her mouth open in a pout that�s a lot like Jessie�s for a moment, only more concerned. Mum cares, she feels for me, but just not enough to go to war on my behalf. �It�s a good school,� she says. �You might like it.�
How can I tell her? She doesn�t want to know about Jessie and Dad, it will destroy her. She�s got her baby and she�s got her career and she thinks she�s still got us in the background and she�s probably happier now than she has been for years�� I ought to be glad that someone is. Why?
�I might be miserable,� I point out, no surprises, she�s used to me like this. �I�m good at that. I get a lot of practice.�
�
I�m not alone, at least I know that. Other people are unhappy, maybe more so. This village is a sham, the quiet lives everyone leads. Only this evening the television news had the story of another village, not so different, where someone went mad with a gun and topped all the old familiar faces�� his neighbors, his teacher, his parents and finally himself. Was his dad skewering his sister, or did he have another excuse? What good is life if everyone else can lose theirs so easily? It�s rubbish, it�s more Australian soap opera. I sit in my bedroom with the lights turned out and the window open and for once I think I can hear the sea and I wonder if I could do it, if I could just get a gun and open fire indiscriminately, and then I wonder why I don�t�� is it just some chemical in my brain and in most other people�s that stops us from acts like these? Is it just some component of my blood preventing me from crossing the edge, or even now are Dad and Jessie not clear enough targets for me?
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Jessie is seeing Nick, but that means nothing.
�
I�m playing cricket. I�m doing what she suggested, hanging out with Neil, Caz�s brother, knocking a ball about with his mates. There�s a green of sorts down behind the car park on the approach to the beach, flatter than any other spot in the village and well placed for watching for approaching problems if we decide to break for a quick spliff. Neil�s mates seem virtually subhuman, hopeless cases, but they can play cricket and Simon, whose brother�s a fucking police cadet, seems to have an excellent source of skank, no doubt recycled from the porkers� training college.
My side�s just about bowled out when Jessie and Nick appear on the bike, rolling into the car park as I make a run, so that I glimpse them through a haze of sweat and spliff-brightened colors and think�� even in that instant�� that this is a setup, she�s brought him here for the sole purpose of being seen by me. She watches my movements as much as I watch hers. I slide into the wicket, wrenching a muscle in my leg, only to find that I�m too late, I�m out, my concentration�s gone, I must have walked the last two yards.
Jessie is wearing her jeans with the seat cut out and while I try to ignore her and keep my back to her, half the team is glancing her way, unable to keep their minds on the game.
�Your sister, isn�t it?� says the Einstein of the bunch.
�I wish she was my sister,� Simon says, rubbing the cricket ball against his leg.
�No, you don�t,� I say, trying to watch her and not to watch her. �Come on, let�s play!�
But my mind is working overtime, struggling through its stoned clutter to decide what it is Jessie wants me to think. She knows I�m not going to be easily convinced by a chance appearance right under my nose. Unless I�m being too complicated�� but I don�t think so. I move next to Neil as we wait to take over the bowling and position myself so that I can see Jessie and Nick walk on to the beach, climb the first ridge of pebbles, then drop out of sight.
�Fuck, you look rough,� Neil says to me as I aim a ball of spit at the grass. �Are you sure you�re up to bowling?�
�No problem,� I say, trying to clean my mouth out by sucking air hard through clenched teeth. I can see them both now on the next ridge, against the sea. He puts his hand on her shoulder, she slips hers around his leg.
Simon nudges me on the back, passing another joint. �I wouldn�t want to get high with you in a boat,� he says and laughs.
By the time I�ve had my over, Nick and Jessie have come back from the beach and climbed halfway up the hill toward the cliff, my sanity haven, she probably knows about that too�� if this is all a put-up job she�d add her little twist to it, bonk him in broad daylight in my most private spot. But they disappear before they get there, they just step out of view over the edge, which makes me think for a moment how steep the hill is there, are they nuts enough to jump? That doesn�t fit with anything, though, so I cool it for a few minutes and pretend to watch the ball, then I say to Neil, �Yeah, I do feel a bit rough. Think I�ll take a walk. My mind�s just not there.�
Neil and the others hardly notice as I take off, walking backwards for a bit toward the car park to show I�m still interested. I stagger on to the pebbles, feeling weird, watching for Jessie and Nick, but they�re still out of sight so I may have lost them. Then I start jogging along, clumsily, lurching into dips, and I see how steep the hillside is as it becomes a cliff and realize that there�s nowhere they could have gone, they must be there somewhere. I hear a final distant whack as the bat makes contact with the ball and I see it spinning like a planet in front of me, even though it�s way off out of my range of vision, it seems to draw me on, sweeping over the pebbles, bouncing across the water.
Then I twig it�� where Jessie and Nick have gone. Right on the edge of the hill, on a ledge cut out of the earth but totally overgrown now, about a hundred feet or maybe a hundred and fifty above a bunch of clapped-out beach huts, is an old wartime shelter. I�ve seen it when I�ve gone up there, but I�ve never given it much thought. It�s set right into the hillside, a low-built slab of weathered concrete with slits for windows and a clear and unassailable view of the coastline in both directions. I�d assumed people just use it to piss in now, though I haven�t needed to myself, but presumably once it was a significant strategic sentry post with some duffer with a rifle or maybe some serious dude with a machine gun defending our shores from Jerry. It�s perfect for my sister and Motorcycle Boy now, I�m amazed it didn�t occur to me before�� the perfect mix of dirt and danger, the risk of being caught at it in a semi-public place. She�d like that and she�d particularly like the fact that I�m thinking about it now down here on the beach, staring up with the seagulls crapping all around me. Performance is all to Jessica; she likes an audience.
But I have to keep asking myself why am I here? She got me here, I�m sure of it. It can�t just be to drum in the fact that she and Nick like screwing. I don�t even know what I want to think. I�ve got the upper hand, I keep telling myself that again and again in my head. I�ve got the pictures. If she and Dad aren�t going to let it happen again, then there�s nothing to see, so why am I watching her? To make sure. To know. Or is it because whether I believe her or not, and I don�t, it doesn�t feel like it�s stopped? It all seems to revolve, like the cricket ball spinning, whirling into an impossible blur of motivations and possibilities. I stand under the cover of one of the beach huts and stare up. Does she really know I�m here? Is she watching me through one of the slits�� would she tell Nick? Maybe they�re both making a joke of me, the prurient younger brother: �Oh, Tom�s just weird. It�s a difficult age. He doesn�t get any. The little voyeur.�
No, this is Jessie I�m dealing with. Nothing simple. Nothing straightforward. I think�� and this is real madness now, this is just my head, this is the most desperate part of me trying to find the sanity in this situation�� I think she�s led me here because she wants me to see the shelter. I think she comes here with Dad and she wants me to know that because she wants me to stop it. She can�t stop it. She doesn�t even want to, on the surface, but underneath she�s in trouble. Or maybe she�s not in trouble, but she�s not strong enough to stop it, she wants to but she doesn�t want to enough. Shit, this is all nonsense. Jessie knows her mind better than anyone on earth. She loves danger, she loves the thought of doing anything other people would shy away from, anything that says �Fuck you!� to normality.
I�m here, that�s what I�ve got to concentrate on. I�m here and Jessie�s up there. If I doubled back along the beach, scrabbled across the ditch and up on to the path, I could be standing at the edge looking down on the shelter within three or four minutes. I could get closer. If I was quiet, I could peer in through one of those slits without them even knowing I was there, but Jessie and Nick don�t interest me. I know what I need now if I�m going to save us all.
I need proof. I need something even stronger than Jessie�s pictures. Proof that will scare all of us�� that I�ll use if I have to.
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The video camera just about registers in the dark of the shelter but it�s not much, in fact it�s impossible to make out any detail, so I probably won�t get more than shifting digital noise, but the soundtrack will do on its own. If I get one, the soundtrack will burn with the truth, they won�t be able to hear it without knowing�� even fleetingly�� what it feels like to be me.
It stinks in there. It smells fouler than I could imagine�� years of urine and cat shit and rat shit and God knows what else, like milk and piss turned sour and mixed with a fishy smell and the tight stink of hardened crap. I cannot imagine that Jessie would want to lie down in there, no matter how funky she thinks she is. There�s dirt and stones and dry leaves and an old stained and ravaged mattress, and when I kick my feet around the floor, the cigarette packets and odd, gritty condom make it obvious that Jessie and Nick or Jessie and Dad aren�t the first, though nothing suggests frequent use, which doesn�t surprise me.
The slits of light worry me most. It�s like a prison cell or a church, dark and claustrophobic, an unsealed tomb where you could bed down in the soil and get eaten alive by worms. The problem is visibility. If I use the camera through any but one of the slits, I�m going to stand out against the light like a sore thumb. The one slit that�s almost blocked off by ivy and some kind of tough, reedy bush involves climbing out along the narrowest part of the ledge, where only the knotted roots of the brambles stop the earth from crumbling away entirely and dropping on to the beach huts below.
But I�m born to this, I realize that now. Jessie is pushing me farther into it, but I�m good at stealth and observation, at getting where other people wouldn�t go. I�m aware of the risk I�m taking leaving the camera hidden here�� both of it being found by someone else or missed at home�� but I can�t easily walk around with it, it�s too obvious. I know I�ve got to keep the battery charged or I�m buggered. And the last thing I need is for some ramblers or locals or tourists to show up while I�m shooting and ask what I�m doing or what time it is or if they can walk to hell and back from here, before I can duck out of sight. This is a popular hike, up the hill and along the cliff, but this must be an issue for Jessie, too, and presumably she�ll choose her moment or Dad will.
That�s if I�m right. Maybe I�m crazy. Maybe Jessie and Dad have stopped. Or maybe they never come here, or won�t come here again, or I�ll miss them�� I can�t keep track of them both all the time. But if they are still doing it, they must do it somewhere. I don�t think they could go to a hotel. They could use the car, of course, the torn leather of the Bentley�s back seat would be a different world from this shit hole. Or there must be a thousand other places they could go. But this is one of them, this is it. Jessie has shown me this for a reason. And I�m not going to waste it.
�
So I wait. I watch and I wait. I watch Jessie most, because I can read her better than Dad�� I think. Anyway, he�s foul-temperedly working again, hunched over his computer with a Scotch most of the time, swearing at himself or, like this morning, at everyone else, as he tried to scan some of his magisterial architectural plans and email them to his Docklands office. �What�s the matter, Francesca?� I hear him ask his assistant at the other end of the line, no humor in his voice, no let at all. �Is it your period, or did you hit your head climbing out of the pub toilet?�
He seems changed to me all the time now. Even in the few weeks we�ve been down here, he�s lost the heady calm he had when we arrived, the excitement he seemed to feel about Jake being born. Or perhaps it�s just the way I see him. Him and Jessie is new to me�� it makes me want to kick the fucker every time I see him, it makes me not want to look at him or be looked at by him�� but is it to them? I can�t believe I wouldn�t have noticed before, but I don�t know, I don�t know anything.
Jessie gives me nothing much to go on, as if her appearance with Nick at the beach was all I�m going to get on a plate. She cadges a lift from Mum into Exeter and starts talking about spending a couple of days in London before she goes back there full-time for college, but otherwise she�s on the phone most hours of the day or in Sidmouth with me, sitting on the sea wall or the beach, both of us playing it innocent, working hard to pretend there�s nothing to say except the things we always used to talk about, and making fun of the local morons who can�t think of a better pick-up line for her than, �You look foreign, darling. Where you from�� Malta, Tenerife?� or asking if she�s the waitress who spilt ketchup over them in the Devon tea room up the street.
Except I can�t resist asking, �Are you seeing Nick?� Because I sense there�s something different, they�ve had a row or she�s got bored. �I saw you at the beach the other day, all lovey-dovey by the water. Is it still going well then?�
�He�s a Buddhist,� she says, as if that�s an answer. �He chants. Can you imagine? They are all bloody hippies down here.�
�Does it make a difference?�
�He�s serious about it.� We�re on the wall, eating ice lollies. She has to purse her lips to help her teeth cope with the cold so it�s hard to tell whether she gives a shit about this, but my guess is she does: Nick interests her more than either of us thought. �He wanted me to chant with him.�
This makes me laugh. �Did you?�
She slides the last of the orange ice off the stick with her lips then chucks the stick down on the pebbles, where a wasp immediately lands on it. �I told him I�d chant, yes. But I don�t think he felt my heart was in it. He�s not used to meditating doggy-position.� Doggy-position! I want to ask what that is exactly, though I can guess. Just the words fill my mind with weird images of her. �He said I had no balance or something, I�m an unsettling influence.� She smiles at the wasp, circling some litter now, brilliant yellow in the sun yet somehow dirty-looking, corrupt. �He�s really not that sure of himself, you know.�
�Yeah, you said,� I tell her, wondering if it�s true and feeling strangely disappointed. I think I�d like someone to take Jessie over and give her a run for her money; she needs it. Maybe we all do, but she really needs someone to straighten her out.
I wait and nothing happens. I kill an afternoon with Neil, cycling into Seaton to steal stereos from grock cars, wondering all the time if this is it�� if this is when Dad and Jessie are going to get their act together and I won�t be there to accuse them, to watch them, to pin them down. It�s only when we run a close one, when we tamper with a quartz job in a Mercedes outside the boat shop and some moron with a beard and his debbie fuck come charging out after us, it�s only then in the heat of action that I know I�m going to get it, I know I�m right, I�ve just got to be patient.
�
And then it rains. It pisses down for a whole day and we all stay inside, the whole happy family. I have moments of paranoia about the camera�� that it�s already been taken or that the plastic bag I�ve taped it in will leak and wreck it�� but I also have the sense that it�s going to be today. Dad has stopped fucking about with his grand design and seems in a better mood, lighter, as if he�s actually trying, which he probably is. He takes me with him in the car when he goes out to get some beer and we chat a bit and once again I feel guilty. I remember how much I can like him, that it was him who gave me the video camera in the first place�� I�m the traitor even though I know I�m not.
�You�re not worried about school, are you?� he asks, racing Mum�s Volvo down the hill into Sidmouth, memories of Nick�s motorcycle, the night helicopter patrol. We have an off-license in the village, but Dad suddenly decided he wanted a local bottled brew and remembered they were out of stock, though this all seems to me like an elaborate ruse to avoid being seen by the locals today�� just in case it might make a difference in him being recognized walking on the clifftop later on. �Your mother told me you were still anxing about it.�
�What�s changed?� I say. �I wasn�t happy about the idea before. Why should I feel different now?�
�Just don�t burn this one,� he tells me and smiles. We enter town and make an illegal right-hand turn that nearly panics some old codger in a VW into a fit. �I didn�t like school much either, but let me tell you the one thing it is, is a training ground for dealing with the pillocks you encounter once you�ve left.�
I�ve heard this speech before and it didn�t convince me then, either. Dad was brilliant at school and had everyone fawning over him. His idea of rebellion was weaseling exemption from religious instruction to fit in an extra afternoon�s rugby practice a week.
�I�d just prefer the pillocks to be London pillocks.� My familiar refrain.
We park up on the curb outside the off-license. The window looks sickeningly dull�� the same posters and logos as London, but stuck there for ever to fade and peel.
�I�m sure you�ll find someone who fits the bill,� he says, no hint that there might be some foundation in truth in Mum�s mention of going back. We dive through the rain and enter the shop, a dad and his son, makes your heart weep, doesn�t it? �Pillocks don�t vary that much from county to county.�
�
The rain stops. Jessie goes out to see Caz, which is the first signpost, because Jessie and Caz aren�t that close, Jessie doesn�t turn to Caz for anything much other than a cover for seeing Nick or, if this is it and I know it is, for this.
It�s six o�clock. The TV�s on, the news. Jessie goes out and for ten minutes or so, nothing. Mum�s feeding Jake. The news drones on. Dad�s washing up�� this is really significant, this is pre-emptive guilt, not that he never does it, but not at this time of day, more likely first thing in the morning when he gets up. It�s all coded. Not one action is simple, unconnected. It�s all part of the dream I�m moving through, every detail dull with reality, I�m being tested, this is all a test, a run-through but soon my real life will start and that will seem like a rehearsal for something else, too.
Where is Jessie now? She�s been gone twenty minutes, maybe more. She could be anywhere in the village. She could have met Nick at some prearranged spot and hopped straight on his bike, they could be in Sidmouth by now. But they�re not. She�s not. In my mind I can see her and she�s waiting somewhere, she�s between two stools, vacant, emptying her thoughts of any awkward emotional bonds she might have which could get in the way of what she�s about to do.
The local news begins. The telephone rings. A signal? I want to get it, but I can�t reach, I�m too far up, I�m on an elevated column, totally remote, looking down at my family in a zoo, running through the corridors. I can�t reach out to touch them or anything near them. I�m moving, getting higher all the time, more and more precarious.
It�s for Mum. Dad plays with Jake while she talks. How can he do that? If this is it, how can he play with Jake one minute and then�? He looks relieved when Mum hangs up. Far away, he looks relieved. She takes Jake. �Who was it?� he asks. He�s not really interested. A friend of hers from London who�s just had a baby too. He picks up a newspaper, puts it down, turns a half circle, looks at Mum, tit out to Jake, looks away. His head is below me, at the foot of my column; I could drop a rock on it. �I�m going for a run,� he announces, glancing out the window. �It looks all right out now.� These words are coded. Listen to the radio, a state of war exists but only I know it. �I�m out of shape. Do you know where my sports socks are?�
�
He leaves little to chance, my dad. Before he goes out, hairy legs looking too old or too hairy for synthetic blue running shorts, his face wearing an odd, slightly puzzled, slightly pained expression, he tells Mum he�s not taking a key, will she be here? Of course she will. Where�s she going to go? Take Jake for a drink? He looks at her for a moment longer than necessary before jogging out the door and then I watch him, a forty-year-old man, or early forties or whatever he is, pumping away, running over bumps and gravel and grit, running steadily up the climbing village road, a steep overgrown grass verge on either side, the hill and the cliff ahead, the sky orange and purple, stretched out with cloud, on fire after the rain. I watch him. His mouth turns grim with the effort, he stumbles a little over a ditch then rights himself, not losing pace, running because at the moment he thinks he�s got something, he can�t recognize the taste of shit in his mouth.
And then I follow.
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It�s my place. Not right here, not the shelter, but this stretch of hill and the cliff is important to me. It can be so fucking beautiful, it is now�� it�s just that they�re inside together and I�m right when I really would have liked to be wrong, I would have liked something to scramble it all up and say, �Look how stupid you�ve been, you arsehole, you joke, you waste of space.�
I�m cold. There�s no wind, it�s August, the sun�s still highish, and I�m numb, no sense in my fingers or my back, it won�t come back, I know it, I can feel where the nerve cords have severed themselves, my body is crippling itself to match my mind.
I can taste metal in my mouth. Everything�s metallic. The fields are liquid gold, even the sheep, but it�s not a pretty color, it�s not like one of those shitty commercials where everything has the same quality, where cow crap would look as glorious as a steaming plate of instant anything. My body is wrecking itself, molding itself into the twisted shapes cars make when they run under a lorry. The camera in the bag is one more part of me, screwed up in supermarket plastic, incomplete. I remembered the tiny lithium battery. Even though it was in my hand, I couldn�t feel it and I kept telling myself that I�d forgotten it but I hadn�t, it�s here.
�
Dad walked some of the way. There�s this prize at the end of it for him, his daughter waiting with wide-open legs, and still he can�t make it, he can�t run it, he has to take breathers every now and then. He didn�t look back once. Maybe that�s part of his deal with whatever drives him, not to look back, but I was there and I just hope to fuck he felt something was following him, I hope he felt a little uneasy, a little dirty about this.
They�re in there. Jessie must have got here first, I didn�t see her enter, but she�s there, I can sense her as much as hear her voice. I�m outside, on the ledge, moving like a ghost despite my paraplegic body. I�m careful. Having come this far, I want to get it now, I want to nail it, I don�t just want to disturb them and get some fucked-up, feeble excuse.
I breathe. I touch the concrete wall of the shelter, my numb fingers resting on it, telling me from a long way away that it�s chill beneath what�s been warmed by the sun, drawing the dampness out from inside, trying to touch what�s there, to know what they feel. I move around, sucking in as I dodge past the light slits, wanting to look but knowing I must wait for the farthest one, the one that�s covered. Every inch, every step seems to produce a million sounds all orchestrated at once: the brush of my jeans on the wall, the wet rustle of the bushes being drawn aside, the slow thud of a misplaced foot hitting the earth.
I�ve got the camera in my hand, and even though it�s small, it�s an unnatural weight throwing my balance off�� the ledge is narrower than I thought. I breathe carefully. I do everything carefully. Something sharp, a thorn or something, scratches my arm and makes me want to cry out, but I stifle it and when I look and see my skin bleeding it seems fine, I can�t feel it, it should bleed some more.
Finally, I get to where I want to go, I lower myself into the bush by the stone slit, holding everything, bracing myself and the damp branches to minimize the noise. Down below, the beach huts glow in the sun, looking less ropey than they do usually�� hard, distinct shapes to fall on to. Would it hurt very much? I�d like to know how it feels, I�d like to see myself splodged all over their peeling paint and weather-stained roofs.
I can�t hear anything, that�s what worries me. The seagulls have stopped, I can�t hear the sea up here and whatever insects there might be have shut down suddenly or died or are colluding with Jessie and Dad to make my presence known. That�s what worries me�� I can�t hear them, I can�t hear what they�re doing inside. Are they listening for me now, do they know I�m here and are crouching together, waiting for the moment to surprise me, ridicule me, make me the fool, the criminal?
�
I look. I press my eye to the slit and look. It�s real. It�s nothing. They�re in there together, two strangers, my sister and my dad, people I don�t know. I know every line on their bodies but I don�t know them. Jessie has her back to me. Dad�s face is wrinkled and shadowed, he needs a shave, I could touch that skin, tear it like the rubber mask it is.
I�m outside. Outside again. They�re in there and they�re kissing, or anyway he�s kissing her, that�s why I haven�t heard anything, nothing to hear. They�re in that shithole and they are kneeling, shins buried in the scummy torn mattress, bodies pressed together, praying in the half light, eating each other�s faces, slobbering and sucking, spit running down their chins. Jessie�s got her jeans on but they are half off, rumpled around her knees, her knickers a bit above, the crease marks visible even by the light in there, ugly grooves cut into her skin, the elastic somehow making everything seem a mistake�� her body, her life, this.
Dad�s still got his shorts on, but his T-shirt is off, spread on the mattress behind Jessica, presumably to lie down on, to create some kind of a barrier between them and the spongy, infected foam. He�s clutching at Jessie�s back, shoving her shirt up, forcing the flesh into two vertical folds which he holds as if he wants to hurt her, he must do, she doesn�t have that much flesh to spare.
And then someone comes. A voice calls a dog, whistles, �Here, boy! Come here!� Tensing, I duck down, shrinking into the bush, willing the animal not to come near, not now, not after all this. I put the camera down, not even sure if it�s of any use�� even if this arsehole goes away�� they haven�t said anything yet, I won�t get any kind of real image in there and maybe all they�ll do is mumble and fuck, it won�t mean a thing.
It�s a man, not anyone I know. I can just make him out as he steams up the hill, bloody singing to himself now, the dog nowhere to be seen. He�s about ten years older than Dad, his face is craggy, dull, I wouldn�t want him to be my father, and his hair is long, almost on his shoulders, he looks ridiculous. He�s nothing, he�s not important to me, so long as he goes away. The dog is still out of sight, but it could be anywhere, it could be nosing about right in front of the shelter�� there�s a whole area I can�t see from here. I can imagine it, cocking its leg by the entrance, scenting something odd inside, sticking its mutt in, seeing them there with those puzzled dog eyes, baring its teeth, ripping my father�s balls off with one swipe. And what are they doing, Jessie and Dad? They must be every bit as alert as me, more so. Are they pulling their clothes on, nervous, excited? Or are they frozen like me, waiting for this to pass, knowing it will, it must?
The man walks by, his pinky-brown trousers taking the steps cut into the earth like clockwork, his hand slapping the dog�s coiled chain-link leash against them as he climbs. I never see the dog. It must pass out of my line of sight because I hear him shouting�� decades later�� while I�m still keeping covered, warning it not to go too near the edge.
�
Time passes. I cannot move. My life can just end here, that would be fine. There�s nothing. I�m nothing.
I force myself forward. I have to be strong now, if only because I need something to get me from this moment to the next. They are doing what they�re doing and I can stop them, I believe that, but whether it matters any more is something else. Don�t think, just move�� move arm, move leg, get back to the crack in the concrete, my window, made for me. Lift the camera, turn it on, I don�t care if they hear me, I don�t give a shit, I could whistle a tune, blow snot through the slit, this is playtime, we�re all mad.
They had pulled their clothes back on, but they must feel safe now. Safe and scared. Turned on, I don�t know. Maybe they don�t care either. I don�t even use the camera properly, I just point and shoot blindly, but they carry on anyway, caught up in their own little world, their own little performance in the middle of a shithole.
My sister talks. I try to listen, to know what she�s thinking, but it�s just mechanical, an instruction: �Don�t! Bend back a bit, you�re hurting me.�
Her body seems at odds with my father�s. Each time one of them moves, it seems to throw the other one off. �Kneel,� my father says. He seems to be having trouble balancing. He pulls his shorts off, getting them caught on one foot. His prick doesn�t seem so surprising this time. It just looks ridiculous, it just makes my stomach turn.
I must be sick, watching this. I must really be sick. I shouldn�t be here. Whatever they�re doing, I shouldn�t be here, but it�s my right, I�m part of this too, I want to know what to think when I burn them in their beds, when I smash the camera down on their heads.
�Your stomach�s going,� Jessie says, quite nastily. She�s right, it is. She pulls her jeans back down. She could get out of them, but Dad stops her, makes her keep them rolled halfway down her legs.
�Turn over, OK?� he says.
She twists, turning herself with her hands, keeping herself up so she�s kneeling in front of him, hands on the ground, off the mattress, looking my way for a moment�� does she see me?
He shuffles closer to her, moving on his knees, planting his legs firmly on her jeans, recoiling for an instant when he kneels on something hard, her jeans buttons or maybe her keys, I hope they dig straight into his fucking nerve. He forces her legs apart, although they can�t go far, pulling her to him, his hands on her hips, maneuvering her bottom so that that stick prick ducks down between her cheeks.
�And you still don�t eat enough,� he tells her, pushing, shifting his weight from one knee to the other, working on her, leaning forward over her. �Otherwise, you�re fine.�
I feel dizzy. My ear throbs, a muscle in my neck pulses. I can�t breathe, but when I do it�s fast. Everything is different from how you imagine it to be. I can�t see, but I know what he�s doing, where he�s going.
She doesn�t answer him. Jessie�s mouth is open, half grimace, half pant, like a dog, like her eyes, which are wide open, button bright, like the bitch she is.
�
The camera falls because I don�t have the guts to jump. It�s like everything else: disappointing. I chuck it out but it�s no distance, it falls back in and knocks against the side of the hill, not even rock. It hits earth and bounces a bit, then comes to rest still in one piece behind the beach huts, where I hope some fucker finds it.
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I start back to the cottage, which is not my home, which is one more cell, another shithole, but I turn, hesitating, thinking I should storm right in there and confront them with it, see the look on their faces as they try to pull apart, dog on dog, I know what it is now�� except I wouldn�t know what to say and I don�t have the strength to hurt them as much as I want to, there isn�t that much strength in the world. I can see them dead but I don�t know how, all there is in front of me is a blurring pitted grass field, no gun or knife or brick, I need someone to lay the weapon out for me, guide my hand, show me what to do. I can�t even walk, I just stumble, not wanting to go anywhere. There is no one. I am totally alone, I realize that, and one day I�ll die. I just wish it could be now.
�
Finally, the cottage. I hate it. I hate every drab, weathered stone in its walls. I hate the ground it stands on, its gloomy roof, its oldness. It�s evil, but it�s a shapeless evil, it can wreck your life but it can�t scare you, just depress you. I want to weep. Suddenly I know the difference between crying and weeping, like I know the difference between London and this death trap. In London, I would know what to do, I would know how to cope. In London the rest of my life would not look so unutterably hopeless; I could escape somehow, somehow this wouldn�t be a blank wall.
The back door is open. I pass through the kitchen, empty, into the hall, a dull, dark tunnel at the edge of my vision. Mum is on the floor of the living room, her back to me, sponging up a pool of something Jake has brought up. She has tiny flowers on her dress. Her arse sticks up at me like a part of the furniture, a flowery cushion, not like Jessie�s at all. I want to cry when I see her, but I don�t want to look at her face, look into her eyes, speak.
She hears me. The light in the living room is fading, thick, a shadowy mist. Everything is gloomy, compressed. She turns. I�m on the stairs before she calls out my name.
Upstairs, I ram the door of the bedroom shut with my bed. She must hear the shunting noise as I shift it across the floor, but I don�t care. No one else cares. I�d always imagined I might persuade Lucy one day to do this with me; put the bed against the door and screw on it. But now I don�t think I�ll ever do that myself. Dad and Jessie have done all the fucking for me. �Otherwise, you�re fine.� His voice creeps into my head, like he was appraising cattle or something, gripping her rump on a monthly or weekly basis or whatever it is and grading the meat. He has had Jessie where she craps and I don�t think there will ever be anything as disgusting in my life again.
�
I do not cause a scene. I just need time. I just need a hostage and a gun and I could be happy.
They come back�� singly, Jessie first, then Dad�� but not before Mum has asked me what�s wrong. She knocks on the door but knows better than to try and open it. �Leave me alone,� I tell her. �I want to think.� She persists for a few minutes, but gives up and goes back to her baby. I can�t protect her.
I am going to kill them. I don�t know what happens after that, but until then every road leads to that door, until then I can face anything because I have a purpose, I have a reason for still being here.
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Next day. I am the same person. I let the milk soak into my Shredded Wheat. I step into my underpants wondering whose legs these are receiving messages from my brain, my foot going through the hole with remarkable precision then holding my weight as I repeat the exercise with the other.
Breakfast is a bit dead. No one speaks much, or is it me who thinks that, is breakfast always a bit dead because we�re all a bit dead first thing in the mornings? We ate last night too and no one said much then, but Dad claimed he was tired by his run and Jessie said she�d eaten at Caz�s but I know she�d done coke, she tried so hard to be relaxed about everything when in fact she sounded flat, lifeless. I hardly looked at her. If I think about her too long, if I get too close to her, I will lose my resolve. I try to concentrate on her hole clenched tight around Dad�s pole. His penis is the foot of a chair leg in my mind, I cannot explain, it is just a chair leg digging into the ground. The thought of them both in the ground frightens me but I�m going to do it. Mum, I�m sorry. I�m sorry we�re all failing you at once. I don�t know what you�ve done to deserve this but either there is something you�re responsible for, or life makes no sense, it really is just shit and only other people escape the pain.
�
�I want to talk to you.� Jessie is on the stairs, going up. I�ve filled the deadness in my stomach. I want to get out of the cottage. Even to me, my voice is an absolute, it cannot be denied.
�Yes?�
�Not here. Outside. I�m going up the hill. Follow me in a minute.� I open the front door and walk out. It opens easily, which it doesn�t usually. It�s bright outside so that I have to squint at first. I walk in the road waiting for the sudden impact of a car�s bonnet from behind. The world seems spread out before me. There is the cottage, here is the village, my cut-out family is behind the cardboard walls, school lurks at the edge of the cereal packet base, the full meaning of which will be revealed if and when I go there in a week and a half�s time and burn it or break it or just shovel earth over the headmaster�s dog.
I walk alone in the sun, almost enjoying its heat. The sheep look beautiful. Strands of barbed wire link wooden stakes, but no blood�� this is not Iraq or Afghanistan, just part of a pattern of the country that I�m not a part of myself. Tranquil Devon: gin and tonics, Range Rovers and sheepdogs. And then you die.
Jessie might not follow me, but I think she will. I know what certainty is this morning, I am drawing things on, but not in any way I have ever wanted. I wait at a gate two or three fields down from the shelter, turn away from it, unable to see it anyway behind the hedgerows but sensing its presence, watching the village roads below me, the car park, the beach.
Eventually she comes. She climbs the path with no particular excitement, a bored look on her face, a bit pissed off with me for making her walk up here, but also wary�� bringing her here must make her more than wonder.
�You lied to me.� I don�t give her time to say anything.
She stops a few feet away, a mound of dead brown grass between us. She frowns, licking a little saliva from the corner of her lip, out of breath from the climb. Her mouth looks weak today, as if someone�s broken it somehow and put it back together wrong, but it also looks as if it could get strong very quickly if it had to, she looks ready to twist my words, turn hard, shut me up.
�You fucking lied to me.�
She looks away, older sister time, only she�s not so sure. �Boring.�
�I don�t know what boring is. Everything seems the same to me. Have you been to the toilet this morning? Does it hurt? I bet it does.� This gets her. She turns and confronts me, angry fast, guilty.
�What�s wrong with you?�
�I don�t know,� I say, hearing how bitter my voice sounds for the first time. �Cancer? AIDS? The fact that I�ve got a sister who lets her father have her right up her arse?�
I stare at her, not giving her any help, making her react, waiting for her to look away before I do, and I feel like everything changes in that moment, I can do it, I can hate her to her face. She shifts her eyes to the sea for a moment, looking troubled, looking more troubled than I can remember her looking, so that I start to feel sick with love and guilt and want to touch her, until she looks back and her mouth changes, protecting herself, not allowing herself to hug me and be my sister and cry because we�re all fucked up, lost, but instead pretending it can go on, she can deal with me.
�I saw everything.�
She stares at me. She can hate me too.
�I watched you.�
�You filthy little creep.�
�Look who�s talking. You love it.�
�You�re weird, Tom. You get off on all of this, don�t you?� She�s desperate. She�s nasty, she has a really deadly edge to her. �Come and look! Come here!� I grab her arm and pull her. She could fight but she comes with me, not caring, just thinking her own thoughts, working out where this leaves her, whether anything�s really changed, how far I will go. I take her up to the shelter. I�m not even sure myself what�s in my mind. I�m not going to kill her like this, I want them both. I want them to feel what I feel, I want her to be outside this shithole and imagine how it was for me. She�s not short of imagination, Jessie.
The sea is there below us as I push her out along the ledge, above the matchbox beach huts. It looks unreal. It looks massive, flat, cold, sparkling. If we could leap across it to the horizon, maybe we could escape. If life worked like that, if we had that power, that size, we could just go on, blank out the past, harden ourselves. But we can�t and I shove her face up against the stone slit, her short hair bristling under my hand, her head compliant, weak, no will of its own.
�Look!� I tell her. �Can you smell it? Can you smell the sickness in there? I watched you, Jessie. I watched you go down on your knees like a fucking animal and like it. Both of you, you both want it.� I�m blubbing, but I don�t give a shit, I just swallow the tears and let my face burn and feel twitchy, wired, scared. I could do it now. One push, we could go together.
�Are you sure?�
�What?�
She�s got a different face looking at me. Humiliation, sadness, different steps in her eyes down to a cellar, I don�t know what it is. �Are you sure we both want it?� She leans away from the stone wall, pushes a branch out of her face.
I feel uncertain. My body�s light, shaking, no weight in my legs, no certainty in my brain�� already I�ve lost the clarity. �I don�t know,� I say. She�s telling me what I want to hear, I know that. �I��
�Yes?�
I�m careful. I know her. �Do you need help, is that it?� Those eyes. She is totally alive. She can take it all, she wants it all. �Is that what you wanted? I thought maybe you were scared, you wanted it to stop but you couldn�t say it, that�s why you showed me this place with Nick.� She looks at me with a long laugh. This is a good one. Her eyes are sparkling, like the sea, it�s mask time, where�s Dad? I stare at her mouth. She likes taking the piss out of me�� but gently, she�s my sister, she�s just breaking me in for the kind of superior cunts I�m never going to meet. �You�re mad.�
There�s nothing to say. She�s playing games with me. I�m back to square one, zero option.
�Look,� she says, getting serious. �You shouldn�t have got involved with this. I love you, we�ve always been close, but this is different. This is fucking dangerous and it�s not something you should even be thinking about.�
I screw my eyes up, wanting to scream, digging my fingernails into my palms, trying to hold on, trying to wait, this isn�t the moment.
�What do you expect me to do?� I ask, beg.
�Nothing,� she says. �You can�t do anything. Anything you do will damage us all. You don�t want that. Talk to Dad and you�ll freak him out completely, he doesn�t know you know anything. Talk to Mum and you destroy us. What do you want to do?�
We�re still on the ledge. I�m between her and the hillside but there�s no point in threatening her, threats don�t work, only action and this isn�t the moment, not for me; if my whole existence amounts to ending theirs, I�m going to get it right. �I�d like to fucking kill you!� People who say that don�t do it. Let her feel safe.
Another face. Close, like when we used to share everything�� or when she used to, I didn�t have much to share, I think she got a kick out of telling me things, exciting me. She takes my hand, clasps it on to her arm and drags it so that my fingers scratch her. White tracks appear then red but no blood, so she does it again, harder. This time the skin breaks in a couple of places. �Hurt me,� she says. �Try it, I want you to. You�ll feel better.�
I�m tempted. But I want to go all the way. I really would like to hurt her, even killing her isn�t going to hurt her the way I�d like to�� I don�t know the way. I take my hand back. A layer of her skin is wedged under my nails. Red droplets materialize on her arm, wet, finding each other. She holds her arm in front of me for a moment, staring, then shifts past me along the ledge as if we�ve had a chat and now it�s over, everything sorted out.
�Wait!� I scramble after her, grabbing her arm again, spinning her around. �I do want to hurt you. You�re right.�
She looks surprised for a moment, not very much, but surprised, I�ve actually managed to surprise her. She stands, waiting for what�s coming, still confident, watching me as I take a box of matches out of my pocket. Those surprise her a little more, but she still doesn�t flinch, Jessie is totally cool, she�s even smiling.
�Sit down,� I tell her. She sits on the grass. I kneel next to her, taking her arm, not the one she made me scratch, the other one. She�s got some kind of a Spanish shirt on with short, puffy sleeves. I make her roll the sleeve up on to her shoulder.
�You�re sure about this, are you?� I ask, not really caring what she says.
�Do it.�
She looks at me, ready, not smiling any more but keeping her face still, waiting to feel something.
I light a match. It takes three before I can keep one going. With cupped hands I slowly move the tiny flame toward the top part of her arm, the softest part, just where the hair she doesn�t shave peeks out. I feel weird. We�re on the grass, on the hill, in bright sunlight, and as I watch and think about what I�m doing I hold the burning match to my sister�s skin, keeping my hands around it to stop it from blowing out, and let it burn a small blister there while she jerks back for a second or two before tensing her arm and holding it still for me to finish. From the side of my vision I glimpse her teeth and the wetness of her mouth as she gasps and bites her lip, but my attention is focused on her arm, on the redness, the skin wrinkling and raw.
I press the match against the burn to stub it out. Jessie lets out one small cry, but otherwise says nothing, watching me, watching my eyes, gazing at her arm, her shoulder, then away and back to me. I throw the match on the grass and stare at her.
�You�re stupid, Jessie, really stupid. I can�t believe you�re really like that.�
�No?�
�No. You�re fucking yourself up. Why are you doing that?� I don�t feel any different, just disappointed with myself that I couldn�t wait, that I had to do something now�� and something so small.
�You�re pretty fucked up yourself, aren�t you?� She looks at the burn on her arm, fascinated for a moment, her mouth twisting with the effort of straining her neck around. She pulls the sleeve down over it and stares at me, right into my eyes, there�s a hint of concern in hers.
�Well, I suppose you would be.�
And she leans across, hand on the grass, and does the last thing I expect. She kisses me. A sisterly kiss, brief, warm, touching. But it comes with a price: �Don�t try to stop us, Tom. Please. We�ve only just started. I want it to go on for the moment.�
I know that if my resolve should fail, she will give it back to me.
She is perfect. Even in being fucked up, she is perfect�� she is perfectly fucked up. I can�t stop them. I can�t blackmail them or threaten them or expose them. Whatever I do, they�ll find a way. There�s always a way. The corner I�m in is the only one, made to fit. There�s only this moment. I want to think about what her arse looks like to Dad when it�s red and sore, whether she�s lying again, whether he did this to her when she was a little girl, when we used to have baths together and the world always felt strange, like a collision course someone else had set up for you to run through. I want to think about what it would be like to hit them both with a cricket bat or something else hard, swinging it down on them as they dog-fuck each other except dogs don�t do it that way, dogs aren�t nearly as fucked up as they are. But there�s only this moment. All I can see is Jessica sitting on the grass in front of me, the sun is sharp, the sea is wide behind her.
I am going to do it. Some other time. Soon. Together. �Did you really?� I ask her, schoolboy in the playground disbelieving someone else�s boast. �Did you really just start? I think you�ve been doing it for a long time. I think you�ve been doing it all my life.�
She half gets up, crouching with her arms resting on bended knees.
She looks like she�s going to tell me something, then her face clouds again and she smiles that nasty smile, games-playing, we�ve used up our free exchange. �Maybe,� she says.
�Who gives a shit?� I stare at her, she can�t control me any more, I can fight her and keep on fighting.
She stands up. �Look, just let it run its course. Things end. This will.� Yes, it will. Her eyes seem to be searching mine, honest again, looking for an opening. �Do you want me to get you something? Something from London?�
�What are you talking about?� I know, but I want to see what she says. She can�t really believe she can buy me off. I get up too. �You know what I�m talking about. What do you want�� do you want to come to London? We�re going tomorrow.�
This is news to me. �Who is?�
�Dad and me. He has to go. I�m going to see Sonny. Do you want to come?�
�I can go to London myself if I want to.� I press her. �What can you get me�� cocaine, dope, money, crank, sweeties? What�s on offer here?�
She is looking at the shelter. I catch her, but she goes on looking anyway. We start walking down the hill. �Come on, what can you get me?�
She reaches over and lifts the hinged lid off my head. I�m a robot for her, she thinks she knows me so well.
�I can get you laid.�
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We�re in the Bentley. We�re safe�� I mean even though it�s a heap, it has the power and lines that fuel this country�s divide, it can drive right over your child without stopping, it can part the way through police on horseback with visors over their faces at a football match. You can do anything in a car like this, you can fuck your daughter, you can knobble a judge or an MP, you can shoot up and you won�t get caught. It�s not loud, that�s the secret. It�s not even clean. This car knows what it�s about.
It has taken us up through Devon to skirt around Bristol and follow endless feed roads on to the M4. It all looks the same. At this speed only the trees look alive and not all of them. At this speed there�s only signs and barriers and hard shoulders and the lines diving under the bonnet, and it all looks flat. The trees that are there don�t fit and won�t be there for long, this is inbetween land, no reason for it, this is dead time. If there was a way of getting from nowhere to somewhere�� to London�� without traveling, this land would not even exist.
The Prick is driving, wearing a suit and setting himself up for what�s ahead, confrontation time, he�s grim-mouthed but he�s looking forward to this. He talks to us from time to time, but we�re not there, he wants to get to the site and say his piece, and maybe if he shouts loud enough and gets worked up and shoots the Koreans down he can have his daughter for dessert on a nice cozy hotel bed, they�ll get shit stains on the sheets.
And she is next to me, a world away, listening to her iPod, going through her bag, glancing at Dad in the mirror, but coolly, as though he�s an encumbrance at this moment, she�s in a different mood and he�s not part of it. I stare at the meaningless stream of traffic, bored with the silence in the car, it�s a phony silence, they could talk but they can�t with me here. A container lorry drags past, going backwards from my point of view, then two cars and a coach. A child�s face peers down at us from the lap of his hawk-faced grand-mother. He has a gun.
We stop at a motorway service station. I need a piss and Jessie wants a magazine so she goes in the shop. The whole thing is perfect for the Inbetween Land, for my state of mind. You could die here and not even know it. The bogs are awash with blue disinfectant yet still they stink, as if it�s just colored blue, it doesn�t do anything, it just tints the diseases. The food shop�� the Pantry!�� has the same kind of bluish-green tinge as the disinfectant, they probably flavor the forcegrown fruit and chemical pastry with it. And in the gift shop, where I go to look for Jessie, it�s Christmas all year round, shiny paper and tinsel over everything, toys and tourist tricks that you wouldn�t give to charity.
She�s there, with him, with the Prick, at the till, hanging on his arm just the wrong way, like a tart, like a fuck, like something he�s picked up on the road. They�re playing a game: maybe they look like father and daughter, maybe they don�t; maybe he�s the freako businessman�� menopausal-punk hair, soft, weathered face, suit�� and she�s the antidote to his life, she lets him feel human or dirty or whatever men like that need to feel, she can give him a thrill just out of buying magazines and chocolates and crap key rings.
Except he doesn�t look too happy about it. He looks more than a little uncomfortable, the Prick, testy, as if she�s trying his patience. He wants to push her off his arm, but Jessie�s clinging tight, I see her fingers buried in his sleeve as I approach past the plastic-wrapped funeral wreaths.
They both react when I appear, Jessie holding tight but altering her expression in some subtle way which makes her look the affectionate daughter, flirty but not unnaturally so�� a hungry schoolgirl proud of Daddy. The Prick, for his part, frowns and prizes her arm off his, being the adult, being the responsible one, and looks straight at me, his eyes telling me what to think, warning me off, saying, �Tom, do you want anything?�
So I stare right back and don�t even look at the counter or the bored, mindfucked girl on the register (�Where do you work?� �I work on the M4.�) or the travelers who clearly buy their clothes and eat their food and make their lives at these places, and I say, �Why? It�s all shit,� and then walk out to the car.
�
We move on. I listen to Jessie�s iPod because I haven�t brought my own. She sits glancing at her magazines, full of packaged artiness, hip-wank pictures and hip-wank writing. Dad drives, moving from lane to lane just to break the tedium, letting the weight of the Bentley barrel through the formations, the retired minds in the slow lane, the serious movers in the fast, none of them equal to his determination to maintain speed without actually arriving, his need not to get to the next moment.
No one speaks. We each inhabit our space in the Bentley, plotting our sex and our murders and our own destruction until, as the suburbs of London begin and the pattern of the motorway changes�� more signs, more slip roads, the necks and heads of streetlights and streets and houses in the afternoon quiet�� Dad says, �Fuck it, I didn�t have to bring you two! This is a boring enough trip as it is without this conspiracy of silence. I can get depressed without your help!�
So something�s working. Something�s getting through. I almost smile. �I didn�t have to come,� I say. �It was Jessie�s idea.�
�Tom needed glue or paint thinner or whatever it is he sniffs,� Jessie says in a bored voice. Her hand finds mine on the car seat and presses something small and hard into it. I finger it for a moment before looking down. It�s a bottle, a little glass vial of crystal. I try to give it back�� I hate the stuff, it gives me headaches, and I don�t want any of Jessie�s bribes�� but she pushes it into my pocket.
�Tom doesn�t need anything to get high,� the Prick says, as if I�m not there, as if he feels safe, he�s got me sussed. �His mind is strange enough to start with.�
And I lick my finger and write �Fuck you� on the seat, meaning him but meaning Jessie too. She sees it and stares at me, really stares, longer than I can bear. It�s not an angry stare or a disdainful one or anything I can adjust to, it�s just bored and unbeatable, as if she�s got the time, she can wait me out, she can fuck me over in ways I can�t even imagine.
We go through the center, past the airport, past the warehouses and odd light industrial factory unit, past the hotels and the billboards, up the ramp and into the heart of my world: chaos, fumy and bright at the same time; short-fused snarl-mouthed achievers bullying past spacey dong-faced tourists; tatty high street secretaries, magazine gloss career women and the others, the boys and girls like me, street fucks and street fighters, all adrift on a set of poncy old buildings and banks and shops-with-no-name; trendy, hip, faceless.
Sometimes when I dream at night, when I can, when it�s not blocked by my twisted emotional musings, I see it all burning�� like the Great Fire, only better. It�s not the people I want to burn, not especially, but the city would look brilliant all ablaze. I�d love it.
The Prick likes it too, that�s why we go this way, why we don�t skirt around it. It torments him. He loves to sound off about it, to pinpoint its madness, the crap that�s preserved, the total shit that�s been built in his lifetime, the detritus that�s going up now. �We have political and aesthetic masters,� he says, sliding the gearstick like it�s some part of Jessie, �whose idea of taste is anaglyptic wallpaper in a nice house on a mock-Tudor estate. What can you expect?�
And we�re into the City, the nation�s hard-on, although it�s been a little bit limp lately, flailing around and fucking up, a little bit like I hope The Prick feels sometimes when he can�t get it up. I hope that lies in his future, what future he�s got: a lot of really depressing, really embarrassing, sad-sack limpness.
From the car, I see them, I see all the little semen squirreling about trying to find an egg to crack, or maybe just trying to find a job. Not many, it�s not chucking-out time yet, they�re still at their screens, on their phones, in the toilets with their rolled-up notes shoved up their nostrils or each other�s arses�� but there�s a few around, holding hands and talking, trading the world.
�
Then a hiccup. The old London, like the old New York, like the old quarter in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Right next to those slabs of money, just down the street from those monuments to greed, are the tiny shops and slumholes of the Proles. God, they let them get close. It must have been a mistake. Or maybe they knew they were no threat, they could be contained easily enough.
Beaten old farts sit in the scummy windows of an establishment which offers�� get this�� reconditioned toasters, electric razors and irons. Wire grilles front a shop selling historic knives and guns and implements of torture�� the only one doing well, the only one with anything to steal. I should tell the Prick to stop here; I could use his cash to buy the instrument of his death. Wooden boards, reinforced at diagonals to make them stronger, patch the broken door of a makeshift mosque. It looks disused but I hope it�s not; I hope all kinds of insurrection go on in there, I hope they stick pipe bombs up the City�s arse.
The Docks next�� no longer a part of the old world, but too desperate in their longing to be a part of the new.
The Prick drives the Bentley over polished cobblestones, past tower blocks so tall you could see New York if you shut your eyes and imagined a bridge built entirely of money held together with shit. Then on around the few remaining hulks of gargantuan Victorian warehouses, beautiful in their ugliness but most already gone�� cleaned up and renovated, turned into flash global power-bases, media fiefdoms, multi-million-pound apartments.
The Prick�s wharf is one of the last to be developed. Across the water the shell of a part-demolished warehouse looks like something you might see at the Tate Modern: a great bite chewed out of its massive floors, twisted metal and rubble and gaping holes where windows or loading bays must once have been, leading the way to a pillared chasm, dark, totally empty�� the sort of place you could take your father and your sister and beat the shit out of them, then slide them down the old tobacco chutes to nowhere.
But the Prick�s little toy is growing, not crumbling. The pyramid is going up, sticking its nose onto the skyline, dwarfing everything around it with its newness and its meanness. Even covered in scaffolding it makes me wonder what the fuck Dad thinks he is doing here.
This is his statement, this is his finger raised at everything that�s ever been built here. But it�s the same, it�s no different. It�s another fucking ego trip, another pile of emptiness erected with a huge concentration of effort and no real fucking reason.
This is what Dad does. He builds things. Why? Because he has to put food on our plates�� and because maybe the charge he gets out of designing something other people have to live with, have to confront daily, something that attracts attention in all those self-obsessed architectural journals and even the tabloid press, maybe it all gives him a feeling of specialness, a feeling of righteousness, a sense that, �Yes, I shape people�s environments, I define their lives. I am different, I am special, I can fuck my daughter and keep it quiet from my family. I can keep my wife and baby on hold, and my son where he belongs�� outside, in the cold.�
When Dad is gone, when Dad is cold and in the ground, one day this will follow�� this monkey-puzzle of steel and glass, this cage. There�ll be another pile of rubble and another son staring.
�
Jessie gets out of the car first, attracting whistles and cat calls from shirtless construction men high on girders. The site foreman, Bernie, comes to meet us, issuing hard hats and riding the storm as Dad ploughs into him before we even reach the site office.
�What�s the story, Bernie?� Dad slaps his hand on Bernie�s shoulder in a determinedly unmatey way. �A fucking holiday all around?�
But Bernie can take it, Bernie can take most things. He�s a hardnosed bastard, a thug in a suit with a hare lip and a lisp and the eyes of an ex-boxer, smooth as shit when he wants to be, which isn�t now.
�They want to get paid for what they do,� he says. �That�s all.�
�You�d better wait out here,� Dad says to Jessie and me as we reach the office, which is a joke having come this far but he seems decided. He opens the door of the transportable shack and goes inside, followed by Bernie, who winks at Jessie, breathing through his mouth as though he�s going to tell her something but doesn�t.
So we stand in the sunshine, not wanting to talk, not really wanting to be with each other at this moment. The water at the edge of the wharf is dark and deep and freaky, not like the sea, lacking that size, that scope, and one of the boys tells us�� tells Jessie�� that a crane operator died in it the week before, just came off his lunch break, sober, took a dive off the crane and never came up. They never found the body.
It makes me feel like I�m wasting time; it makes me feel like I�m losing the edge: hanging on to Jessie and Dad, not looking for an opportunity to do it but rather an excuse not to.
Time passes. One of the security guards, Jason, shows us the cosh he carries�� �Just in case things get serious.� He got it in Shanghai, it�s spring-loaded and telescopes out to become a terrifying weapon. I could use one of those.
Dad�s voice is audible even outside the shack. He shouts, then it goes quiet for a few minutes; it�s like a piece of music. Finally he opens the door and comes out, and I glimpse two Korean men in expensive, carefully tailored suits, and a Korean girl in a skirt so short it�s not there, on her knees on the floor picking up the pieces of a scale model of Dad�s gleaming pyramid. A wire-faced ginger-bearded Irishman in sunglasses stares at her arse.
Neville, Dad�s job architect, runs after him and catches his arm. Dad turns, like something spring-loaded himself, like Jason�s cosh, and explodes.
�Never,� he pauses, riding the moment, enjoying it to its full, �give them the whole fucking picture. Am I clear?�
�
We drive back, past a billboard which says Docklands is London�s Venice, and I think about how my father would have fitted into Renaissance Italy just fine: they all fucked their daughters and each other in the line of business.
He doesn�t say much in the car, just drives aggressively, stopping punchily at lights and then gunning away. Black spray from the road hits the windscreen and he leans into it, driving faster toward the red lights of a lorry in front.
�They�re bankers,� he says, �they�re fucking bankers and they don�t understand money.�
�
We check into a hotel. The Prick has meetings fixed for the morning to play big boys with the Koreans and their money. Jessie is seeing Sonny. I could go and see Luke except that I don�t want to spend any time with my old friends, there�s nothing to talk about, nothing I can talk about, and anyway Jessie says she�s set me up.
�I�m not interested,� I tell her, but I am, she knows that. I want to take back everything that she and the Prick have taken from me. I want to meet this person who can paint the greedy black hole that is Jessie. Sonny is part of the tunnel I�m in, I�m convinced of that�� part of the pipeline, where time is counting down, where I don�t even have to follow my own reasoning, each moment is the last, nothing is repeatable.
�Sonny�s brilliant,� she says, and then with a laugh: �Golden showers!�
�I don�t need your help.�
�
Then it�s dinner. The weather changes abruptly, lightning flashing across the sky and rain tumbling down moments later. I think about the last time Dad and Jessie and me had dinner together in a London restaurant. Mum was there; this time she�s not and everything has been fucked in the meantime.
Jessie sits next to me. Some kind of weird thin black jacket is all she�s got on over her black stockings and she keeps nudging me with her leg, as if we�re sharing a joke or flirting or something or she just can�t keep herself still. It starts getting to me, really annoying me, because I�m thinking about Mum at home left out of all this, and Jessie and Dad are drinking wine and acting cool, he�s the proper parent and we�re the kids mucking around, he keeps us in line, he�s a wonderful father taking his two kids out like this, we�re a wonderful family, really close, really open with each other�� he can talk about his problems and the need for a dynamic architectural language in Britain, and we can listen to his bullshit.
Until I turn and say, �Look, fucking cut it out, will you? You keep knocking my leg!� And Jessie stares at me as if she genuinely didn�t know she was doing it, and the mood of the dinner changes somewhat.
We go back to the hotel, the rain crashing down on the Bentley and the sky flickering neon-white, only it�s weirder than neon, starker, lighting everything. Jessie rides in the back with me but hangs on Dad�s seat, so that he tells her to sit back because she�s obstructing his rear view. The traffic is chaotic because of the rain but he seems steady, as if he�s resolved something in himself about the Koreans tomorrow, his irritability only returning when Jessica suggests we go to a nightclub.
�I�m not interested,� he says. �Tom can�t go to a nightclub.� Thanks, Prick, for your sympathy and concern.
�Yes,� Jessie says, �yes you are,� leaning forward, pretending I�m not there�� or pretending she�s pretending. �A friend runs it. It�s only two nights a week. I can get you in and you can leer a lot and dance and make me sit up on the bar and protect me. It�ll be brilliant.�
�I don�t want to go to a nightclub!� my father snaps, turning around, flashing anger. �Shut up, Jessie, you�re drunk.�
�
At the hotel, Jessie and I share a room and she stands staring out the window for a long time, still in her jacket and stockings, watching the storm light up the river, looking like an image from one of her hip magazines. She doesn�t say anything to me and I don�t say anything to her, I just get into bed and lie there wondering if she�s waiting for me to go to sleep so she can creep into his room or whether she�s thinking about something else. I feel confused. If I�m going to do it, if I�m going to kill them both, I�m going to have to choose a moment and this would be as good as any. I don�t know what I�m waiting for. I don�t seem able to plan it.
The storm moves away for a while, the thunder still close but not overhead. It comes back, circling around, and Jessie pulls a chair to the window and sits. I listen for her crying, because it feels as if she might be, but I don�t think she is. Then she wakes me, shaking my shoulder as I�m drifting off.
�Have you still got that thing I gave you?�
�What thing?�
�In the car. The crystal?�
�I chucked it,� I say, but I�m too tired to argue and she knows I�m lying, so I tell her it�s in one of my pockets.
She finds it in the dark and takes it back to her chair. �Do you want some?� she asks.
�No.�
Outside, a burglar alarm goes off, followed by another. Jessie opens the vial and takes two quick snorts, one in each nostril. Thunder cracks overhead and I listen for sirens but there aren�t any. I get a headache and seem to fall in and out of sleep, but the storm is a separate force waking me and I glimpse Jessie in dramatic, broken flashes of white at the window and hear the alarms and hear her sobbing and feel confused and wonder where we are.
When I wake in the morning, she�s gone, but she�s just in the bathroom and I don�t know whether she slept or not or if she spent part of the night with Dad.
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The air in London is black, grainy, as if you can touch the carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide or whatever it is that settles on everything, layering it with dust, running streaky when it rains. We walk down the Embankment tube station steps, not really communicating but moving as a unit, brother and sister, through the bewildered foreigners and dossers and shoppers up for the day, clutching their maps and water bottles and asthma inhalers and stepping back as diseased mice dart out from wire-grilled no-go areas and dive under the rails, missing that middle one, the burner, the one with the charge.
The tiles in the station are new, shiny, characterless�� a toilet that no one wants you to use, that�s been built just to prove that everything is clean, above board. The whole of the West End is constantly being renovated, laundered, shined-up, rewired, re-alarmed, so that you can see how thick the walls are and the color of what�s inside. They don�t hide the problems�� they police them out, they keep them across the river, where we�re headed. It must be a lot like Nuremberg was. Or Dubai. Or Disney World.
I watch Jessie and me at the platform�s edge on a wall-mounted flatscreen as the train comes in. In the picture, we�re two-dimensional, lifeless, green. In the picture, I push or pull her, taking her with me. On this screen I could show my home movies, if I�d taken any. The shoppers and dossers and foreigners could watch as my father parted her bum and stuck his thing between.
The doors close, the walls move and we go under the river. The train stops for a long time and I feel the weight of water above us�� if that�s where we are�� and sit staring at the three other passengers in our carriage, condemned by their awfulness. An old man sits alone at the far end, his mouth propped open by some tube down his throat, gasping at the air and staring glass-eyed at nothing. A woman with spectacles and an evil, hating face looks up from her yellowed paperback and mentally sorts me out. I�m her son, she will beat me until I bleed and then go on for ever. A skinhead with a blotchy cherry birthmark and a knife scar down his neck sticks his boots up on the seat across from him and stares away from us, frightened by something in his head, moving his lips silently and clutching a brown leather sports bag to his chest, clinging to its scuffed, Union Jack-emblazoned bulk with a curled intensity that only a couple of well-placed kicks to his kidneys would push over into total despair. Jessie sits beside me, her shoes off, a faintly sweet smell rising from them to mix with the stale air of the carriage. She rubs her toes, massaging the digits through the filmy black net of her stockings.
�I�m unhappy.� My voice sounds strange in the closed environment of the carriage. I don�t know why I�m telling her. It won�t make any difference to either of us.
�Oh?�
�I�ve never been this unhappy.�
She works her toes, poking her finger and thumb into the nylon, forcing a channel to touch the tiny cunt between each one. �I can understand that.�
Can you? Thank you, sister.
�Sonny will sort you out.�
The train moves again.
�
Clapham North. We come out of the tube and set off on foot, Jessie leading the way, looking oddly at home here�� I didn�t know this was her territory. We cross the road from the station, running in the path of a huge articulated truck which deafens us with a slow wail of its horn, the narrowness of our escape showing me a picture of Jessie dead�� by my hands not the truck.
I don�t know death, but it doesn�t seem so far away. The Prick�s mother died, but she was just someone from my childhood. She was a grandmother, a warm presence at Christmas, someone who hugged me, but she was old and smelt of oldness and old perfumes, she was a bit dead already.
Jessie walks in front of me now, the truck forgotten, wearing black stockings, a short tartan skirt and the jacket from last night and I think about her stiff, cold, still. Her body would look sad, dead�� I would have to join it, to follow her; I think I�d float her in a bath and climb in beside, slopping water over the top, using her cocaine blade to slice little chunks off myself under the surface.
I know I want to kill them, but it worries me sometimes whether I can. Killing Dad will be a struggle�� his surprise, his resistance, his refusal to bend to anyone else�s will. I�m smaller than both of them, though not much smaller than Jessie, but I�m expecting a superhuman strength. The thing that frightens me most is not being able to finish them off. I know I can start it, but can I keep it up�� if I use a knife will I lose my nerve once it�s in, will I do one and not the other, or will I just fall back when they try to fight me off and collapse in a corner regretting my whole fucking life?
We walk to Brixton, my eyes on Jessie�s legs, the side of her head, the heat and the movement around us. An army tank rumbles down Railton Road, charging along, clearing everything in its path, an army goon standing up in the turret, imagining himself in Kabul, Mosul, Tehran�� somewhere where he can open fire on the bastards.
A bunch of schoolkids watch him from a wall, turning up their boombox and jeering, sticking their heads into plastic bags and sucking the nitrous oxide in, or whatever it is, chucking the petrol bombs in their brains instead of on the streets. Three Muslim men walk toward us, a huge dog on a leash tugging at one of them, a woman walking beside him in full chadur. Her veiled eyes stare at Jessie as if she can�t decide, but then she does and turns away.
�
We cross and head up toward Herne Hill, the traffic at a standstill, the sky a chemical green, hot, threatening rain. A bus has broken down and a ripped seat has been stuck out on the road behind it. Fat women with prison faces wheel shopping trolleys in and out of the legs, the litter, the broken pavement slabs. A businessman walks in the street shouting obscenities at the thin air. Cracked toilet bowls and stained sinks are piled outside, offered for sale. An ancient poster of Bush with �World�s No.1 Terrorist� in bold letters across it is plastered across a closed Post Office door.
Jessie leads me up a side street, past the razor-wire-topped fence of a dismal school playground, down the side of two houses and through a rickety back garden gate to a kitchen door. She knocks and we wait but no one answers. She tries it and it�s locked, but Jessie seems to be expecting this. She stands back and aims her foot at the bottom righthand panel and kicks. The first kick doesn�t do it, so she kicks again and then twists the handle and the door pushes inwards, jamming on a mat.
We go inside the kitchen, a pisshole of a place with cups and dishes stacked up alongside rusty housepaint pots and rags. The walls are peeling and damp and the floor is covered with grit and bits of rubble where something has recently been smashed. Jessie takes me through the house, up the stairs to a landing with three locked doors. She tries one, but this time when it doesn�t give she leaves it and takes me back down to the kitchen. So far we�ve hardly said a word since we left the tube. She starts digging in the cupboard under the sink and asks me something I don�t catch.
�What?�
�I said, �Coffee?��
�Yeah, OK.�
She finds some, and retrieves a kettle from behind a black plastic rubbish sack. She fills it and puts it on to boil, tipping coffee from the jar into two of the cups and hunting around for something to stir it with. I watch her, thinking she�s a stranger, wishing she was, wishing she was just someone I�d met who�d brought me back here�� then, even if she was meeting the Prick and I was going to watch, it wouldn�t be so bad, the betrayal would seem almost normal.
�Will you tell me something?� I say as she pours hot water on the coffee and stirs it with a discolored spoon.
�No milk.� She holds out a cup.
�Did you fuck Dad last night?�
The cup burns my hand. I let it. Jessie leans against the sink and looks at me. She doesn�t say anything, but I think she wishes she could be rid of me, her eyes have that hard look. It�s not hard enough, though�� she doesn�t want it enough to do anything about it. I�m just making her life more difficult.
Then we hear the front door open. It slams shut and someone mounts the stairs. Jessie calls out �Sonny?� and dumps the coffee down and vanishes into the hall. I tip mine into the sink, regretting coming, feeling that even by going along with Jessie this much I am weakening my drive, dragging out the inevitable, but I�m desperate to taste what it is that�s so all-powerful, that�s rammed the Prick into Jessie with no regard for anything�� what sex is. I�d rather do it without Jessie�s interference, but there�s not time. I don�t care how it happens, how anything happens. I don�t care.
�
At the top of the stairs a door is open and in it stands a beautiful black girl who has one hand on Jessie�s neck. They are leaning back from each other, taking each other in, staring at each other in a way that doesn�t surprise me one bit, though it�s something I understand almost without understanding. She is stunning. My heart sinks at the thought that I�m the joker here again�� she�s Jessie�s girlfriend, why bring me?�� but Jessie must know something, she�s promised me this payment, this bribe.
Sonny is taller than both of us. Her legs�� long, slender, shiny�� disappear into a strange frilly outfit that�s like a 1950s bathing suit and I can�t take my eyes off them, their length, their color, their finely honed muscularity�� like my mother rather than Jessie: Sonny is someone who works on her body.
She catches me looking, hovering still at the top of the stairs, and scowls, spinning her eyes to Jessie then me then Jessie and back again.
�Definitely related!� she says with a slow laugh and some kind of wonderful mixed South London accent.
She shows us into her room, which is stacked high with magazines and newspapers and dominated by a huge canvas, unmistakably the same style as the picture of Jessie, this one a six-paneled group scene of floating women�s and men�s torsos, the women all loaded with tits and the men�s dicks each bloating into a goldfish bowl.
�Sit down, boys and girls,� Sonny says, standing in the doorway where we�ve passed her, staring at us, staring at me, the door still open. Her eyes are liquid and yet I feel like I�m being medically examined, sliced up and peeled apart, searched for further evidence of closeness to Jessie.
�How have you been?� Jessie asks, sitting on a mattress in a corner of the room, picking up a monstrous bone-crushing glossy magazine and opening it.
�I�m good.�
Sonny shuts the door and turns away from us, walking through into what looks like a tiny kitchen and loo combined. I sit on a chair and watch her legs while her back�s to us, feeling sick with myself just for being here, for getting excited like this, getting a hard-on.
�I�ve just seen Jazz,� she says, bending to open a midget fridge, my eyes following the line of her thighs to the two fingers of blue polkadotted bathing suit that meet where she meets under the frills. She turns and peers over her shoulder. �I�m getting a car, can you believe that? I�m going to be driving!�
She comes back into the room with a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. �Here,� she says, giving them both to me. �You�re the man.� And she laughs.
�If the car is from Jazz,� Jessie says, turning the pages of the magazine, her legs no doubt losing all feeling beneath its weight, totally ignoring me as I struggle with the bottle, �I wouldn�t count on doing too much driving.�
�No, it�s great, I�ve seen it.� Sonny flits back into the kitchen, a thick, flower-sweet perfume wafting from her. �It�s wheels, anyway. A car with no name. And no owner. Probably has different number plates front and back��
�If it has them at all.�
��if it has them at all.�
Sonny emerges with two glasses and a paper cup. She puts them down in front of me and shoots me another fierce scowl as I struggle on with the cork.
She retreats over to a small stereo system on a table by the window and turns on a CD. Something old comes on, music I know but can�t place�� old American city music, conjuring up grainy black and white YouTube videos of summertime ghettoes, burning tenements, spouting water mains and beatings from visored cops.
Sonny sits on the bed next to Jessie. �Martine�s been messing me about again,� she says, leaning her arm and chin affectionately on Jessie�s shoulder, so that a thought I�ve been fighting since the first moment I saw them together returns with a vengeance�� the physicality of their relationship, another part of her world that she�s kept me out of, another dimension to Jessie that seems to diminish rather than increase what truth I know about her. �She is so immature.� Sonny pulls back and seems to study Jessie�s ear. �She has a real nigger attitude, you know what I mean?�
�She�s a cow.� Jessie turns and I hardly recognize the look: jealousy, a kind of one-sided hostility that expects to bite more than get bitten.
�I know you don�t like her�� Sonny leans back and gets her cigarettes and a mirror and a paper sachet. �But she�s beautiful when she�s not coming on like some smug self-satisfied bitch.�
I finally manage, flushed and straining, to force the cork out of the bottle and pour with a shaking hand two glasses. I hand them over with a stupid terror: I am headed toward oblivion, yet here I am, desperate before a stunning black dyke whom I�d love to fuck but whose only interest in me is probably as some sort of cat toy for her and Jessica.
�Do you have any beer?� I ask.
�Beer!� she screams. �Look in the fridge.� And without missing a beat, to Jessica: �You look great.�
�So do you.�
I go to the fridge, which is almost empty, but there are two cans of beer there, so I take one and hold back a moment, drinking it and glancing at the toilet, the basin Sonny uses as a sink and the postcards covering the wall, dozens of them, some just straight-on shots of ugly hotels, others more touristy, exotic.
There�s a couple of art cards and a bunch of pictures of Sonny and friends, and a picture I recognize of Jessie when she was about nine or ten, which freaks me out: it�s like seeing a part of my childhood pinned to a foreign wall in a dream. Then I see a shot of Sonny naked, bending over and peeking between her legs while a white girl who�s also naked except for a Fulham FC hat rests a long spirit-level on her arse.
The two women together look somehow complete, like the Prick and Jessie, like the rest of the world, enjoying things I know nothing about. I stare at Sonny�s tiny ridge in the photograph and the black hair and her dark brown skin and the pinkish lips and feel she�s expecting me to look at this, or Jessie is�� it�s all part of the game and I�m determined to break it, to not be a part of it.
�
I go back through. Sonny and Jessie are laughing at some private remark and doing coke, so I walk right over to them and say to Jessie, �This is boring, I�m leaving.�
And Sonny looks up at me, dabbing her tongue with the coke on her finger, and says, �No�� wait. Have a toot. Relax.� Then to Jessie, �Does he?� And me again: �It gets better. I�ve got toys to play with.�
Her mouth is in my eyes as I look away�� wide, smiling�� and I know she resents my presence, whatever she pretends, but something about the curve of her accent as she says �toys� sparks a dull electric charge in my gut and in my prick, and maybe the coke will numb it, will help me just to stop caring, so I crouch over the mirror and snort, feeling cold, wishing I could bash Jessie now�� and Dad and Sonny�� and crawl into that lifeless bath with her.
Sonny leans across to reach a small cupboard door with a key in the lock. Her thighs are virtually in my face now as I hover over the mirror and I can smell her skin, the focused finger-point of her perfume, but it�s Jessie she�s leaning on, Jessie her blue frills are crushed against, Jessie she wants to touch. The key is just out of reach and as she gets up to go to it, their eyes meet. �You think he�ll like them?�
�Tom�s up for anything, aren�t you, Tom?� Jessie says, rescuing the magazine that Sonny�s been sitting on, pushing it at me. �Have you seen this?�
I take it, hefting its weight, and sit on the floor and stare at the ad it�s open at. A large photograph of Sonny, the full height of the page, confronts me with what looks like Paris in the background, and the brand name of a high-end tequila.
�Fueling the capitalist machine,� Sonny says dismissively, glancing over as she turns the lock. �But fucking it too.� She grins. �A dozen crates of that stuff and you could overturn an economy�� shit!� The door is jammed and she has to brace herself against the wall to pull it open.
My head is starting to feel sharp as Sonny unloads the cupboard, kneeling by it and removing weird solid shapeless white objects that I find I can focus on to the exclusion of everything else. I stare at them where they litter the floor around Sonny�s knees and feel a kind of ruthless certainty that I�m going to screw her, whatever she�s interested in. She struggles to lift a larger, heavier one, swinging it onto the floor closer to me, and suddenly it�s obvious�� this last one has hips and thighs attached and rests on its arse, the legs reaching out into space then stopping where they�re cut off.
�My pussy collection!� Sonny confirms, and Jessie pisses herself laughing. �What do you think?�
�It�s brilliant,� I tell her, not really sure what to say, but not caring either. I�m going to fuck her. �You do a lot of those?�
�They�re like beautiful sea creatures,� Jessie says, picking one up and fingering it. �Where�s mine?�
�It�s here,� Sonny says, finding it and passing it to her. She turns to me, her voice deepening and sounding grand as if she wants to convince me, though I know she�s taking the piss, too. �These are a national art treasure. To redress the balance. I take plaster casts of my friends�� a glance at Jessie ��and one day when I�m ready, I�m going to dump them all on the Royal Academy.�
�The Royal A-cunt-omy,� Jessie corrects, handing me hers.
�Right.�
I turn Jessie�s cast over in my hand and feel a chill.
It�s all there, all the detail of her cunt and arse, Dad�s playground, like a relic that will be left when they�re dead. I feel her watching me and stare at Sonny, who seems to be enjoying this, sitting on her heels with the big sculptured torso between her legs, the white of the plaster a shock against the smooth brown of her thighs. She runs a finger down the tract in the middle, stroking the molding with a tiny circling motion performed deliberately for me.
�This one�s mine,� she says and I see Jessie watching me still, drinking her wine.
�Show it to him,� Jessie says, putting the glass down.
�I am.�
�No, I mean show it to him,� Jessie repeats, getting up off the mattress and onto her knees.
She looks at me and with total confidence puts her hand on Sonny�s groin, sliding the plaster torso aside and slipping her fingers under the tight blue polka-dotted gusset of Sonny�s outfit and pulling it back, stretching it taut to reveal�� what? Black bristles, pinky-brown lips, a sort of affronted vertical gasp that opens and closes again as it adjusts to Jessica�s pressure on it.
My eyes fly between Sonny�s cunt and her face, wanting to look but wanting to look away, too�� Jessie is playing with both of us, but we�re letting her, we could stop her if we had the will.
�Tom�s interested all right, aren�t you?� she says, grinning at me and resting her other hand on Sonny�s shoulder, massaging her neck. �He likes to look.�
�You ever seen one of these before?� Sonny asks, and the flash of her eyes convinces me that I do hold some interest for her�� as Jessie�s brother, as a sort of male extension of Jessie. �Chocolate fudge split.� She draws the words out, accentuating them, and suddenly I realize I�m more embarrassed by her reference to her color than I am by staring between her legs.
�I�ll take the fudge,� Jessie says, rolling down a strap of Sonny�s suit and unpopping a tit which she immediately kisses. �And Tom can provide the cream.�
�Oh God, Jessie,� Sonny groans, dipping down to meet her face with her own and laughing. �You can get out of here right away. You know I�m not into that.�
�But he�s my brother,� Jessie croons in her ear. �Close your eyes and you won�t know the difference.�
�
I feel like a dumbo. I feel more excluded than ever�� watching Jessie like this is almost worse than seeing her in the shelter, because this is her trick, her taunt, this is the absolute proof of her total control over me. I am not as strong as her, I have to take account of that�� I should never have come along, I have to make her an abstract entity, something I can deal with at a distance, someone I can force through to a torturous death without entering into conversation.
�I�m not your fucking puppet!� I tell her, erupting out of my own thoughts into their snogging and pushing myself up, ready to kick them both where they are and get out of here.
�Calm down,� Jessie says sharply, pulling back from Sonny as if she can switch gear whenever she wants, we�re all just balls in her juggling act. �This is going to be worth it for you, I promise. You need to see, Tom, what your life is about. This is going to open your eyes totally.� And she sounds for a moment like Mum wanting me to be there when the baby is born.
Sonny looks at her, one tit hanging out, the dark brown nipple wet where Jessie has been chewing on it, and then she grins and starts rocking and singing, �It�s a fam�ly affair��
I feel shock for a moment and wonder how much she knows, but decide she�s just thinking about this, now, Jessie, me�� though why it shouldn�t be more, I don�t know�� maybe she�s totally clued up about the Prick, maybe she and Jessie get together and act out an all-girl version of their scenes, what do I know?
Then Jessie takes Sonny�s hand and plants it on the fly of my jeans, jerking our strings some more, pushing Sonny�s fingers between the buttons, and I�m standing here�� two good strides would take me out of the room�� and I can�t leave: if I leave Jessie will think I�m scared. If I stay she�s won, but if I go she�s won too.
Sonny�s hands pull my fly open with no great excitement�� this isn�t where her interest lies�� so I shift my anger to her, my mind drumming �I�m going to fuck you, whatever you want,� over and over, as she uncovers my dick and holds it like a wet fish flapping in her palm.
I grab her waist nervously, but I�m clumsy and knock her off balance, and she shoves me, angry for an instant, complaining, �Take it easy!� But there�s a numbed simplicity to everything that must be the coke and I put my mouth to her tit where Jessie�s saliva is still damp, and see Jessie�s hands roll down the rest of Sonny�s bathing suit and linger in the space between her legs even as she warns me, �Treat Sonny gently, Tom�� she�s got a fierce temper!�
And they both laugh and Sonny turns around, virtually kneeing me in the groin as she thrusts my jeans down with her leg. Then she steps out of the frills Jessie is holding and over to the stereo, which has been quiet for some time. Jessie crouches in front of me, the only one of us who�s still fully clothed, and tugs my jeans over my shoes, glancing at my prick as if it�s some kind of toy version of my father�s�� a cheap, molded plastic imitation. �Just be patient,� she whispers at me. �Don�t blow it.�
�
Sonny slips a new CD in and goes through to the kitchen-loo, swaying to the music, totally relaxed and happily naked because of Jessie, not me. I crouch on the floor, my dick dangling pathetically, and watch her as she opens a drawer, her arse bobbing to the beat, her breasts dancing on their own, the nipples drawing a line across my brain like a flesh-brown jet trail.
I feel condemned, the way I did in the tube, only different�� dumped in a room�� a music video set in a riot zone, only there�s no riot; another pathetic empty box where my life moves from A to B: this is where I experience sex, if you don�t count watching my father bugger my sister; this is where she looks on as I get my dick up some friend of hers whose cunt she no doubt knows better than I ever could.
Sonny comes back through, clutching a handful of black plastic rubbish sacks, humming a sort of counterpoint to the music in a rich, clear voice. I stare at the dark ridge of her cunt as she walks toward me and think about the photo in the kitchen and Lucy�� I wish this was Lucy and I was alone with her now�� but then I�m distracted by the bags and wonder what the hell they mean as Sonny tells Jessie, �Help me spread them on the floor.�
They lay them out, lifting the plaster cunts and using them as weights, then Jessie tells me to take my shirt off and lie down, but I crouch there not moving and watch as Jessie starts to perform for me with Sonny.
�Go on,� Jessie urges when Sonny, finding herself behind her, cradles her bum with the fur of her crotch, rubbing against the back of Jessie�s skirt with an exaggerated circling motion aimed, like both their eyes, at me. �This is Tom�s education, he needs to lose his fear. He doesn�t think women function like boys do, he needs to see how we work.�
That�s not the truth and she knows it, I have other fears, other horrors, to haunt me�� she has taken everything: all the love, all the feeling, all my worth.
She eases around in Sonny�s grasp and draws Sonny�s head down to her skirt where Sonny�s hands have already been playing. They get down on to the floor and Sonny draws Jessie�s knickers off, casting them in my direction, where I gaze at a vague golden stain inside their front and at Sonny�s angular, high-boned face plunged between the elastic tops of Jessie�s stockings, lapping at her cunt.
�Wait,� Jessie says, her eyes not leaving me, her voice a little throatier than usual. �I want Tom to try this too. Lie down,� she tells me, �so Sonny can sit on you.�
And we all move around like fucking musical chairs�� Sonny and I have surrendered all rights to our will, to our individuality. I am led by my prick almost literally, by an overpowering need to do it now even if it means I�m a total sad wanker�� even if it means that whatever is left of my sense of righteousness falls apart next to Jessie�s because she is always so clear and unsentimental about what she wants.
With the strange plasticky touch of a garbage sack under my head, Sonny sits on my face and Jessie stands over her so that our two tongues can work at once. The force of Sonny�s weight nearly blacks me out at first and I have to push her off and let my tongue strain uncertainly up into the arena above, my mouth and nose almost clogging with the sudden clash of tastes and smells�� sharp, uriney, sweaty, then something sweet like jam.
I open my eyes to Sonny�s chin and Jessie�s arse and skirt overhead and think, despite all my pathetic self-recriminations and doubts, that I can�t hold out, I�m going to come in a moment, and I don�t want it to be yet, not until I�m inside Sonny�� but then she changes everything, lifting herself off me to examine the arm Jessie has just exposed from her jacket, saying, �What is that, honey?� in a voice of real concern.
It�s a put-up job, another one, it has to be. Everything is arranged, everything is planned. It�s all fiction�� Jessie�s fiction, not mine. I lie here, some kind of rank, porky smell on my lips, and Sonny poised over me staring at the burn on Jessie�s shoulder. �What happened?� she asks.
�Tom did that.�
�Tom?� Sonny looks down at me in a new light.
�You wanted it,� I remind Jessie, feeling defensive suddenly, feeling very young, lying here naked with Sonny�s knees rooted firmly on either side.
�You enjoy that, do you?� Sonny asks.
�Not particularly,� I say. �No.�
�What are we going to do with him?� Sonny asks Jessie, settling her shins down into the flesh of my arms, her arse on my chest, so that I�d have to fight to move, and right now I seem to have lost any will to fight.
�I don�t know.� Jessie is behind me, her knees edging on to the tips of my hair, tugging it painfully, but out of my line of sight even when I roll up my eyes.
�I think we�ve got to do something,� Sonny says, sitting hard on me, taking Jessie�s outstretched hand above my head and kissing her fingers. �Maybe he�ll enjoy this�?�
And I feel a thin trickle, burning hot at first, start at my chest and run down to my armpit, followed by another running toward my neck. I hear the music playing and feel Jessie�s knees forcing down my hair and see the pouting, heavy lower lip of Sonny�s broad mouth as she gazes down at me with a kind of consternation, and realize that she�s pissing on me, she�s peeing all over me, lifting herself forward now so that my face is her target.
�Fuck off!� I manage, twisting my head sideways.
�Taste that,� she says, moving with me as I try to struggle out of range, spraying my cheeks and mouth. �It�s straight from the source.�
�Drink it, Tom,� Jessie tells me, ramming her knees onto my shoulders but keeping my face clear for Sonny. �You need this. It�s as natural as breathing, it will open all those strange, dark doors you keep locked.�
I try to shut my mouth as hard as I�ve got my eyes shut but some of it gets in, I�ve got gulps of warm piss going down my throat and a taste on my tongue that�s flat and dry, making me swallow, my mind reeling with a sense of humiliation at Jessie�s hands�� this is it, she has sealed our fate, all of our fates, she is no part of me, she�s just an animal I�m going to crush.
Somewhere beyond the sick black walls of my eyes, the spurts die to a trickle and Sonny dumps herself back down onto my chest, crushing my ribs, twisting herself over me in a loose rhythm to the music that�s still playing. I feel the hem of Jessie�s skirt brush over my face as she moves forward, her knees cutting into me harder than ever, shooting veins of lightning across my head. I keep my eyes closed, hearing the music, feeling wet and uncomfortable all over, sensing the soft contact of their mouths and not wanting to live at this moment, not wanting to have to face them here in this room.
�
But Sonny�s not finished. �You�ve been a good little boy,� she says, working her way down my stomach to sit on my dick. �You could get to like it as much as Jessie here��
And I open my eyes as Jessie takes herself off me and see Sonny lifting my prick and wedging it between her legs so that it sticks up as if it�s a part of her. �If only you didn�t have this thing.�
And for a moment of blind panic I think they�re going to do something really crazy, like cut it off. I force myself up on to my arms, as far as I can go, but Jessie�s ready for me.
She has a towel in her hands and in an instant it�s around my head, tight, gagging my mouth, locked around my throat, my brow, the rough, furry weave rubbing against my eyes, her knees pushing me back down.
�Don�t struggle or I�ll pull it tighter,� she says and for a curious, floating moment I�m back in our childhood together when we used to play games like this and sometimes take them too far. But this is now and we�re older�� we aren�t playing.
�Jessie, you cunt!� I hear the muffled fear in my voice. �I�ll tell�� But who am I going to tell? Mum? The Prick? This is just another corner of the web.
�Is that a bad thing or a good thing to say about your sister?� Sonny asks, tweaking my foreskin back painfully with her nails, then grabbing my flailing arms with her hands.
�He loves me really,� Jessie tells her. �That�s the thing he can�t stand. Listen�� I can feel her face close to mine on the floor, her breath hot through the towel. �I�m going to live up to my part of the bargain�� you�re going to get laid. Now you live up to yours. No running to Mummy or anyone else. No more watching or interfering.�
For a moment I could almost convince myself that it is Sonny and her she is talking about, protecting the two of them, but that would be too simple, that would be no problem at all.
�It doesn�t have to hurt anyone. It was never meant to��
�What�� The towel tightens with the opening of my mouth, cutting a line across my neck, strangling my words. �What about me?�
�It doesn�t have to hurt anyone else then, Tom. I�m truly sorry you found out, but try to understand. It�s not so foreign to you, admit it. Let me explore.� She relaxes the towel where it�s garroting me, but only enough to let me breathe. �I know I can�t scare you��
One hand is on my head now, stroking my brow, the line of my hair through the cloth. ��so try to understand and�� I listen to the words, trying to work out even now how much Sonny knows, whether it�s everything or if she�s totally lost, guessing or not caring what Jessie is talking about. Jessie�s hand abandons my hair, her voice retreating in space: ��sympathize a little.�
There is an argument outside in the street, the abuse close through the open window. The music stops again and inside the room there is silence. I know Brixton is there, with its warring moods and its chemical sky and the nasty houses opposite�� and London, which is no good either: it�s not interested in my protection. Somewhere, too, the Prick is with the Koreans�� or has he brought them here, all of them, now, watching?
�
I lie on the plastic sacks, mummified, sucking insufficient air through the towel. My back is dappled with patches of Sonny�s urine, the bags sticky from my sweat where they�re not already wet. For a second Jessie moves off me and lets go of the towel. There is a movement, a suppressed whisper�� which one of them, I can�t tell. I could tear the towel off my face, get up, but I�m dead.
And then Jessie�s grip is back on it, tightening it over my eyes, my Adam�s apple, her knees shifting around, thumping my shoulders. I feel Sonny lower herself on to my penis and start to rock and this is it: I am in an anonymous wet hole, my body functions and I am the same as them�� Jessica, the Prick, Sonny, Lucy.
Killing will come like this, a brief spasm in someone else�s being.
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The Prick drives us back. This time, Jessie sits in the front. The towel has grown onto my face, bonding with my skin, entangling my hair, choking me still�� but shutting them out.
It�s dark and it�s cold tonight and the car is the same one Jake was born in. Do they use it? The leather in the back is sharp where it�s torn and cuts against my fingers if I rub it right. It could tear little holes in Jessie where her stuffing would come out.
I feel the city leave us, like a physical presence that hangs back, like Jessie�s and Sonny�s hands fingering the mask I have on, holding onto me but letting me slip through. I have been to London and nothing has changed. London is with them, not me. Like everything else, it fucks around. Life is what it is. Only if the car crashes through the central divide and slams sideways into the paired lights racing toward us will things be made more simple.
In the timelessness of space, the Prick�s voice comes to me: �I spoke to your mother today.�
The car drones. Lights sweep toward us, silhouetting a blurred image through the towel of his head and shoulders and hers next to him.
�Jack managed a proper smile for the first time.�
One push to his hands on the wheel. One.
�She said she couldn�t find the video camera.�
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Jack is sick and Mum is in the hospital with him. It happens the night after we come back, in the middle of sleeplessness, when I have patrolled the toytown village several times in my mind and uncovered the plot, the truth that Dad is mad and this is where they send him. Or we are all inmates, me especially, and everyone else is a warder watching every move�� but just not closely enough. Hours pass and no one is sleeping, or maybe Dad and Jessie are. There is a sense of urgency, of unease, in the cottage; I hear noises as Mum moves from the bed to the cot to the kitchen and back again.
I play the radio, headset on, and find only foreign stations broadcasting to American soldiers, English farmers stationed in Africa, Dutch- and French- and Arabic-speaking insomniacs. The village feels at the edge of the sea now, it�s an island remote from the security of London, except that London has died in my imagination�� I could have walked to London before in the pitch-black on bare feet just to enter the chaos, but now I would go there only to pour petrol over myself and light a match�� to show it I don�t give a shit.
I listen to a baseball game fading in and out from a lifetime away. I listen to an American preacher, his voice like the boom of Armageddon, talking about the Rapture and the Judgment of the Lord and His Justice, and I know that this man could build a pyramid in Docklands too, he could bugger his daughter, and if when the daylight comes the world is blistered and burning and sick, this man, this preacher, and my father, will be the only healthy ones left and they will take turns with Jessie as she tries to remember what she will not tell me: how it started.
�
Instead of sleep I feel nervy, unable to lie still, feeling my body spark and twitch at random. I take my headset off and move around the room, not wanting the light on, wondering who on the outside would be left to inquire after us if we as a family ceased to exist�� if, when morning came, we simply were not here.
I open the window more and breathe in the air and listen to what might be a cow, miles in the distance, and try to remember who I was only weeks ago and if that was the same life and the same me and wish I could go back.
Mum startles me with my name, looking in the door and whispering, �Tom�� I thought you were up. Jack isn�t well and I�m going to ring the hospital. Would you stay with him while Dad brings the car around?�
Suddenly my sense of unease seems justified�� something is happening, but divorced from my thoughts, something else that has nothing to do with the cartoon blackness of my mind. I go into my parents� room, grateful to have something to do, and brush against the Prick on his way out. He looks worried, he has normal dimensions, he is not holding hands with the preacher�� but still I can�t trust him. He takes his car keys off a chest of drawers and I stand over little Jack, who is red-faced and crying.
I watch Jack for a moment and feel his heat. He looks sick and I feel sorry for him and think maybe he�s not so strong and wonder how the hell he�s going to cope with everything he has to cope with, and then his head jerks and a spurt of vomit or something comes out of his mouth onto the blanket. I call out �Mum!� not knowing what to do, but then Jessie�s here, pulling on a T-shirt, and we act as if we hardly know each other, she looks at me and I look at her and then she lifts little Jack on to his side and wipes his mouth.
This time, we don�t go with them. Mum has found blood in Jack�s nappy and the Prick drives her to the hospital because it�s faster than waiting for an ambulance to come. Mum�s eyes glisten as she carries Jack out to the car, and I realize I love her and that Dad and Jessie seem like actors in a hospital drama, another Australian soap, going through the motions of love but being driven further into lies with every moment. The car disappears into the darkness of the village�� you can watch its lights dip down and up the hill�� and I wonder if anything really exists, if there really is a hospital at the edge of this blackness or whether Mum and Dad and Jack have simply faded out to leave me and Jessie alone.
�
The cottage is quiet, strangely dead with only us here. Jessie and I are still outside, shivering a little. My concern for Jack vanishes with the car headlights. He is there and Jessie is here and though I prevaricate and have internal debates and feel stupid some of the time and think normality is there�� I can touch it, this horror is all in me, I�m the one�� I know that one thing is constant:
�I�m going to kill you soon.�
She is just going through the door. She doesn�t even turn. �Oh, Tom�� shut up.�
Her hair, which is about half an inch longer than it usually is, is flattened on one side and bent, like Dad�s is sometimes, so that she almost looks like a younger, female Dad for a moment.
�Does he do it up your arse all the time? Is that the only way you like it? With Nick too? Is it only Sonny who can touch your twat?�
Her body stops and revolves on its base like a shop-window dummy to face me. The T-shirt she�s got on is too big for her and suddenly it seems to swamp her, but it can�t hide the nasty yet hurt look in her eyes, as if her only defense is attack. She might almost scratch her cunt. �You could if you wanted to.�
The words confuse me. I can�t cope with her, I should know that. �I don�t!� I say hastily and close the door behind us, shutting us in.
�You really are constricted, Tom.�
The cottage seems cold�� like the cold cunt it is. This cottage bears a large part of the guilt for what has happened. I�d like to burn it. She stands, keeping me against the door. I twist a smile at her: �No I�m not. You�ve opened my eyes, haven�t you?�
�Stop trying to psych yourself up for some negative act. It�s not in you.� She turns away again.
�Wait and see.�
�You�d have done it by now.�
�Sometimes people wait years.�
She�s at the stairs. She glances back. �You do what you want. We all will anyway.� She starts up the first step. �But when I try to show you that you haven�t even begun to realize what you�re capable of, you shy away from it.�
�You�re a slag, Jessie!� I shout at her back. �A lying dyke slag! What you do with Dad isn�t special or anything�� it�s sick. Even biologically, it�s sick. And Sonny�s just as sick as you are.�
She turns on me from the stairs. �Is that really what you think? Is that what your most profound and private feelings are�� as predictable as that?� She pities me from halfway up, arrested in midstep, one hand on the banister. �What�s your life about then? What the hell do you think your next sixty or eighty years are about? Why don�t you just go out and zap the nation with your mathematical skills or whatever you�ll be left with if you stay at one school long enough to learn anything? It�s perfect for you out there now�� they like angry little bastards who want to nail everything down. I�ll tell you something, brother�� despite all your anger, all that pissing about you get up to, essentially you want everything to be sweet. And it isn�t. If you could face up to that, maybe you could relax. The sweetness is the lie they put out to make us all slave harder. Nature isn�t sweet. I seduced Dad�� not him me, whatever you may think�� and no way was that sweet.� She comes down a step, relishing this, enjoying her effect on me. �He stinks, Tom�� he smells like no one else can. It�s like fucking our childhood, all I can smell is his bloody hot buttered toast first thing in the morning, every morning for the whole of my life. I used to sit on his lap, years ago, and press myself against the pencils he always kept in his shirt pocket, digging them deeper into my arm�� I�ve still got the marks, little lead bruises. He was such a fucking prince, even at five I wanted to be his princess! Now I�m his dog.� She smiles sadly at me as if she wants us to be in this together, us against him as it always was. �He made me and I�ve swallowed him whole�� I don�t care what�s supposed to be, that is like fucking Creation! Otherwise everything goes on exactly the same.�
�And this is better, is it?� This whole outburst�� her whole energy�� scares me like hell. I�m at the bottom of the stairs, I�m lost, I�m meant to be menacing her not letting her squash me into nothingness, conformity, a living death at an early age.
�You�ll never know.�
I watch her and shiver, and try not to see the soft stretch of thigh mocking me from beneath the sag of the baggy T-shirt. She stands there and I move forward, up one stair, trying to find a way to answer her. The thought of Mum and Jack at the hospital stabs at my mind and I know that if I kill Jessie and Dad, it�s for me, it�s not for them�� Mum would rather deal with a sick, deceitful daughter and a cunt of a husband than with their deaths or mine, but I feel selfish. That was the word Dad used, wasn�t it? �It depends on how selfish you�re feeling.� I don�t know when or if it had already started�� but he and Jessie must know how it feels.
�I�ve thought about it,� I say, two steps away from her now, no need to speak very loudly though there�s no one else to hear. �And there�s nothing you can do. Nothing you can say. I�m not interested any more. What you and Dad do, however you do it, whether you enjoy it or not, is like running a knife up and down my back. I feel hollow�� which is how you�ll feel soon.�
I think I frighten her a bit�� my state of mind, if not the buried threat. I put my hand out to hold on to her as I climb past on the stairs and she flinches a little, she jerks back slightly. That�s good. I smile, feeling her warmth as I pass, smelling yesterday�s dead scent, her slightly stale breath.
�Don�t feel too safe,� I say.
�
And then I�m cycling to see Mum. She�s back at the same hospital in Exeter, which is quite a ride, but it�s good to be on my own, the road is long and straight and I can stare at the ground and watch it moving under me, not stopping, nothingness rolling by like a belt. I pedal harder, working at it, trying to break through to a different level, one that will flood my mind, wash away my thoughts. I keep my head down, hoping to meet the raw edge of a metal bumper, a truck�s rear axle, the tangled blades of a farm machine�� lose my nose, my face, in a single slice.
It�s the last day of August. The air is cold, really chill, though summer can�t be over. There�s a wind blowing in the trees and fields on either side that feels unnatural, that feels like the weird currents of air you get at airfields, that sounds�� when it swings into me, switching from the push it�s been giving�� like the roar of jet fighters flying low. I see encampments up ahead, old hill forts only there in the blackened roof of my skull, and my mind picks through the soil and flint and slime to find little bits of school�� a broken chair, a desk�� and my dead grandmother, and Jessie�s tin with the crayons and blades. The mounds�� they look like burial mounds now�� are close and in the distance at the same time and they fill me with a sense of dread, so that I try to cycle faster still, thinking that will get me past them but they move with me.
Jessie and the Prick took the car this morning, soon after I woke, which was soon after I slept. I wouldn�t go with them. They need time together and I can�t watch their necks in front of me, the backs of their heads. The cottage was a shithole without them. It was the shelter, the same decor. I ate a bowl of cereal and left it in the sink where their breakfast things were piled up. I kept thinking I could hear their voices, then I did and I went.
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They won�t let me take my bike up to the ward, which almost provokes a scene when I try wheeling it into the lift, but the woman on the desk calls some uniformed Nazi and the bike suddenly seems very important to me even though I couldn�t give a shit about it the rest of the time and don�t even have a padlock for it. He holds it and I try to wrest it from him, and he�s probably just a porter, he�s not trained for trouble, but he looks like he wouldn�t mind a shot now, he�ll have a bash, but then I think, �Fuck it, don�t attract attention, just forget it,� and I let him have it and walk out of the lift and up the stairs instead, leaving him holding it, and I know I�m going to have to face some kind of heavyweight crap when I get it back, but there�s not much they can do.
�
Mum and Jack are in a cubicle in front of the nurses� station, and news of my arrival can�t have filtered up yet because they let me straight through, just asking me to wait while they wheel out a flat screen monitor and a blood pressure machine, which makes room for me to sit down nicely but I don�t. Mum already has a prison look to her, despite her tan and the short summer dress she�s got on, and Jack is on a drip like some bag creature from a weird movie, but the cubicle has a sense of peace to it. I like it because it�s nowhere, it�s just a place where they watch you to see whether you live or die, and the Prick�s skills as an architect would get in the way here.
�How is he?� I say, thinking: You�re going to be OK, Jack�� Dad and Jessie have seen to that, this would be too easy a way out.
�Did you cycle all the way here?� Mum asks, hugging me. She feels warm, alive, anxious. I hug her back, wishing I could feel something. �Why on earth didn�t you come with Jessie and Dad?�
�I fancied a ride,� I say, wondering once again, if she�s guilty, what her crime is. You must have one, Mum�� or several. Maybe you�re too fucking perfect, too fucking tolerant. You�ve always tolerated me. Maybe you actually love the Prick. Or maybe I don�t know you either, you also have a secret life I know nothing about.
You touch my chin before letting me go. �You look good for it,� you say. A smile. You�re so easily fooled�� I feel dead, I feel only the hate in me is thriving�� yet usually you�re the one who sees through us all. �You must have needed the exercise.�
Jack stirs and makes a strange snorting noise�� the sound of someone blowing through a Christmas cracker toy. Mum turns to him and his face screws up and he wails and I think he�s just a small animal suffering pain, and then I look at him and it�s more than that, it�s not just the physical pain, there�s an intelligence there, and that�s the disease�� he knows. It�s knowing that�s the sickness; not knowing something, just knowing.
�Is he all right?� I ask.
�Poor angel, he�s been peeing blood and it hurts.� Mum opens the cubicle door and calls to a nurse, frustration and worry in her voice: �He�s peed again and I wasn�t able to get a sample.�
The nurse comes in and for a moment I fade to nothing. They change him, and I watch Mum, strong, rationing her emotions, saving her energy for Jack. She must have been like this with me once and yet I can�t remember. I vaguely remember crawling into bed with her and Dad when I was very sick, but they were comforting forces in a giddying dream, they weren�t distinct people and I never thought what it meant to them. I search my mind for a link between that tenderness and what Dad and Jessie have been doing together�� could it be a small step, from that closeness of childhood into a deeper, more devastating closeness?�� but there has been no tenderness in what I�ve witnessed, I think they�re past tenderness into a dog-like slavering for each other, a kind of supremacy over guilt. I should have put the Prick out of his misery while I had the chance�� in his bed, in the heady flush of childhood sickness.
The nurse is still there, staying too long, taking precious minutes from my time with Mum, keeping me outside in the ether so that I may not be able to get back. �He looks cooler, has he been drinking at all?� she asks, and I think she means alcohol, the Prick�s Scotch or his beer, and I want to blame him for this sickness�� maybe he is to blame, what do I know?
Then she goes, which Mum hardly registers, standing over Jack for a while longer, rocking slightly on her feet, her eyes wishful, compassionate.
�He�s OK,� I say, without much confidence. He�s OK now, but maybe I�m the one who�s going to fuck things up for him.
She looks at me when I speak, remembering I�m there. �Oh, Tom,� she says. �Thank you so much for coming.�
�We�re in trouble,� I tell her. Except I don�t. I�m not sure how much I say any more and how much I imagine, but I don�t say this.
�I didn�t hear you,� she says.
�I said I needed something to do.�
Now I sit down. The phone rings at the desk and I catch the sister or whatever she is glancing my way. She looks irritated by the call and watches me, but I stare back at her blankly and after a while she looks away. My mother fusses around a bit, pulling the cover down off Jack because it�s hot in here, turning up the fan and moving a book off her chair and then putting it back because she can�t find a spare surface for it.
�Would you like some juice? Or a cup of tea? I could make you one.�
�No, I�m not thirsty.� A lie. I�m gasping, but I don�t want anything that is going to separate us for even a minute.
She picks up the book again and sits, keeping the book in her lap. Her legs underneath it are someone else�s legs, the legs of a woman in the street who�s had a wonderful summer. My mother�s had a good summer, but it�s going to get worse. Her eyes seem lost in her face, unsure where to go, flickering back and forth to Jack in the cot then settling on me with a concern that suddenly seems directed more at me than at him.
�Are we bad parents?� she asks and the question startles me. It seems to open the door to so many more.
�Why?�
�I was wrong, you don�t look great. You look terrible.�
�I�m just tired. I was up last night anyway.�
�I lay here this morning thinking about all of you. Jessie�� I don�t know what�s wrong between me and Jessie, but she resents me for some reason at the moment, doesn�t she? She tries to disguise it, but I really feel it. Maybe it�s just a phase�� or the baby. Or a boy.�
She seems almost hopeful when she says this, but I feel numb. My mind has already started to dive-bomb at the prospect of this all becoming a reality, becoming something we�� Mum and me, we�re all that�s left�� can say out loud.
The nothingness of the cubicle intensifies. The edges blur. This is an experiment�� I am a rat in a tank, some thought-drug has just been injected into my skull. I stare into the light.
�Has she said anything to you?�
�About what?� I sound hostile.
My mother�s face is a few feet from me across the room. She frowns, her lips arch like Jessie�s sometimes do. �I�m sorry�� I shouldn�t talk to you like this.�
�No,� I say, a dimness in my brain. �I want you to.�
Where does this go? Where do we go from here�� is this the time to go all the way, expose it for what it is? I can�t face it. Not here, not with all these watchers around, ready to intervene, ring their alarm bells, take it farther.
�Is there a problem?�
�With Jessie?�
�With either of you?�
The sister outside the cubicle peers in, as if she�s expecting to find a scene of bloodshed and mutilation, me reveling in the carnage like the freak I am. Her face is a thousand other faces�� the mad old cow in the village, a face on the tube, a grandmother on the motorway�� all watching, waiting for a slip. Mum has no idea, I�m sure of that. She may have doubts, feelings, but she�s swimming in a different sea. In mine, you can�t come up for air.
�Yes.� I watch to see if she�s expecting something. Her face is alert, involved, her courtroom face. �No. I mean�� you know my problem.�
I can�t fucking say it. The moment has passed again. On every front, I let time slip away. I want it to happen for me, but it won�t�� I have to make it happen.
She moves the book, bends her legs sideways, massages her brow above one eye with a hand that used to hold mine. �Can you give it till Christmas?� she asks.
�What�s different at Christmas?�
�We could get our house back in London. We only have to give three months� notice.�
�We could rent in London now,� I say. We�re drifting further from the point. London is irrelevant; London has no power any more.
�I�d like to stay here a little longer.� Would she? �So would your father.�
My father would like a lot of things, half of which you know nothing about, Mum. You could fuck a doctor, every patient in the hospital, I would forgive you�� but he, he has wedged the knife firmly in our backs.
Suddenly I feel angry with her. Maybe she�s not so perfect. She picked him, she fucked him to make us, and now she can�t see the poison when it�s stuck right under her nose.
I get up and go over to her. If the sister�s watching, let her wonder. I lean over her. I�m shaking. I�m ready to run. I can�t say what I�m going to say and stay.
�You�re going to misinterpret this��
My voice is tiny, it sounds girlish to me, someone else�s voice, far away.
�It�s not going to help you, stuck in here alone with Jack��
I touch her arm briefly, to convince me she�s there. The words won�t come. I don�t know what to say. Then:
�Don�t trust him.�
�
I�m across the room before the words mean anything. I didn�t think she�d take me seriously, but her eyes look panicked�� maybe it�s me she�s worried about, my games are getting crazier, Dad and me have come to blows?
It�s not enough, but it�s said. Her mouth opens with a question, but I�ve got the door open.
�I�m sorry.�
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And I�m home.
I�m knackered. The ride back has finished me, I just want to be dead, but as I approach the cottage, standing on the pedals to force my bike up the hill, I spot the Prick in the garden trying to get a fucking barbecue going. I skirt around and ditch the bike behind our wall, avoiding him and climbing in through a window so that when I walk into the kitchen where Jessie is, I can feel the pain smash into her chest when she turns and finds me there.
�Christ, Tom!�
I�d like to spit at her gaping face as she stands there staring at me, but I�m too busy taking in the detail�� the pronged sausages on the board, the chopped onion, the fork in her hand.
�This is nice,� I say. �Life goes on as normal. Mum�s in the fucking hospital with Jack and you two throw a party!�
�God, you�re a shit.� Jessie looks different: a little cowed, as if it�s all getting too much for her. Something�s been said in my absence�� I wonder what? �One day,� she says to me, �you�ll make somebody a lovely wife.�
I ought to punch the coiled little navel that is poking its ugly mouth in my direction from between her black jeans and black hacked-off top, but I�m distracted by a spark of life outside�� the Prick pouring lighter fuel onto the barbecue coals. The flames cough hungrily, the smoke thickens and Jessie bares her tanned, deceitful neck at me, the hair bristling, color rushing there like what�s left when you take raw meat off a plate. She stares out the window and utters, in that dulcet, girls-school tone of hers, �Oh, fuck!�
�
I can hear what�s happening before I see it�� the uneven blast of Nick�s motorcycle as he runs it at the stumpy tree roots guarding our path, the skid of his back wheel on the lawn as it churns up clumps of turf and throws them into the barbecue smoke. Then the sight of Nick�s leather jacket shining, his smooth, sharp face staring first at the cottage, then turning to deal with Dad�� a doomy prick playing with fire, preoccupied by some inner hole, unprepared for this invasion of his sovereign state.
Nick looks different from when I first saw him at the pub�� his hair shorter like Jessie�s, younger, as if he�s not caught up in the game everyone else is of trying to look older. He stops the bike and steadies it, two maybe three feet from the barbecue flames, the sputtering smoke wafting past him as Dad beats the tongs on an invisible drum, trying to adjust his mind to this confrontation.
�My daughter doesn�t want to see you.� The Prick�s voice swings clearly through the open door as Jessie goes to sort them both out. He sounds like any other uptight, reactionary prick on a summer�s evening�� not the slobbering leech he is. He puts the tongs down on the grill and blocks Nick�s view of the house�� and mine of Nick�� by stepping in front of the bike.
But Jessie is already there, wiping her hands on the seat of her jeans and advancing toward Dad�s back as if he�s something she can walk through.
�Brilliant move, coming here now, Nick�� why couldn�t you call?� Dad steps aside to look at Jessie when he hears her voice, his eyes hard, his face corrugating into a real bastard�s mask�� the mask he uses on site.
�Go back inside, Jessie. I�ll deal with this.�
The force of his anger surprises her�� but not that much. �Let me talk to him, I can��
�I SAID GO BACK INSIDE, JESSIE!�
Now Nick is the voice of reason. He sits back on the bike, letting go of the handles, keeping its weight between his legs, his manner that of someone who has some kind of an ultimatum to deliver. �There�s no need for argument,� he says, his soft voice accented with his country twang, yet tougher for a moment than either of them�� ruthless in its decisiveness. �It will take us two minutes alone to find out if there�s even anything to argue about.�
Dad stares at him. He�d like to swat him, he�d like to smudge Nick�s fluids all over a rolled-up newspaper�� I can see the fear in his eyes, the competition. �Don�t try to be reasonable with me,� he says, acting the affronted father but taking it past the accepted limits, locked in a hostile, patronizing style that he brings his own evil twist to. �Reasonableness is an insult to my intelligence. I know you�ve fucked my daughter, and I want you out of my garden�� now!�
I think Jessie gets a kick out of this. I think Jessie gets a kick out of seeing Nick�s astonishment at these words, even if the openness of them worries her just a tinge. I think�� and this is just my feeling, right, I�m just a sick observer in all of this�� I think Jessie would like to get down on the grass with Dad now and do him in front of Motorcycle Boy. But Dad�s said his piece and he�s obviously cheered by it, because he tells them, �All right, five minutes. You can say your goodbyes, tell your lies, and see if you can pull the wool over my eyes.�
He starts back toward the kitchen and I disappear fast. There is a truly ugly mood settling over tonight�� he�s cracked, something�s snapped in him�� and I want to be part of it, but at my own speed. The beauty of this is he doesn�t even know I�m home yet; he�s got that surprise to come. If I thought there was going to be some pain in the Prick�s countenance while he times them out there, I might hang around, but on this one he�s won�� it�s already over, any fool can see that: Jessie just wants Nick to go.
�
Upstairs I lie on my bed, my legs like lead from the bike ride, and try to rest a moment, but Jessie won�t let me go. The window is open and I could get up and shut it, but I�m finished so I lie there in the half light�� it�s darkening outside; inside it�s the same old Afghan bombsite�� and hear their words, closer than I want them to be, the garden�s too fucking small, I�m between them, particled in the air displaced by their breath.
�What�s going on, Jessie?� This is said as if he�s got a right to know. Nick�s a trier�� for a boring old hippie, he keeps on trying, but he�s losing my sympathy fast. He should belt her.
�Don�t ask me. You started it.� Sister, dear�� definitely a bit defensive tonight. Could my warning to Mum have sparked a call? She�s stuck there in the hospital; maybe she�s had time to work things out?
�Want to come for a ride?� The Norton is switched off at the moment, but I can picture Nick�s hands on the key even as he doubts the point of this�� he knows something, or thinks he does. He�s impatient for an answer.
Silence. I lie there but it�s no good: I have to see what�s going on. I stumble across the room, kick a chair leg and curse�� I�d like to kick Jessie�s guts. The air at the window is warmer than it�s been all day. Everything�s weird. I can hear the sea�� a low interference noise in the background, lapping around Britain, keeping us apart, sloshing around the cottage, keeping our nonsense in.
What�s the Prick doing while this is happening? Taking a slash? Watching the timer on the stove, waiting for the buzz when their allotted five minutes is up? He�s probably reading the fucking paper, his feet up, water on the boil to chuck in Nick�s face, scratching his skull manically the way he does when he�s under pressure so that he looks really crazy.
My angle on Jessie is weird�� hair, brow, nose pointed at Nick, all lit by the calculation of how to get rid of him the fastest.
Nick�s face I can see. �Let�s go!� he tries, winding himself up, both hands on the Norton�s tank now, leaning forward though he knows it�s a lost cause.
�You heard him.� She is standing to one side, a distance between them.
Nick shakes his head. �What�s wrong with you?� He wants to spit, I see it. He should. He mumbles something I can�t hear. Then: �You�re acting like a cow�� is this what two days in London does to you?�
�Wait a minute�� Jessie is barely even listening. There has been a minor collapse at the barbecue, a limp combustion chucking out a few sparks and a billowing cloud of smoke which spreads over the garden, catching the weird dying light and bringing cancer to our already strangled and wrecked grass. In the absence of the tongs, which Dad has taken in with him, Jessie kicks the hibachi�s legs to aerate it and turns back to Nick, her belly flashing, a sort of bored, half-interested mood to her now, as if she might come alive if he made the effort. �Come over here!�
Nick stays put, straddling the bike, and I suddenly remember Jessie telling me that he does Buddhist chants. If so, they�re not doing much for him now. He looks distinctly rattled. He looks like he�s half a mind just to take off out of here now and forget it, but then Jessie goes back over to him and wraps herself over one leg�� a change of tactics; hard to tell who she�s working on: him or the Prick in the kitchen, watching. Her left hand delves down into his groin while her right embraces his neck.
It all seems so transparent to me that I can�t believe Nick goes for it for a moment, but he must be playing along because he says something and I catch a characteristically haughty �Yeah, yeah� from her. She whispers something close to his ear and blows it�� because suddenly Nick pushes her off.
�I want to get things straight, Jessie, that�s all.� It�s hard to stand up to Jessie when she�s determined, she makes sure of that, but Nick is armed and ready. �I thought we were close�� His voice cuts through the evening air; he�s nervous about something. ��I just didn�t expect competition from your old man.�
If the Prick hears that, it must throw him. How do you handle this one? Rush out there hot with denials and fury? Laugh at the absurdity of the suggestion? Write it down and instruct your solicitor�� in this case, your wife when she gets back from the hospital�� in the good old middle-class way? It certainly must give Jessica something to think about, wondering how dangerous this is, whether the bomb�s really dropped or if Nick is just stabbing in the dark.
He looks at her, standing where she�s stepped back, having been evicted from his thigh. She looks cool, fascinated�� this is just another night in her life, an accusation of rogering Dada, so what?
�John saw you together,� Nick says, weakening his case with explanation. �In the car�� in Harpford.� He�s starting to doubt himself; she sees that. He takes hold again: �Of course he could be lying, but I wouldn�t say it was the kind of thing John�s imagination runs to.�
Can Dad hear this? I hope so. I hope it buries itself deep inside him and twists and tears there. On the lawn, Jessie is horrified�� her Sunday School disbelief could almost fool me.
�You are a sick bastard,� she tells him. �You and John! Go away!�
It�s an impressive performance, but not quite up to scratch for Nick obviously. His eyes fix on her for a long moment and even at this distance, I can see a kind of pain there. �Trust me, Jessica�� He reaches out and takes hold of her arm. �I know when you�re lying.�
�Fuck off and leave me alone!�
She pulls away but he grabs her with some force, swinging his head toward her from his heavy mount on the bike so that for one instant I think, �Yes! Right!� and I�m him, I�m locked physically with him as he rams into her, nutting her hard on the skull, sharing that splintering crack as his forehead meets her forehead and he says�� the anger coming out now, forget all that Buddhist humming�� �I fucking love you!�
She is not worth it. She pulls away and staggers back and I see her pass below me, out of my sight, leaving Nick on his own, stuck on the bike in the middle of our piss-awful garden, the barbecue chugging away behind him.
�Tell me to go!� he shouts after her, and it suddenly occurs to me that this little scene might be attracting the attention of the neighbors�� I�m sure one or two lights have gone on down the hill�� and I don�t want that, tonight is mine, I can feel it, I don�t want any poxy interference from the forces of sanity outside. �Tell me the truth!� he shouts. �I�m not leaving until you come back out here and tell me what�s what.�
The motor of his bike kicks into life, but he�s not going anywhere, I know that�� and I want him gone now too, I�m keen to be rid of him before he brings the bloody filth down on us. He overrevs it, tearing at the night air with the sound, so that I don�t hear his mates� bikes approach until they�re on the road outside�� and neither does he.
�Here, Nick�� John�s voice is like an old friend punching you in the cheek at the pub, it has the warm, sodden crunch of teeth, blood and alcohol about it. He sits on his bike at our gate. �Where is she then?�
Nick has already got his Norton on the move, rolling it around the uneven turf of our lawn, circling the barbecue, guiding it carefully for the moment through the narrow gap between the grill and the trestle table. He ignores John, though he doesn�t seem surprised to see him, riding close to the house now as he shouts, �You think you�ve got something so fucking valuable that everyone wants to take it!�
�Where�s the perv?� I see Toe-rag�s familiar twisted grin in my mind as I hear him call out behind John. �Pervy perv! Is he home?�
�Shut up,� Nick says, but he doesn�t really care any more, and he aims his bike straight at the barbecue this time, knocking it onto the grass, scattering hot charcoal and sparks and setting little patches briefly alight. Then John is over the tree roots and he�s in the garden too, followed by Toe-rag, though I think ape-face Colin on his wimp machine stays behind. I run downstairs�� I want to be in on this�� to find Jessie struggling with Dad to stop him from going outside.
�Just ignore them, they�re morons. They�ll get bored and go away.� She doesn�t sound entirely convinced of this, holding her head where Nick cracked her and trying to hold on to the Prick at the same time.
He looks at me quickly, his lizard face, the lines around his jaw tightening as he takes me in, sweat or saliva on his lip, his eyes like reactivated sheep�s eyes in Biology, two tiny torches shining through dead meat at the danger outside and�� if he can read my mind�� here in the kitchen.
�You�re back. Are you OK? Did you come through that?�
He indicates the roaring bikes outside, one trying to outdo the other. There is a loud, splintering crash, followed by another, as John and Toe-rag ram the garden table from both ends. But I�m wrong�� it must be Nick, because suddenly something hard flies through one of the small kitchen window panes, smashing the glass and breaking the plates on the drainer, and then the kitchen door slams open as the wheel of John�s bike hits it and comes inside, his face following, bringing the sharp smell of the smoke with him, his mouth stretched wide, rat�s teeth showing as he leers and shouts, �HEEEEEEEERE�S JOHNNNY!�
Dad swings around to grab his tire, but John is already rolling back out, and the Prick has to let go or get his fingers mashed under the mudguard. He follows him outside, but gets thrown by Toe-rag, who drives straight at him, yelling, �It�s Larry-boy! Watch out, the dirty old sod�s getting it out!�
I just stand and watch as my father flings himself out of the path of the bike and recovers his balance with surprising speed. Jessie is at the door, but he shouts at her to stay back, and for once she listens. He picks himself up in the middle of the madness, looking crazed himself, his face grey in the lingering smoke, the bikes spinning around him in a field of dazzling flashes and burns, lights streaking past the windows and door of the kitchen as Nick and his crew try to scare the Prick shitless, running their bikes at him in kamikaze collision courses across the tiny lawn.
The Prick stands there, enjoying the chaos, ready for this, as if it�s something he�s been waiting for: steeling himself to lash out at the furies or whatever are circling him, like the hero or poor diseased god he has been forced to play in some mental Greek myth.
Jessie has been yelling pointlessly at Nick to go away, and there�s the faint peep of a siren audible in the brief lulls between the roaring of the motorcycles, but Dad doesn�t want any help from anyone�� he wants this fight for his daughter�s cunt�� and he dives side-on at Nick, taking him by surprise, knocking the bike over and throwing himself on top.
�FUCK OFF OUT OF HERE, THE REST OF YOU!� he screams, his head jerking around to show that he�s ready to take on all comers, and then he lands a punch right on Nick�s face as Nick struggles up, scrunching his nose down with a force that shocks me�� its bite, the pleasure the Prick takes from it.
Jessie is through the door in an instant, and I follow.
John and Toe-rag are down on him now with their bikes like a ton of bricks, and one of them obviously whams hard into Dad�s back, because in a moment he�s on the grass, reeling, spitting air out and coughing, then dragging it back in as if he�s going to be sick. Jessie pulls him back from the tangle of Nick and his bike, and I must admit I help: though he�s still the Prick, part of me sides with him against these local wankers; the other wants to put the boot right into where he�s been nicely softened by the bike.
But it�s over. Nick doesn�t want to fight anymore�� maybe it�s against his hippie principles to risk losing and try to finish it�� and the others� adrenalin is draining, as he wipes the dark jam flowing from his nose and picks up his machine. The siren is down the dip of the hill now, getting closer, and someone�� it has to be Colin�� points this out, so they leave the garden, the bikes revving and bouncing over the tree roots at the gate, and take off up the road to the beach, John pouting his rubber lips and waggling his tongue back at us in a totally obvious fashion, while Toe-rag�s accompanying animal grunts fade into the night.
�
There is a timeless gap before the police arrive, another moment of unreality in which I feel outside my life: the Prick and Jessie are just characters from a dream I keep returning to, and anything that happens is fine, because there is no code of behavior in a dream, you can fuck and maim and die and nothing touches you except the fear that everything is going to go on and on and you are going to come back here again.
Dad is walking now, rejecting Jessie�s and my support, holding his lower back and trying to straighten up, the effort making him sweat, streaks of it running down his lined madman�s forehead and swimming down the sides of his cheeks.
We make it to the kitchen as the piggy wheels draw up outside, and Dad takes my shoulder and presses it hard, and I�m not sure how he�s looking, there�s an effort to conceal something�� pain, maybe, or regret�� but he�s also trying to draw me into this by keeping me out. �Go upstairs,� he tells me. �Don�t get involved.� And there�s a kind of pleading there, like he needs my help. �I want to talk to you,� he adds, and I think: Fuck you�� but fuck them, too, the pigs.
And now Jessie�s all over the place, vicious suddenly�� even her fear is loaded�� and she pulls away from us both with a look of contempt, flashing resentment at me as if I�m the cause of all this, and she takes the board where she�s been chopping the onions, pronging the sausages, and opens the cupboard door where the waste bin is and rams it all, board and sausages, into the bin, saying, �You didn�t want a barbecue, did you?�
Then the police are at the front door and Dad answers, and I crawl up the stairs, letting them see me, letting them see I�m not interested in what they can do. Jessie is still in the kitchen, and one glimpse of the complacent family mug of the mustached copper on the step lets me know that she�ll take the fall for this�� but not in any real sense: they�ll take one look at her, her fierce eyes and her belly button mouthing, �Fuck you!� and they�ll put it down to boyfriend trouble that�s got a bit out of hand, and think the Prick�s a prick for letting her out like that.
And I�m right. It takes for ever and I wait in my room, waiting for one of them to come up and plant something on me�� they don�t want us here, they know who we are: tourists, and sick ones at that�� but they don�t even bother, they�re not even interested in asking whether I�ve noticed my dad boffing my sis lately and then taking it out on the local scumbags.
I hear the muffled voices, the Prick entertaining them in the living room�� he knows how to handle tits like these: offer them a drink, nothing too obvious, they know you�re patronizing them, but they�ll play along anyway�� and I peer out the window and see the car with its reflective stripe down the side, and the mad old cunt squinting at it, tottering past it on the other side of the road and nodding her head.
She�s probably the one who called them; I�d love to tell her what she�s really missing, sell her a season ticket to the shelter�� �There, feast your eyes on that, you old cow!��� she�d probably love it.
I�m right. I hear the mustached one�s voice in the hall, all forced cordiality, advising the Prick that perhaps the young lady should stay out of the local pub for a night or two so as to avoid any repeats of tonight�s little flare-up, and Pricko agreeing that that�s a splendid idea�� but perhaps it might be more to the point if the local constabulary kept a watch on Nick and his companions and generally made life painful for them.
And Mr Bill times it perfectly at the door. He says, �You know, there�s only three people from London I�ve met that I�ve liked�� and I can picture him standing there, his uniformed boyfriend already heading back to the car, leaving him to handle the local diplomacy bit. I bet Dad looks at him, wanting to get rid of him as much as I do.
The mustache flickers up, a suggestion of a smile, this is community policing�� imagine what it�s like if you�re poor.
�And now there�s you, sir. Good night.�
�
The door closes and there�s a pause and then the Prick�s feet on the stairs and he�s at my door�� he must be feeling guilty, he must be feeling terrible, even the pleasure he took from creasing Nick�s nose can�t wipe away the strain that�s showing in his features now.
He comes inside, a hand on the door, hunched slightly from some evident difficulty with his back, his face grey and hollow, the lizard skin sagging, cracked and wrinkled, though he�s shaved tonight at some point�� earlier, before the fun began. I stare at him and he keeps his hand on the door and I notice his trousers, dirty with grease and grass, and imagine the scruffily hairy legs inside�� that sack of crap and cock that�s had Jessie must be ready to drop, wondering what went wrong.
�Can we talk?� he asks and the gravity of his voice makes me want to puke or laugh. �Just tell me!� I want to shout. I know it all anyway. Don�t fuck around.
He shuts the door. I�m on the bed and I stay there�� maybe he wants me, too? But he looks like a pensioner at this moment, someone who�s lost all his balls. He moves to the window and looks out, as if he�s never been in this room before, as if he�s piecing together how much I�ve been able to see all along.
Of course, I could be wrong. This might be something else altogether. Mum could have interpreted my parting remark in a dozen different ways. Maybe she hasn�t rung at all. Maybe she�s too caught up in Jack even to think about anything else at the moment. But ever since I got back, I�ve felt it in the air�� this is when it happens, this is where I find my strength. I can feel the patterns changing, the walls moving back to show me the darkness. At the hospital, when I got my bike back, they treated me as if I was sick, as if we had just suffered a deep and damaging loss in the family. They humored me. They told me I was a stupid little boy, and they treated me like a joke. I wanted to grab them by their pudgy authoritarian faces and ram them up against the wall, tell them, �Don�t underestimate me, cunts! There�s going to be damage like you�ve never seen before.� And it�s going to be tonight, I can feel it, I�m ready for it just as Dad was with Nick. We all have our mythologies to act out.
He keeps his face away from me and I glance at his back, the back that�s giving him so much trouble tonight. He�s outside the depressing ring of light my bedside lamp gives out and I wish he wasn�t there at all because he�s taking a lifetime to say something and, however he says it, he won�t choke on the words the way I want him to. All I can think about is how stupid he is�� how incredibly, inhumanly stupid�� and how stupid he has been. I�m the fool for ever believing in him, but then I had no choice: he drew the lines for what honesty was.
�Well, what do you make of all this?� he says after a long time, a long time of standing there with his back to me and his hands creeping around to strangle each other against his trouser seat.
I bring my knees up in front of me and stare past them at the wall. I could take one of my sneakers off and throw it at him to wake him up, but why bother? What am I supposed to say�� �I don�t make anything of it, squire�� you go ahead and fuck Jessica if you want to�?
�I think you need your head examined,� I tell him.
He turns slowly. No anger, he�s treading warily with me now.
His face in the semi-shadow is all misarranged, like one of Jessie�s paintings. �Do you?� His voice is trying to stay with me, but it�s prissing up, it�s getting pompous and superior, just like Jessie.
�If you think we�ve got anything to talk about, you do.� I swing my knees around to block him out. I can do it tonight. If I had a knife I could do it now, but they�re all in the kitchen. I know the one I�ll use�� smooth red handle, razor-edge, with a neat little curve at the end of the blade to decorate his paunchy, desperately exercised gut before going on to autograph Jessie�s.
He takes a step forward, but not too close. I remember a hiding he gave me, one of the few times I can remember him really smacking me. I was about six at the time and I can�t remember what it was about, but it had something to do with a toolbox. Now his whole being looks like a pathetic apology, a non-person desperately seeking absolution and admission to the world again. �Fuck off, my son!� I want to say. I�ve always fancied being a priest.
�I�ve been a prick, Tom,� he mumbles�� or is it just my imagination? If he gets any more humble, I think I�ll kill him now and put an end to it�� knife or no knife I�ll find a way. �I think you know what�s been going on.�
�Oh yeah?� I say, jaunty, trying to really screw him into a corner. �What�s that then?�
�Tonight, with our friends on the motorcycles��
�Yes?�
�Don�t be a prat, Tom. You heard them, though I don�t think you needed to. Jessie�s a closed book where you�re concerned, but I�ve felt you looking at me like a piece of shit�� I�m not completely stupid.�
He�s right. Stupidity doesn�t cover it; there�s sickness, ego, greed, the fact that he�s from another planet, his total inability to care about or love anyone but himself�all the great parental virtues. And Jessie doesn�t grass on me. I�ll bear that in mind. I�ll kill her tenderly.
�I��
I can feel it coming. This is where my life turns, even more so than with Jessie, this is where the madness has to be confronted: its ugly adult form is showing its head. It�s actually happening, it�s been happening and we�re not in some TV show, on some council estate with the kids screaming and the cat shitting and the smell of cooking and half a discount store�s worth of iPods and PSPs and computer junk in a corner�� see, I�m an elitist at heart, I revert to type. But this is my life we�re talking about, and it�s tiny, flat and insignificantly fucked up.
His hand wipes his mouth, eradicating a smile, spit, nothing, he�s just nervous. I had never realized how womanly his lips are�� a female reptile�s razor slit, pursing in an unlizardlike way. His voice is slightly huskier than usual, like when Scotch catches in his throat�� or is it the fading memory of sluicing Jessie�s juices, snuffling at her crotch, as he makes a grand gesture and gives up a part of it: the easy freedom to do it again?
�I�ve been carrying on with Jessie,� he says.
Right. Sid James and Kenneth Williams and Barbara Windsor probably got a look in, too. Is that the best he can do? Can�t he find a better way to put it than that? What is there? �I�ve been banging your sister� getting my oats with Jessie when no one was looking� bonking her brains out� fucking her quietly with my song� poking her up the arse� enjoying a bit of rumpy-pumpy with your old cot-mate�? It�s all crap. It all slams into my face, missing the flesh but hitting the bone inside. It�s a laugh, innit? Maybe I should use two knives, try to stick them both at once.
�Right,� I say.
My life is over; I�d like to spew up every memory I ever had. What I�ve got now is the thrust of my hate, like a cuddly teddy bear, my pristine vision of the Prick and Jessie as apocalyptic angels rolling around in the shit waiting for me to strike them down.
Where is Jessie now? She�s keeping out of this one. She�s letting Daddy handle it. Maybe he�s handled it all along; maybe we�re all berks and he�s the big bad demon after all, she�s been fooling herself, he�s ridden her from the start?
Looking at him now, even in his most abject weakness and disgrace, I can almost imagine that, almost blame him entirely. But I don�t think he can take all the credit for me, and nor do I think he can even begin to control Jessica, she has her own charge in her that could blitz us all.
If I kill him, I am his flesh, does that make it suicide on his part? If I kill her, I feel like I�m killing something from the stars, some megaforce that�s lit by the sun�s light. But he�s just standing there anyway and I�m on the bed, both of us lost, two total pits of human refuse wasting the air we breathe.
�Tom�� A flash of anger, pain, some sort of near-human response. �I�m trying to find a way to��
�What did you say? Just now? I didn�t hear you.�
Strained eyes. A frown. �Don�t play games with me, I��
�Get fucked.� No emotion. I don�t want to push it. I get up off the bed. �You�re not my father and I don�t want to have this conversation.�
�Tom��
There are no tears in my eyes, though there could be�� there�s a hollow draught burning my nose and a welling in my head that wants release�� but I�m concentrating my energy on dealing with this now, getting him out of here, out of my room, leaving me alone.
I push him and it feels good but he catches my arm and holds it steady, trying to transmit by osmosis or something the suggestion that we are not irretrievably torn apart, there is still some chance of repairing the damage.
I�m not as strong as him, but his back is a handicap now and a knife will help. Just give me a little time. I push him toward the door again and he surrenders a couple of feet.
�You should have screwed someone else the night you made me! Where was Jessie? Wasn�t her cot close enough to hand?�
The words just come out and he slaps me across the face, which is brilliant. I want more of it. I want to feel the crunch of my father�s knuckles on my skin�� I can slide so easily then into what I have to do.
I push him to the door. He looks at me, helpless. He could hit me again, he could reassert himself, he could beg�� but I think he knows none of it would do any good.
I get my hand off him. This could be the last conversation we ever have. If I were Jessie, I�d do it with style�� I�d pull him to me and kiss him, just to see what kissing dead flesh is like, just to remind myself that I thought I loved him once. Then I�d stick the knife in. But I don�t and my life doesn�t have any shape or form except anger. Anger is the one thing I feel clean in.
�I�m sorry,� he says, �I shouldn�t have hit you.�
And just for a second�� less�� I remember two or three times in my life when I actually felt we made contact, when I thought for a moment I might have some clue as to who the fuck he is. He wasn�t so bad at times�� that�s the joke. He did it so well.
�We must talk,� he says, as if I�m one of his problems, something that can be solved.
The door closes, shutting him out forever. �In the morning�� His voice hangs outside the room. He�s waiting there, waiting for the knife or something else instead�� he knows he�s got it coming.
And I slide my bed up against the door, just to find some peace, to arm my mind for the night ahead.
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Sleep would have been the only escape. But I�m in the kitchen. It�s three in the morning and I�ve got all my clothes on, not simply because I haven�t undressed but because I want to be ready for anything, inside or out. I need every advantage now. Jessie came to me, earlier, later, after Dad had walked away from my barricaded door, and spoke to me through it.
�This is stupid.� I heard her voice, a sister�s voice, a voice I have heard every day of my life, playing, messing around, arguing, on the phone, happy, sad, whispering secrets and slander at boring receptions and inaugural parties Dad has taken us to. �I didn�t say some of the things I said, OK?�
She was alone on the landing outside my door. She was worried now, like when she used to go too far in her temper with me and smash up what she could of mine and then fret over the fact that I, twisted individual that I am, would want to take the blame for it, not out of any desire to protect her�� she didn�t need protecting, she was happy to accept the consequences of anything�� but because I wanted to play some part in her emotional world, I wanted her to have some debt to me that she couldn�t quite cancel out.
�I go mad sometimes like you do.� I almost considered letting her in�� we could plot, as we used to, how we would survive if Mum and Dad broke up, died. �It�s all gone too far. We�re the guilty ones and yet somehow we�re putting the blame on you.�
�Oh, Jessie,� I wanted to say. I wanted to push back the bed, open the door and hug her�� but I wasn�t sure she was there. I think she was. I think I could hear her scratching the names of my crimes in blood on my door: I invented Nick, I brought him here tonight, I recounted to Mum in graphic detail how her daughter had supplanted her in her bed, I went to Dad and told him the jig was up, that a sealed envelope containing a dossier of all their lurid copulations, including copies of Jessie�s prick pictures, was at this moment in the post on its way to the hospital social workers, his partners at the practice, Jessica�s college, the Daily Mail, 10 Downing Street.
I heard her voice, outside my door. �Are you satisfied?� it said, with real loathing, with an honesty of passion rare in our family. �Did you have fun?�
�
And then I heard her go to him. Hours passed�� though in fact we�re outside normal time, normal time doesn�t matter anymore. I heard them both going to bed, using the bathroom, cleaning their teeth, flushing the loo, Dad first, then Jessie some time later. Some sort of strained conversation had gone on downstairs, I caught its long pauses, its leaden awfulness, but not the words. I don�t think they ate; I didn�t. I haven�t eaten since breakfast this morning and the nagging tightness of my stomach, ground hollow by the bike ride, suits me fine tonight. I don�t think I�ll be eating for a long time.
They went to separate beds but couldn�t sleep, I bet. I sat slumped against the door on mine, my ear pressed to the cool gloss paint, shifting slightly as cramp stabbed my shoulder or the door felt too warm, listening for the sounds of Jessica wanking herself in her room or the Prick trying to ease his back straight on the mattress. I could hear a tap downstairs, in the bathroom I think, spacing time out�� little bits of a lifetime slowly dancing together like water to form a whole, then hanging, kicking, throttled, before gravity cuts the drip from the tap�s hollow mouth and obliterates it, and the slow dance begins again.
�
There are twenty-four forks downstairs in the cutlery drawer, eleven of them dessert forks, all of them probably sharp enough to inflict a fatal wound or wounds if used with sufficient force and imagination. There are thirty-nine spoons, counting soup spoons and tea spoons, all virtually useless unless perhaps rammed down someone�s gullet. There are forty-five knives, I�ve counted them, including cheese knives, steak knives, a huge heavy-handled carving knife, several smaller sharp blades and the red-handled one I intend to use. There are also two potato peelers, a manual can opener and two or three sharpish-looking instruments, but I have made my choice.
Jessie�s weight moves off the bed in her room�� I hear it�� and pauses for a moment. It�s warm tonight, far warmer than for last night�s hospital panic; she won�t be wearing a T-shirt. What would she put on to go in to see Dad? Nothing. Why put on anything? Maybe her sunglasses�� but I don�t think Jessie�s sense of humor is her strong point just now.
The pause is much longer than I expect. Perhaps I�m wrong: she�s staying where she is? I jam my ear to the door, making it hurt, sending black waves of pain to my brain, wondering how I�m going to move the bed, go downstairs, get the knife and come back up silently enough to surprise them both, one after the other. I need them together. I�ve always wanted them together for this.
Drip! The door numbs my ear. How many thousandths or millionths of a second does it take for the sound of water falling from the tap and smashing in the basin to climb the stairs and penetrate my door? Drip! Silence from Jessie�s room. Maybe she�s already gone in to Dad? But I haven�t heard the creak of a floorboard, the oiled grind of metal upon metal as a hinge turns. Drip! Normal time is happening somewhere else�� in the village, in the black empty mass between here and London, the streets there hazy from shop-window lights and drunks pissing against the walls and dark, ratlike faces in waiting cars who know where the action is, know where the party�s happening, know their lives are just starting, while I�m about to add the royal crown to the fuck-up that mine is already.
Still nothing from Jessie�� is she asleep standing up, or has she lain down again to spite me? Drip! Normality is outside, not in here, there�s a force field around the clump of earth that�s our garden, from the bent tree to the stone wall, twisting everything that�s inside it. I am sweating. My bed feels like it�s giving me friction burns on my hands, through my jeans, and I�m not even moving. I am inside the long death of a Sunday evening when school is looming closer and everything awful in the world seems to be sucked into the drain that is my life. But it�s not Sunday, and the days to school, which I can count on one hand, are meaningless at last.
�
Nothing. Even the tap seems to have stopped. But then I hear it, out of step I think, although it can�t be�� a muted, echoing plonk as the bullet of water hits its mark. And a creak on the landing. Two more, the hard pat of a bare foot touching bare wood for a moment.
Then silence. Where is she? I know it�s her. I hold back from the door briefly, resting my ear, changing sides. I am going to have to move the bed soon�� how can I do it quietly? Or maybe I can climb out the window and creep back in through the kitchen, fetching the slaughter weapon on my way? No.
�Dad!�
Her voice is quiet but not a whisper. She might be feeling sick. She might be unable to sleep, turning to him for comfort�� but it�s none of those things, she wants to talk on her own terms: the word is a command.
I think he grunts. Perhaps it�s his back racking him. I can�t hear clearly�� the drip sounds sharper than him. The door clicks shut and I know she�s inside. Like a moon walk, I move off the bed and start to inch it away from the door, scraping it across the floor with an agonizingly slow squeak, convincing me that I will bring one of them out here.
I open my door, adrenalin pumping, suddenly cold and wet with sweat. The landing is a huge, endless black cavern, dripping with stalactites, crisscrossed with ledges and needlelike rock bridges. Lucy is there, vacuuming the entrance to Jessie�s room. Mum is on the stairs, sitting with Jack on her lap, eating cherries and spitting the stones past the line drawn by Lucy�s snaking electrical cord. I am bursting to pee, but I force myself to forget it.
The door to Dad�s room is closed. I cross to it, better than Jessie at muffling my footsteps, the ridged soles of my sneakers absorbing the sound. I wait outside, smelling her in the air�� a trace of the oil she orders online from New York on one of Dad�s cards; for two years that�s been part of her Christmas treat. There is smoke here too, the vague dungy essence of what came into the cottage from the barbecue and settled, or traveled in on Dad�s shirt and trousers. Perhaps when I�m done, I can pour what�s left of the paraffin around this shithole and set a funeral pyre? I can be every bit as creative as Jessie.
I hear his voice, irritable, he�s keeping it down, but not as if she�s close: ��feel like hell, I want to go to sleep.�
�What did she say?�
�She hung up on me. That was enough.�
He trails off. I feel weird out here, as if I�m only getting half the story, they�re sitting in there reading a script around a microphone for some fucking radio play.
�Did she say anything about me?�
Silence. I think he moves on the bed. Where is she? Sitting on it? Standing? She�s not close to the door.
�Well, did she? Does she know or doesn�t she?�
The hall is dark, but there�s a crack of light under the door. In the corner of my vision I see something move and feel my arms and shoulders jerk back in a shiver that jolts my whole body. A garden spider�� this fucking place is full of them�� its spindly legs navigating around my foot, its indecision and sudden changes of direction filling me with a ridiculous dread that it�s going to crawl right up me.
�I�ll have to tell her. It will destroy her.�
�No, it won�t.� Jessie sounds like a complacent little cunt. �What about us?�
�You know what I can�t understand,� he says, and I wish I had the knife now, I wish I could open the door and surprise him, wash that smug, frank defeat off his face layer by layer�� the ease of it, the comfort of slipping into the wreckage. �I�ve been the biggest bloody fool on earth, but I still can�t believe you came from me.�
Jessie almost laughs. �I�m me,� she says, �that�s what you can�t take.� And I can�t take any more myself so I go downstairs.
�
In the kitchen I can breathe normally, I don�t have to think about each breath as I draw it in, hold it, let it out. My feet move silently, carefully, without any effort on my part.
The room is half dark�� a thin, spidery light comes from the moon and stars outside. The window is broken where John�s rock went through it, the glass still splintered all over the drainer and the plates. I hear the sea, and for the first time I take it for granted: it�s there, it always was. I could walk out of the door and up the road the bikes took and cross the field and be there, on the hill, looking down, opening my eyes to the night, to the blackness churning on the shore below: long white lips of foam rolling in with their poison, their crap and junk, old torches, plastic bottles filled with petrol, scummy twists of plastic film, diseased fish�� all the death we�ve brought to it, getting our own back and more for the dead it�s claimed since time began. It�s like the sky kissing London�� man and nature meeting and wrecking each other. But there�s the shelter and all the times they must have used it�� even if it was only once, I don�t care, they�ve taken everything from me and they can�t put it back.
The fridge clicks on and makes me start. There�s a coffee mug on the table and a half-empty bottle of milk. The tap that�s dripping is in here, not the bathroom. I could turn it off, but it�s a useful measure of time.
�
The cutlery drawer slides open with a slight rattle, impossible to avoid but so slight that even I barely hear it. The tap drips. Silence outside�� apart from the sea. Upstairs, I think I hear the murmur of voices, but they are less than the sea, dead sounds absorbed into the walls. I don�t need to look. In the darkness of the drawer, in the compartment to the right, my hand finds the smooth rounded end of the red-handled knife. It buries itself in my palm as I pull it out and see the blade now, shining dully in the pale light. I am afraid of blunting it, but feel compelled to dig it into the grain of the table top, carving three tram lines the length of an arm, my arm, past the coffee mug to the milk.
A bird shrieks outside�� a seagull at night?�� and I�m suddenly conscious of time in a different way: that I might miss my moment, that perhaps already Jessie has gone back to her room, making my task more difficult, less symmetrical, an awkward inky dribble across the fine pencil lines of the architectural plan Dad might draw of their deaths.
I mount the stairs carefully, feeling ordinary, the knife in my hand only a minor variation on countless other stair climbs�� though not these stairs�� with cups, toys, books. Without excitement or even much interest, I imagine newspaper pictures and unreadable headlines, blurred photographs of the cottage, a particular school picture of me when I was ten, round faced and staring at the camera with a grim smirk. Another family slaughters itself in the countryside. Why must my face look so dumb, so innocent, so much the kind of twerp I would beat the shit out of in the playground?
The landing again. Nothing has changed. The door has not opened. The crack of light is still there, spilling out over the floorboards, accentuating the joins and nailheads. The electrical socket where Lucy plugs in her vacuum is loose on the wall, I know because I�ve noticed it a dozen times now and meant to tell Pricko or do something about it myself. I touch it with my foot, with the rubber cap of my running shoe, and feel the socket shift on its wiggly screws.
I am tempted to wet my fingers�� my other hand, the hand not holding the knife�� and jam them down between the white plastic cover and the wall. I could take it, I could take the surge of electricity through my being. I could take anything right now. I hear the Prick�s voice, impatient with her, untroubled by the tap the socket makes against the wall as my foot nudges it.
�Jessie�!�
�No.�
�Go back to bed.�
�No.�
�You don�t know when to give up. Don�t make it more difficult��
He�s pissed off with her now, and maybe with the situation: having to keep his voice down, to hold back from waking me.
�It can�t be more difficult. It�s impossible, so why stop tonight?� Jessie wants to be heard. She sounds reckless in the way that�s always made me sick about her�� there�s so much more ground to throw away when you�re a daughter, so much more room for easy damage, and even then she�s always been so fucking protected. I grip my knife, let my foot shift from the socket to the door. I think she moves closer to him. �If there were no consequences,� she says, nagging him, keeping up the pressure, �if no one gave a shit, you�d do it. You�re afraid.�
�Stop it!�
�
And I open the door. I don�t even knock.
�Hello,� I say, feeling quite perky, thinking about John�s head popping into the kitchen�� was that this evening? It seems only moments ago.
I wish I�d had a drink downstairs, though, a beer or something from the fridge; there�s a dead spot in my stomach like cancer, I need a burn there, a buzz.
I grip the red handle�� I can see it now, the light over Dad�s bed is on. He�s sitting on the far edge, the duvet pulled up around him, the side of his neck and shoulder closest to me uncovered except for various wads of gauze taped clumsily onto him over a battleground of bruised and battered flesh.
He turns, and my eyes move to Jessie. I was wrong, she�s not naked. She�s not wearing her shades. What she�s got on is Mum�s bathrobe, and she looks strangely uncomfortable in it�� it�s wrapped too tight or something, as if she�s suddenly turned frigid and decided to batten down the hatches. She is standing over Dad�s side of the bed, sandwiched between it and Jack�s cot, her body moving back and up as I enter, as if she�s been leaning her hands on the mattress or on him. Her face is odd when she looks at me�� her mouth smudged with make-up, her eyes saddened with colors I�m sure weren�t there earlier, in the kitchen. Just for a moment, until I focus on her bare legs and bare feet, she reminds me of two nights ago in the hotel, sitting at the window in her jacket and stockings, staring out at the storm lighting up the river and crying, although I couldn�t be sure that she was�� only there�s no sense of utter loneliness now, just the stale reek of our parents� bed, the Prick�s spirity dressings, her pharmacist-blended oil. �Tom, what�s the matter? Are you all right?� Dad says this even as he registers the knife in my hands. His face is wearied by the sight of it rather than shocked or scared�� as if this is another regrettable mistake, further evidence of my stupidity, my inability to behave like a sane human being.
My mind is blank, but I manage �Don�t!� as he tries to slide his naked trunk off the bed and stand, the effort obviously stirring some temporarily banished pain in his back. He grimaces. Jessie stands, making no attempt to help him, her expression hardening in response to me, him, both.
I push the door shut behind me and lean against it, holding the knife in my hand, blade up, in what seems to me a perfectly serious manner.
�Stay there,� I say, analyzing the relationship between their body sizes and mine. I need that super-human strength now if I�m to do this. I should have pushed my hand in the socket outside.
�Tom, you never could handle a carving knife,� Jessie says, trying that sister crap on me, although I think she is genuinely not frightened.
But she knows my state of mind well enough to understand that this is more than a joke.
�I think I can do all right with this one.�
And I hold out my left arm, the one that�s not carrying the knife, turn my palm up and draw the tip of the metal down the underside, from elbow to wrist, avoiding the artery, cutting not enough to weaken the arm, just enough to give me the extra degree of commitment I need.
Even after the tram lines on the kitchen table, the blade is sharp. It doesn�t need any pressure. It doesn�t drag at all, just slices neatly down, parting the skin like plastic, not even hurting for a second or two, then stinging as the blood comes.
My demonstration seems to impress everyone. �Tom, put the knife down,� my father suggests, his brow cragging with the realization that I might just be unsettled enough to do something.
I try to smile, but it doesn�t quite work.
�Everything you think, you�re right in.�
This is his serious voice, his man-to-man voice, the one he uses when he wants to bare his soul, or whatever it is he has. It�s warm in here. This is a warm room. �You have every right to��
�SHUT UP!�
I didn�t need to shout. I think my voice broke as I said it. My back presses against the door. It�s been stripped, this one, and left unvarnished. It feels grainy and satisfying to the touch. I let my left hand rest there, the arm aching a little from the cut, which is bleeding a little now.
There aren�t any pictures of me and Jessie in Mum and Dad�s bedroom�� not even of Jack. I hate that in other kids� parents� bedrooms: the smiling-faced family groups propped up in frames all over the furniture. Our smiling-faced pictures are downstairs in the hall, where you can barely see them even in daylight.
�Who are you going to do first, Tom? Me or Dad?� Jessie tries to sound the way she does sometimes�� like my sister. �You�ll chicken out.�
But she touches her shoulder through the robe where I burned her, and I see or think I see something like approval in her eyes.
�Watch me!� I say, staring at the belt tied around her waist, the soft rainbow colors of the toweling. Her tan underneath is like a Greek girl�s skin or an Arab�s. I feel momentarily confused�� disoriented�� as if I�m somewhere else. This cottage is somewhere else to me, it has no bearings, it floats on the sewage of my brain.
My father sees my state and seizes on it, trying to lever himself up off the bed with one arm. I point the knife and jerk it at him, kicking the door with my foot in a sort of reflex action.
�If either of you gets too close,� I warn them, no conscious thought involved in the words, �I�ll use this on me. I don�t care about you.� He eases himself back down on the edge of the mattress, watching me, better placed for movement than before�� but I�m watching him, too. �I know you must find this hard to believe,� he says, and I do, whatever is coming, �but I still love you all.�
He is a slimy reptile. No! Reptiles aren�t slimy. I think he means it, I think he has a place inside for loving me�� and Mum and Jack. Somewhere just above his bowels. He could almost be a human being if it wasn�t for the fact that he was never one to start with. I stare at him, trying to reach what it is that will make it happen.
I speak slowly, thinking out loud: �I want to hear you say, �Otherwise, you�re fine.�� Time drags. My armpits are wet: I can smell them on my T-shirt.
�What?� He looks totally mystified.
�Say, �Otherwise, you�re fine.��
�Tom, this is nonsense��
�Say it!�
He is having a hard night. The dressing to the side of his right shoulder blade has darkened since he moved. There is sweat clogging his chest hair. He keeps the duvet balled protectively over his tool, but I�ve seen it�� grey and shriveled, swinging like one of the poncy curtain tassels every time he tries to stand up. His voice is flat and resentful, as if I�m just trying to embarrass him, and that in itself is enough. �Otherwise�� He searches my face for some sort of explanation.
�Oh, this is ridiculous.�
�SAY IT!�
He�s like a robot�� it means nothing to him:
��you�re fine.�
Nothing. I look at Jessie, try to imagine him banging into her, but instead think of Sonny peeing all over my face. What does it take? My hand with the knife is steady, but it�s going to shake soon. My other arm aches. I�m against the door and they are waiting there, on the bed, by the cot. I�m not as strong as they are�� my dad is going to count on that in a moment�� and still I�m pissing about.
Jessie speaks quietly. I think she wants to help.
�Give me the knife. I�ll do it. I�ll kill him quite happily.� �Oh, Jesus Christ,� Dad says, and he laughs, his patience for sane argument exhausted, sick of the both of us.
I believe her. I rock slightly, gripping the red handle tight, my other fist clenched, and look at her properly for the first time since I came into the room. She is in a fine state, wrapped in Mum�s robe, her hair all tight and damp-looking the way it was that day in the bath, in the mirror, her smudged mouth set with a kind of manic determination that I think certain girls� schools�� I�ve seen it on her friends� faces, though never like this�� must teach.
�I�ve been trying to find out at what point it changes,� she says, and Dad leans back hard against the wall, banging his head in a sort of gesture of defeat, and pressing one hand down onto the pillow for support. �At what point do you give it all up�� your daring, the link between how you live and how you dream? Dad�s got us�� she turns on him with the kind of contempt I thought she only reserved for me, ��but we�re not what he wanted, we�re about two per cent of what he thought he was capable of.�
�Right!� says Dad, looking for a fight now, straightening his back as if he doesn�t fucking care how much it hurts anymore. �Is it just fear?� Jessie�s hand reaches behind her, searching for something�� the cot, a reference point. �Are you just afraid that what�s in you isn�t so very special? Or do you just bury it? You work and you fuck and you load it with trinkets, property, children. You half remember it and something happens, you get extra-daring one day, really charged with your own�� she searches for the word, watching him, watching him listen to this and try to deny it in his head, ��essence, and you fuck me, but then you lose it again, you suffocate it, it�s dead, it�s worse than before.�
All through this her other hand has been toying with the belt, twisting the half-knot, untying and retying it, letting the robe slacken a little, then pulling it tight.
�God, you�re fucked up!� she says. �You�ll do this�� And she turns and hitches the bathrobe up, sticking her bum out at us so we can see where she�s smeared it with lipstick or something, right down the crack, a violent, raging red. �You�ll stick your cock up my bum, but you won�t give me what I want. You won�t give me a baby!�
I feel winded. She�s knocked all the fight out of me. I stare at them both with a strange kind of concentration, watching under water, watching him move as she turns back to us, opening the robe and shaking it down from her shoulders to show something quite obscene and wrinkled on her belly. He grabs for her, but his movement is impeded by one hand sinking into the mattress for support, so that he has to reach out twice.
I start toward him with the knife, but Jessie is still talking, her eyes locked on mine, confusing me with my own guilt: this isn�t something I should see, we�ve run into each other in the middle of a dream, in a school corridor or in Sonny�s bathroom or on some weird sea wall with the water thrashing, and I�ve been watching her play with herself.
I step outside myself even as I lunge forward and see how guilty I am: I�m at fault here; I keep having these dirty thoughts.
�I want him to make me pregnant, Tom,� she says, �but that�s the one thing Daddy won�t do.�
�Jessie!� he screams, catching hold of the robe which is hanging from her elbows now, and tugging her to him. But I slash with the knife, throwing myself on the bed and getting close but not close enough, burying it deep in the duvet, the mattress, and dragging it back. He lets go of Jessie and pushes me off, his hand ramming into my skull with a blinding pain, so that I stumble back off the bed but manage to stay on my feet with the knife still in my hand.
He comes for me now and I move for his arm, his right bicep, not certain how much I want to achieve, but buggered anyway from anything more than a surface gash by his other hand swinging around to force my wrist up behind my neck, his strength�� even though I�ve allowed for it�� surprising me, it�s so long since we�ve tangled with each other.
The knife knocks against the door and he bellows, �Drop it!� and I could laugh because Jessie is yelling �Don�t!��� and I don�t know whether she means don�t drop it or don�t fight.
I try to floor him with a knee to his exposed groin, but he anticipates this and smashes my leg with his own, jarring me with the pain. �Stop this fucking nonsense!� he says, trying to push my hand with the knife back, but I grab the handle with my other hand, cutting the soft pulpy bits of my fingers in the process, but bringing it down fast enough to stick him below the ribs with the blade.
And I feel sick. Suddenly everything looks different. I get the full belt of his breath in my face as he wheezes out, and I realize that I don�t want to hurt him like this. Some other way�� but not like this.
His stomach is wet with blood, though I didn�t think I cut him that deep, and Jessie looks stunned, bending to support him, Mum�s robe still half off her, that thing on her stomach smudging up against him as she stares at me and says nothing more useful than �Fuck!�
�
I have an impulse to take my father and hug him, but I can�t bring myself to do it. I feel freaky, more wired up and frightened than ever, not sure what I�ve done. I want to stay but I want to run more and I pull open the door and look back at Jessie who has got Dad on the bed�� there�s an awful lot of blood�� and hear her say, �For Christ�s sake, don�t go now!� but I�m down the stairs and the front door opens with the third tug and outside the day is starting. I chuck the knife back behind me, taking in the wrecked barbecue and the smashed table on the lawn like a still life in some crisp arty photograph, and race around the gate to where my bike is against the wall and run with it, hearing the chain spin and catch, feeling terrified and empty and realizing with a totally misplaced sense of shame that I�ve emptied my bladder in my jeans.
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I keep moving, but there�s nothing behind me. Even before I am out of the village, the day seems disconnected from the night. The sun comes up and it�s like something artificial�� the sky on a dimmer switch. The rush of birdsong sounds electronic, an extension of the sea�s interference noise, another track on the ambient CD to create the total effect. A farm harvester (or whatever it is) crawls uphill in front of me, blocking the road, moving even slower than I can pedal, its heavy machinery like sculpture: weird forms caked in a dried mud and dust that have nothing to do with the experience of my life.
�
I am back on the road to Exeter�� three times in less than twenty-four hours, but the slog is druglike, I can deaden my mind through the sweat on my body, the ache in my injured arm and fingers as I grip the handlebars, pushing the pedals down/around/up, identifiable twisted bits of tree and broken bush approaching then vanishing behind me.
I pass the space where the oak was that caused us to crash the night Jack was born, but farther on there�s another space�� another clearing in the hedgerow, another pit in the ground�� and the fact that I don�t really know which one it is seems to drag the shock of stabbing Dad back into some past and no longer reachable place in my brain.
I am not complete. I don�t think I killed him, but if I did, it doesn�t feel right, it doesn�t feel like I wanted it to. I want more�� but not more of the same. If I�ve killed him, he won�t suffer. I don�t want him to be dead, I want him to suffer. I think he will. But what I�m looking for now is personal satisfaction. The suffering is up to him.
There�s a dead bird on the road and I run over it with my bike, little globs of it sticking to my front tire then working their way off as I come into Exeter. My mother is here in the hospital and the bird gives me a mental picture of Jack�s stomach, though I hope he�s in better shape than that. It should be my father�s guts I see but it�s not and I�m here only because I�ve got to be somewhere. I head for the station, not the hospital, staggered by how long everything takes to do�� the time it takes to cycle the length of a street, the dreamlike whir of a milk van moving in front of me, my almost stationary poise as I wait at lights, feet off the ground, swaying slowly as gravity enters my mind and pulls me sideways.
I abandon the bike and buy a ticket, puzzled by the money in my pocket�� almost eighty pounds, although I don�t remember putting it there or where it came from. Dad gives me money. Mum gives me money. I used to steal it from them, too, but they never noticed so I stopped. I walk onto the platform, making a deliberate effort to move like everyone else. I am surrounded by faces I would not want to see at my trial, anyone�s trial: they know they�re right, this is the time for them, they�ve got their lives organized�� even though they�re fucked, they�re making sure someone else is fucked worse than them.
�
The train journey has a reality of its own, woven in and out of my attempts to stay awake. If I could feel it, the speed would help. But only when another First Great Western express flashes past in the opposite direction on a parallel track does any real sense of the danger penetrate the carriage. The possibility of swinging a door open as one approaches and diving out into its path occurs to me, but if I did that I�d want to take one or two of my turd-faced fellow passengers with me and it might get complicated. As it is, I want to remain anonymous, drinking a foul cup of coffee and dozing in my sweaty T-shirt and piss-stained jeans among these clean livers. If Dad is dead, I may face problems in London�� that�s why I bought a ticket, rather than risk a charge through the gate at Paddington. If Dad is dead (and if he is, I should be traveling under the train, my spine coupling the carriages), I don�t see how Jessie can avoid involving the law. If he isn�t, he won�t go out of his way to look for trouble.
�
I want darkness again, and it�s a long wait until then. Paddington seems vast and echoing when I arrive, a huge distortion of sound and movement. I pick my way through the crowd, the fast food smells, stumbling into a knot of German tourists in Union Jack bowler hats, twisting my leg on a plastic bag as I move to get out of the way of an electric mail cart driving right at me and towing its own train of crap, watching as two uniformed guards manhandle a dosser through a door marked �PRIVATE�.
I am clumsy and hungry but the burger I buy becomes a lump in my throat which even a flat, syrupy Coke can�t dislodge and I wind up in the gents, my stomach feeling like a bag of wet sand that has to be dropped, my dead brain calculating that if I make it to tonight I will have been up for almost sixty hours without more than three or four of sleep.
I head off into the underground, refusing to make it easy on myself by taking the Docklands line, which is too clean, too bright, too much like something the Prick would create. I stare at the tube map, my eyes adding colors to it and failing to follow the same line for any distance. Finally I trace a route to Wapping, using my finger and moving my lips as I think, then lose myself in an unending circle of escalators and platforms until I smash my knee on a wall and sort myself out.
�
Twice I miss Whitechapel, where I�m supposed to change lines�� once on the way there, then again when I switch trains and come back. A woman, a young mother not much older than Jessie, stands over me at one point in the empty carriage, a sick-faced leering toddler at her feet, and says in a really aggressive voice�� as if she�s prepared to back up her words with a fight�� �Have you got any money? I saw you counting your change just now. All my kid�s had since yesterday breakfast is a bag of crisps and some Orangina.� I must look abusable, beatable�� at Earl�s Court I had a man stick his clammy hand on the seat of my jeans.
The sun is out at Wapping and the river is so bright it just flashes on my brain, leaving shrinking purple images. I try to work out which way to walk by following it, but have trouble remembering which side of my body to keep it on. There�s a lot of new building going on here, like my father�s wharf but not so poncy, less full of itself, its reconstitutedneo-Victoriana-crappiness. In fact, it�s ugly, that�s what it is, it�s fucking awful. It�s hard to choose between the new functional ugliness and the old functional ugliness, so why not nuke it all? The people around here wouldn�t mind�� not the ones who�ve been here a lifetime. They�re used to being blitzed. Hitler�s dead; the IRA�s history; now we�ve got homegrown jokers willing to blow it all up�� it doesn�t make much difference to the locals. Because outside the electric gates and barbed-wire fences, not a lot�s happening.
There�s a whole stretch I walk through where even the newly remodeled tenement houses are boarded-up, windows broken, colored paint peeling off the doors. With a suddenness that really frightens me, I remember being high up on a roof with the Prick when I was little. We were standing on top of an office block that was waiting to be demolished, I think, and gazing at the view; he had his hands tight on my shoulders, probably convinced that I was going to go running off across the flat, unwalled roof. There was a high-rise of grim flats some distance away, close enough to see the layers of weather-stained, wood-clad balconies where people kept their window boxes, the junk they couldn�t fit inside their flats, maybe even a rabbit or pigeons. Out of the lot of them�� I don�t know, maybe fifty or sixty�� one had had its creosoted brown wood painted orange and my father drew my attention to it.
�Look at that,� he said, and his voice was almost bitter or defeated or something. �One desperate attempt at individuality.�
It didn�t mean anything to me�� I was six, maybe, or seven�� but I think the extent of his own silence that followed worried him. Now, stepping along, seeing the wreckage around me, thinking about what I�m going to do, I think I can understand what it was�� the fact that nothing he could build could be anything those people would care about, anything less than his own huge wank, his own shot at imperialism. He should thank me.
�
I sleep on the grass in a tiny park by the water, but I�m troubled by the look on Dad�s face as I stuck him, the sight of Jessie�s stomach as she bent to help him.
Then there�s a terrible moment when I hear bird sounds and trucks moving and I stir, thinking the crane operator who drowned off Dad�s wharf has come out of the river and is standing over me, sludge dripping off him, his face horribly mutilated by the action of a ship�s propeller�� but there�s no one here, only an old man on the path, talking to his dog and staring up at a grim statue against an orange sky.
I relent and find a working phone outside a petrol station, feeling worse for the sleep, surprised at how near to evening it is. I don�t have a plan; I don�t need one�� just minimal preparation and luck. The sun is cooler now, and I find my confidence draining with the warmth as the phone rings and rings. I begin to panic and try to calm down, forcing myself to put the phone back and walk out onto the petrol station forecourt. If he�s dead, what would have happened? Surely there�d be someone there? They could just be out, seeing Mum�� telling her what, how would he explain this? Or of course he could be in hospital himself�� was the wound deep? It felt like nothing, less resistance than sticking a knife in fruit.
�
I can�t do this all in one go. I realize now it�s not going to be easy. Two cans of petrol are the most I can manage, and I don�t even have the cans. So I walk into the forecourt shop, in my jeans, sneakers and T-shirt, trying to look casual, trying not to look as young as I am, and I pick up two five-liter cans of oil, surprised by how expensive they are�� I�m not going to be able to afford to fill them both with petrol, maybe I should just buy one? But like an arrow that points forward, I see a stack of large plastic containers of bottled water for sale, two for less than half the price of one can of oil, and I put the oil down and pick the water up, and the woman behind the register doesn�t give a shit what I do as long as I get out of her life now, so I push it�� with a tired, shrill voice I tell her my dad�s run out of petrol and I�m going to empty the water out and fill them both at the pump, is that all right?
She looks at me with a sort of bitten lip and small, hard eyes that she�s probably got doing this job, and I gild the lily, I tell her it�s a Bentley, a real old wreck, one of these plastic bottles isn�t even going to get it sparking. And she knows I�m lying, and she knows I know it, but she doesn�t want the aggravation so she says, �Give me the money for the petrol first�, and stares with relief over my head as another customer comes in, a pompous little git in a suit impatient for a token for the car wash. She takes my money and gives me the change and I tell her it�s wrong; then she gets nasty, but we sort it out, and I feel her small, hard eyes on me as I fill the containers at the pump, the rich stench of the petrol settling on my lungs, and I wonder if a match now would make her happy.
�
I don�t hang around to try the phone again but walk on, carrying the petrol for a mile or so, getting lost and getting stuck in dead ends a couple of times. My head is sharper now, but in a disjointed way that makes it difficult to hold a thought for more than a moment. Part of me is looking for another phone; part of me is trying to keep moving toward the docks. I reach some traffic lights which seem familiar, but have to duck out of sight of an approaching police car, and try then to keep to the back streets, losing any real sense�� without the river�� of where I am.
In one narrow residential street there�s a parade of three shops�� two boarded-up, one a Chinese off-license�� and I realize I�ve hardly drunk anything all day, apart from the Coke and some water from an ancient, grimy drinking fountain in the park. I walk on and stash the petrol against the corrugated-iron doorway of a blackened, burned-out house that someone�s already done a job on, then double-back to the shop and walk inside.
It�s as much a food shop as an off-license�� there�s even a stand of unidentifiable withered vegetables in front of the register�� but I settle for just two small bags of peanuts, fix in my mind the location of the fastest-reached beer by the door, pay for the nuts and grab a four-pack on the way out, running like hell holding the awkward, hard-rimmed mass of cans to my stomach, one of them splaying out and dropping from its plastic loop to bounce on the pavement as I go.
The old Chinese man who served me doesn�t follow me on to the street, but seconds later as I look back a young kid not much older than me�� his son? grandson?�� comes sprinting out, fast enough to worry me, and I leg it around a corner, down another dark, narrow street and through a brick passageway into a gloomy, forbidding courtyard at the back of a Victorian office building. I decide to fight, if that�s what he wants; I�ve never fought anyone Chinese, but he hardly looked like a killer, spindly arms caught inside a black, numbered baseball jacket, and I�d win because I�ve got to�� I�ve got other business tonight.
But he doesn�t appear, and I open a beer waiting for him, keen to get out of the courtyard, which seems filled with death, and keener still to get my petrol back. The first gulp of beer does it for me instantly�� I�m so tired and freaked out anyway, it�s like a sane hand on my shoulder�� and I drink the rest down, chuck the can into a basement hole, and walk out onto the street, clutching the other two cans and getting a weird sense of d�j� vu as I try to connect last night with now and go back for the petrol.
�
I know where I am. I�m in a phonebox, one of the old-style thick-paned red ones. It stinks of piss, which is no surprise, but the phone works, which is.
My hand hurts. I cut it open again opening the second can of beer�� let the ring-pull slice right into the dead flap of one of the fingers I cut last night switching hands with the knife in my tussle with Dad. I�ve kept the can as a souvenir, but not the ring-pull.
I am on the Isle of Dogs. I know exactly where I am. Not much of an island, is it? How do you get a dog to bark? Pour petrol over it, set it on fire and it goes woof. Well, I�ve got the petrol. The phone is ringing�� the other end, not here. Still nobody home. Let it ring.
The entrance to my father�s construction site is four streets from here. I�ve been there once already since it�s got dark, walked right under the shadow of the bloody great pyramid and back again. Nobody stopped me. But no phones in there, not ones I can use anyway. It�s still ringing.
�
Click.
�Hello?� Jessie�s voice.
Silence. London-to-Devon static. I wish I could touch her. �Hello?�
�Jessie��
�Tom, are you OK?� Cool; not entirely interested in my condition. �I�m fucking brilliant. How�s Dad? Is he hurt bad?� �Where are you?�
�Just tell me, will you? Is he all right?�
�He�s not dead. You really are a��
But I�ve cut us off.
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I�m alive for about two minutes of it. The rest is like watching a video I�ve seen over and over; I�ve done this in my head so many times already tonight.
�
The first is out over the water, after I�ve tossed the beer cans (one empty, one full) and petrol over the fence, ready for me, and waited for the dogs to bark, the lights to blaze�� but nothing. Stillness.
It�s dark out here. The pyramid is lit up, maybe forty or fifty feet away, but softly from below, like a part-built aviary or tomb or something, sheathed in scaffolding and plastic sheeting which ripples as it breathes the dank dockside air. Weird shapes inhabit the night here, the ghosts of huge Victorian cranes, old chimneys pointing up to nowhere, exposed bellies of warehouses thick with the sweat and greed and cheap pain that drove everything on.
I climb along a railing that carries the fence a few feet out over the water from the wharf. It�s the only way in, short of walking up to the gate and blagging it with the guards�� maybe Jason�s on, with his cosh? The rust on the bars in the dark is like ground glass, savaging my cut hand and engraving itself on the other. There�s virtually no toe-hold�� the railing has been wired over to block the gaps inbetween, where my feet might have wedged�� but I drive my sneakers in against the wire anyway and use the crazy strength I�ve got now to drag myself along, inches above the black gaping mouth of the dock.
At the end of the railing, I cling on and swing out into the darkness, smelling the cold aura of the water, closer than I want to be to the poor bugger who�s been bloating and festering down there for more than a week now�� little bits of him breaking off like meat disintegrating in a fish tank.
There�s a sound water makes when it�s still, or perhaps it�s a nonsound, the suffocating of any other small sounds which might be in the neighborhood, and it�s this I hear as I misjudge my reach around the railing�s end and miss the bar I was trying for. My hand dives through space, taking me down with it, and I only just manage to stop myself in time by grabbing a rail farther along.
I freeze, my face that much closer to the water, my lungs heaving, one leg still swung out beyond the iron bars, counterbalancing my body. Slowly I bring it down and force my head and shoulders up, my foot slipping three or four times against the rails before I get a grip. The site side of the wharf is within reach now: all I have to do is get there. But I cling to where I am, my mind pulsing with a kind of empty, exhausted sickness, suddenly recognizing the fear that this could all be real�� this exhaustion could be the last state I know. A part of me just wants to stay here and think about it. But that�s failure�s way, that only guarantees more misery. If I�m going to do it, I�ve got to do it now; spontaneous combustion requires a nudge. I�ll nudge it.
�
The other is when it blows. When I�ve inched back onto the wharf, picked up my petrol and beer and made it safely across the trenches and unseen hazards of the site to the refuge of the pyramid. The scaffolding almost blocks off access to the main entrance�� a huge, as yet unfinished stone and steel hole complete with Korean hieroglyphs (or they might be Egyptian; who the fuck knows?) and squared-off pricklike columns on either side�� but I twist and duck around the poles, and climb concreted steps littered with masonry slabs into the atrium.
The light from outside doesn�t penetrate far in here, it just throws long shadows of the columns up across the vast space that extends the full height of the steel and glass of one side of the pyramid. It gives me a weird sense of my father now, as if he�s here, I�m inside him, this is his brain and his bowels all in one, the wires and pipes all disconnected and poking out of ducts in the masonry, the mess of service shafts and lift machinery and suspended pitch-black floors overhead like the weirdly floating jigsaw pieces of his ego. I�m dwarfed, I have to admit, by what he can achieve�� the size of his will when he wants to fuck the world.
He�s like Jessie: they can reach out and screw it, give it a good hiding; all I can do is piss about. Outside his shitpiles, I can cope, they�re no different to the monuments all the other grim bastards erect, carving their names on the planet�s face with a razor. But inside�� inside, they always get to me, as if they�re designed just to show me what I�m not; and I feel his boot crunching down hard on my skull.
What�s hard, though, is to connect all this with the crumbling pisshole I left this morning. Something must have happened to drive him down there, to want to put that distance between him and this, not that I give a fuck. Was it Jessie? Were they already doing it�� whatever she says�� and he wanted to get her out of London to where he�d have her all to himself?
That doesn�t make sense. There�s more risk of exposure in the village than anywhere. Maybe Jessie wanted it? I know what I saw on her belly last night: a baby, a little embryo in an egg curled up above her cunt, painted in lurid colors like some sort of tribal thing, a tattoo, a taunt.
Maybe she wanted him on hand for the summer�� his prick on tap? He�s smaller than her, he�s afraid of something�� I feel it here, this isn�t a happy building, it�s a vast empty vault. What�s he got to be afraid of, if it isn�t her?
Me, for one thing. Now I know he�s alive, I can go on hating him. I can do this. But this isn�t for him, it�s for me. He doesn�t deserve this much attention. This is my entertainment, my madness.
�
I feel sharp. It�s safer in here than it was outside�� at least for the moment. I listen and hear nothing, so I test the silence by snapping open the last beer and shiver and drink some down. It�s hard to see much in the darkness, but I know what I�m looking for. Up above me, above what�s going to be the huge Pharaoh�s asshole of a lobby (I never did ask the Prick how the Koreans feel about this whole Egyptian theme, how wouldn�t they rather have something that refers to their own culture�� but what do they know, they build shopping centers that come tumbling down on top of their own people?), is a skeleton of metal girders, part cut away.
I see or think I do the round noses, the dense bulks, of oxyacetylene tanks waiting to be used. They�re a fair way up�� maybe sixty feet away�� but I�m good for the climb, so I drain the beer, stick the can back in its noose with the other, pick up the petrol and navigate around the crap and equipment on the floor, in search of a way up.
The service stairs take me there. The climb is worse than I expected�� I�m totally knackered now, running on chemicals I didn�t know I had, losing the clarity that seemed to exist on the ground with each grinding step up, my legs limp and wet and leaden in the same moment.
I�m almost there, moving off the stairs for a second to check how far up I am and get my bearings, when outside the dogs start snarling and howling in a way that seems to lock right into every nerve-end on my body and twist them viciously. But there�s no suggestion of movement, no pack of slobbering monsters tearing up the stairs behind me to deprive me of what�s mine, what�s left to me. So I stumble on, my mind throwing itself against the walls of that stupid joke: How do you get a dog to bark? Pour petrol over it and it goes woof. How do you get petrol to woof? Light a match and it wags its tail.
It�s not easy ripping my T-shirt�� I must really be shot, all my strength�s gone�� plus I�m cold. I unscrew the cap of one of the plastic containers and fill the two beer cans with petrol, pouring it in slowly with shaking hands through the tear-shaped holes left by the ring-pulls. The smell revives me, the fumes snaking up my nose and into my brain to burn the outer layer, blow away the cobwebs.
I soak the scraps of T-shirt I�ve torn and stuff them into the cans� holes, poking them in and cutting another finger in the process. Then I�m out over the steel grid�� covered for the moment with planks of wood, their distance from the ground startlingly evident through the cracks�� lugging the rest of the petrol to what is, as it promised to be, a store of welding tanks. I don�t know if this will work for sure, the tanks may not puncture, their contents not ignite, but it seems my best bet.
I try improving on their arrangement, hoping in the petrol-soaked brightness of my Boy Scout brain to pile them like the sticks of a fire, but I can�t get them to budge, either I�m so weak or they�re so heavy. So I just douse them where they are. I pour petrol over them and splash it all around�� pissing in the dark with it, drinking in the smell.
I plant the two plastic bottles on the sodden wood platform, up against the tanks, leaving an inch or so of juice in each, then back off quickly, stumbling a little in the dark, but immune to the drop on either side now, back to the cans.
�
There probably won�t be everything I asked for in my Christmas stocking. I want at least nuclear fission. I want the Prick�s world and everybody else�s to fall in on itself like a ton of shit, like those endless burning images of the collapsing towers we saw on TV�� but without the death, there�s only two people I want dead right now, and they�re not here tonight.
But I light the fuse anyway. I toss the first can before it can blow up in my hand, and watch it sail toward its target, a trail of flame from the burning plug of T-shirt. I reach for the second, but before I can grab it, there�s a flash the colors of old Catholic paintings�� the colors of Jessie in Sonny�s painting�� and as I spin myself around, a blast tears across my back and shunts me off the platform, into the night.
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The burn on my back hurts like hell. But I must want pain, I must feed on it, because this morning at the harbor in Kingstown, I had my shirt off again and refused to put it back on even when an evil-eyed St Vincent priestess refused to serve me in a caf�, and shouted after me into the street, as if my naked chest was some sort of personal affront. I think I�m trying for total skin cancer as a surprise gift for Jessie; she always liked to see me suffer. I reckon if one morning on the beach in Barbados can sear a blister right across my spine, a little lunchtime sun in St Vincent ought to do the rest.
The Prick is paying for this trip, which is a joke in itself. For five years I�ve made him sweat over every penny he�s tried to spend on me, refusing presents, then accepting them, then giving them back or, better, sending them back with sick reminders of what he�s done glued together from newspaper and magazine print like anonymous, threatening letters.
Now I�ve decided he�s had enough. He�s done his bit to undo the damage; he even persuaded my mother to see him last month for dinner, but she was like a one-woman assault force before it and came home afterwards, shut herself in her bedroom and wept, so I think Jack might be seven, eight or older before he gets a chance to learn at first hand what a cunt he�s got for a dad. But I think he�s had enough, Dad. He�s taken his punishment like a man. Now I�m going to start taking his presents graciously. His presents, his checks, his car, his selfrespect, maybe even his girlfriends if I get the chance. Me and him can become good mates now. There are times when I�m with him when I almost start liking him again, but I won�t let that stand in my way.
The boat to the island is typical Jessie: a fucked-up old sailing hulk peopled by an ugly mix of holiday-tanned tourists and yachting types and the quieter, funkier faces of locals who have learned to live with nutters like her making their homes here. There�s even a scraggly goat tied up to the bow, together with a couple of pigs lying heaving in the sun between the crates of Coca-Cola and the baskets of green bananas. I could never quite work out if it was Jessie who influenced Sonny, or the other way around, but whatever it was, Sonny seems to have left her mark.
�
Jessie told me in her emails about the skies here�� sunsets rapid, green and sharp, as if the sun�s on coke�� but in the half hour since we left St Vincent it�s clouded over in readiness for giving me a hard time. The sea has quite a swell now and the boat is constantly tilted one way or the other, but somehow the heat and voices and the sight of flying fish skipping over the water make it seem less vast and daunting than it used to in Devon�� smaller, as if a few years or a few thousand miles have diminished its strength, its scope for impressing me. Maybe it�s just the absence of cold�� but perhaps it is cold down there, deep down there.
The world seems a small thing compared with my life these days. It took only a few seconds for Jessie�s last email to reach me, but the decision to come was still more instant and the trip itself was arranged in less than a week. Of course, Jessie and I never stopped seeing each other the way everyone else did. Even the month Mum had to spend with me in hospital, right after the blast (which was what saved me, me being thrown from the platform), when I was under psychiatric observation and the police were poking around and she was fighting like hell not to go to pieces in front of them�� out of some weird, misplaced loyalty to Dad or to Jack or someone, or some middleclass resistance to outside interference: a determination that we could drive our own wedges between each other, pass sentence ourselves on the freaks and sinners in our midst�� even then, Jessica managed to engineer a couple of meetings when Mum was gone and I was mobile enough to hobble down to the hospital chapel or the toilets to tell her what a hopeless bitch she is.
It�s funny but this trip now�� standing here, holding the side of this lurching, beat-up old ferryboat, halfway across the world from everything I know�� has the inevitability that drives some things in life, like a short circuit leapfrogging time, distance. She didn�t so much invite me as order me to come (�You�ll be a prick if you don�t, this is the best time of the year. And, yes, I miss you�� there�s no one to pry into my personal life, and I�ve a friend I think you�d like.�), but I know there�s more to it than that.
Dad has cut off her money because of the setup she�s fallen into: a threesome built around an ageing Kraut architect and his fuck�� or other fuck, I suppose. I don�t think Dad�s anger has anything to do with age, race or the risk of physical violence Jessie might run if passions get aroused on a remote island. It�s more a question of professional rivalry�� even if all this Nazi has achieved in the past three years is to rebuild some strange Wagnerian-style folly that was already there on the island.
Dad has done some sterling work himself in accepting that Jessie sleeps with other men (she claims, though I�m not sure if I believe her, that he now finds this a relief: he�s lost the taste for his own flesh)�� but another architect, as old or older than himself, is asking too much.
I think he was happy for me to come out here because I might bring her back. I�m happy to be here because, without Jessie, there�s no pain. I am definitely addicted to her, and as this tub draws closer to where she is, I can see her, only in my mind as yet, I can smell her breath, her skin�� and I�m ready for her, for it to start again.
�
She picks me up in a clapped-out jeep at Port Elizabeth, waiting on the quay with what looks like a markedly less aggressive assortment of the harbor life that hassled me and hustled me in Kingstown: porters ready to help unload the baskets and crates and trunks, townsfolk waiting to greet their relatives and friends from other islands, passersby just excited by the ferry�s arrival, a Rasta selling fruit from a stand right in front of the tiny police station, children running everywhere in faded cockatoo colors, shouting and giggling and�� unlike the St Vincent waterfront brats�� not demanding money from every foreigner.
�So what do you think?� Jessie asks after we�ve hugged a welcome that feels only slightly forced, false. She looks like she was born here: more tanned than ever, wearing a bikini top and a loose, flowery skirt which she hauls up around her brown thighs to drive the jeep.
�You couldn�t pick an island with an airport?�
She turns by the police station, shouts something in French at the Rasta, who laughs, and heads us up a road past scattered shacks and bungalow-type buildings, the whole hillside covered with huge banana palms and God knows what else.
�They�re talking about building one,� she says. �It will ruin this place. What�s home like�� hot, cold?�
�Awful. I can take the weird weather but not what we�ve become. No one gives a shit about anything and meanwhile we�re practically a police state. More security cameras per square foot than any other country on the planet. We�re a real banana republic!� I look at her. �But you never did care about those things.�
�And you only said you did.�
We�ve left behind us a Barclays Bank�� little more than a concrete hut, presumably where Jessie would collect the wire transfers from the Prick when they were still coming.
�How�s Dad?� she asks.
�He should stand for Parliament. He�d fit right in.�
�What�s he working on?�
I look at her seriously for a moment. �Christ, Jessie, don�t ask me. I don�t care what he�s doing, I don�t want to talk about him. Doesn�t he email you?�
�An occasional lecture about the diseases carried by decaying German architects. I must have them all by now. He told me he�d seen Sonia��
�Mum.� Jessie won�t call her that any more, as if somehow Mum can be shafted with some of the blame. They don�t communicate, Jessie and Mum, not even at birthdays or during the drunken sentiment of Christmas/New Year.
�He wants to see Jack.�
�Well, he can�t.�
�Ever? What�s she telling the child?�
Child? He�s her brother. It really is as if she�s severed some biological cord. �I don�t know. Mum can be every bit as ruthless as you, you know.�
She keeps her eyes on the road as we reach the top of the hill, and I get some idea of how small the island is�� you could walk across it in a couple of hours. We drop down into a patchy forest of tall, feathery trees, and I watch Jessie drive, grateful for the silence and shade.
She seems different. Her hair is longer, her face finer than when I last saw her�� though the rest of her has gained weight and form. She looks healthy, but there�s something else. She seems vulnerable, I realize, in a way she never was before. Breakable. In place�� in the sense that she really does seem at home here�� but as if something�s missing.
�Are you happy?� I ask.
She looks at me, driving the jeep fast over the bumps and ruts of what is now a dried-mud track. �Why?�
�I don�t know. Somehow this doesn�t seem enough.�
She laughs. �It�s more than enough! I was thinking�� before you came�� I can see myself here, a crazy old bint, running a bar on the beach when I�m eighty.�
�They�re all Seventh-Day Adventists, aren�t they? Do they drink?�
�There are always yachts in Port Elizabeth��
Suddenly the jeep hits a rock and she slams against me, her head butting into my ear, dizzying me momentarily. She touches my cheek with her knuckles, driving with one hand.
�But you�re right, it�s not enough.�
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They�re not living in the Wagnerian thing yet, which apparently is cut right out of the hillside, and which I notice Jessie doesn�t take me to see straight away. They�re in a house in Industry Bay, a clapboard box on the water�s edge with a wooden jetty and a bluepainted verandah that looks as if the waves wash right under it.
�
There is no sign of Wolfgang, but Magda is there, who is Wolf�s girlfriend and Jessie�s too, I presume.
Compared to Magda, Sonny was like a sister to me. Magda cuts me dead. She�s sitting inside the house in virtual darkness when we arrive, on the floor, back against a vast, low armchair, pasty white knees angled up out of a pair of long baggy shorts and a shirt that swamps her.
�This is Tom,� Jessie says and Magda�s eyes flicker up from the book she�s reading, glance at me, then fix on Jessica as if the words mean nothing to her. My eyes adjust to the gloom and I see just how white she is�� startlingly so for someone living here, with a ponytail of bleached blonde hair which seems totally out of place, far too arch for the instant dismissal meted out to me. It�s as if she�s decided I�m an arsehole from the moment I walked in and doesn�t give a fuck who knows it; though she�s the type, I try and comfort myself, who doesn�t give a fuck about anything. Maybe Jessie has fed her too much information about me? Or maybe I am just a prick�� if Jessie tells me I�ll like her, what else should I expect but a hard time? They�ve probably got some subtle humiliation lined up for me later.
�We�ll eat early,� Jessie says�� for my benefit? Magda�s? �Dinner is always early here. Life stops when the light goes, but we�re up at dawn mostly. It�s impossible to sleep past six o�clock.�
She seems uncomfortable for a moment�� more uncomfortable than I�m used to Jessie being�� working overtime to make me feel like a welcome guest. But then Sister Midnight puts her book down on the floor, pages open, and gets up, her legs unfolding with Swiss finishing school finesse. She goes out, one hand brushing Jessie�s arm on the way in a gesture that may mean something and may not, I�m starting to feel so paranoid. We�re alone.
�Fuck that,� I mutter.
�Oh, Tom�� Jessie seems to think the whole thing�s a huge joke; she�s laughing. �It�s so good to see you! You�re here!� She hugs me again, tighter than on the dock, and I think maybe I�m overreacting, why should I care what Magda thinks? �What do you want to do? Rest a while? Your room�s ready.�
Jessie is close, I can smell a deep flowery oil on her and her hand keeps snaking around my back, giving me a playful squeeze. Through the open French windows leading to the verandah, I can hear birdsong and the waves breaking and see a rectangle of dazzling blue sky, but the room is dark and despite the bag at my feet and the colors and buzz of two days of traveling, I know where I am: I�m back in Devon, back in the cottage, with the unwashed dishes in the kitchen and the shithole shelter up the hill and the presence of the Prick near at hand.
Only he isn�t here, and I�ve yet to meet his substitute, his island-life doppelganger�� the fat bearded Biermeister grinning inanely from the deck of a fishing boat in the framed photograph on the bleached-wood drinks trolley (it has to be Wolf, I know it, and the certainty numbs me in some strange way�� that Jessie will let him fuck her).
Magda is Sonny and this is Brixton, too, and I understand still more that the world is a small place, you take it with you wherever you go, you can�t escape it�� your own particular heaven and hell is ground into the meat you drag behind you from your umbilical cord when you crawl out of the womb.
�I�d like a swim,� I tell her. �I�ll just dump my bag and then I�d like a swim.�
�
A maid shows me my room�� Jessie is cut off from all income, to the best of my knowledge, yet she�s living like this, with a maid.
It must be Wolf�s room, or a room he uses often, because there are old suits hanging in the wardrobe and a big, crumpled hat up on top, and there�s a shaving brush and a tube of soap on the chest of drawers and a thin, minty scent in the air, which I take to be his smell: his territory, marked like a dog�s.
There�s another photograph of him on the wall, no fishing boat this time and he looks years younger, this must be how he remembers himself�� unbearded, still all of his hair on top, a wide, mobile mouth pulled back in a jokey grimace, but already a vaguely anguished look in his eyes, as if there�s guilt there or an anticipation of some horror to come.
But there�s no Wolf. He�s not here and I feel puzzled by his absence, though why he should go out of his way to meet me as soon as I arrive, I don�t know.
I stash my bag unopened at the bottom of the wardrobe and sit a moment on the bed, feeling weird, high on the heat and the unfamiliar bird calls and insect hum through the window, but confused too: pissed off with Magda, despite my attempts to ignore her, and somehow disappointed that this is all Jessie has managed, however exotic and nutty it may be�� but, above all, thrilled to see her.
I feel like I have a role here: there�s a reason for me coming, she wants me here. I have a sort of knight errant fantasy of myself rescuing her from all this�� but to what? And does she want to be rescued?
�
I go downstairs and out onto the verandah looking for her, but instead find Magda, kneeling on all fours on the wooden slats, still in her baggy shorts and loose shirt, working out. I�m behind her and she doesn�t hear me�� or doesn�t want to�� and I watch a moment as she raises one leg off the floor and extends it, pointing her toes in a white line against the brilliant Picasso blue of the painted wood. She does this several times, then switches to the other leg, aware by now that I�m watching but buggered if she�s going to acknowledge me in any way at all. I find myself tempted to kick her off balance, to hook my foot under her straightened leg and dump her down on the boards, but I resist, instead taking a nectarine from a bowl on the table and biting into it�� the first food I�ve had since a lukewarm bowl of cereal on St Vincent this morning.
One triangle of the verandah is in sunlight, fat bees hovering there at a large trough of violent red flowers. I cross toward it, scuffing my sandals on the wood deliberately to announce myself.
�Do you know where Jessie went?� I ask, feeling like an intruder, feeling momentarily that what Magda clearly thinks is right�� I shouldn�t be here.
She looks around, a little breathless, pouting in that Polish way I�ve seen my mother do (but not so much Jessica), her face lined with sweat but whiter than ever. The stare is a practiced one�� everything about Magda is practiced�� but the annoyance seems real enough, and I take it as a small personal triumph that I�ve got something out of her more than plain boredom.
I take another bite of the nectarine, which is disappointingly dry and grainy, and turn away, finding my way down some wooden steps to the sea.
�
Then we�re swimming, Jessie and me, just the two of us, bare-arsed in the water, out in the bay away from the house.
�Where�s Adolf, then?� I ask, schoolboy-stupid again with Jessie. She still has this effect on me�� I feel about nine years old and want to throw myself on her and fight. �When am I going to meet him?�
She rises up on a wave, a little above me, her eyes shining down, her tits refracted weirdly in the clear blue-green water.
�You�ll meet him,� she says, poking me with a toe. �He�s working hard on his castle. He�s so committed to it, it�s an obsession with him, yet it�s nothing much.�
She sounds almost sad for a moment, her voice small in the expanse of the bay. I watch her swaying up and down with the pull of the tide, but I ought to remember that this is when she�s at her most dangerous.
She fixes me with a smile and says: �I call it his pillbox, it�s not much bigger than one of those wartime fortifications, really. You remember the shelter, don�t you?� And I don�t know what she expects�� a prize for dragging my thoughts back to the shithole between us?
There are several small boats moored in the bay and we swim across to them, acting like brother and sister almost�� pulling on their mooring ropes and diving beneath their hulls. I catch my back on one, which rakes my sunburned flesh, stinging like hell in the salt water and more sensitive to the harsh late afternoon sun when I surface.
�These are all built here,� Jessie shouts, swimming out in a wide arc around a tiny sailing vessel painted a soft white. �There are only two main livelihoods locally, other than tourism�� boat-building and whaling.�
I cut across to her, then float, out of breath, on my back, half-listening to the words and wondering what she�s trying to convince me of.
�The kind of whaling they do here is preMoby Dick.� She turns onto her back also and I glance at her, naked in the water, tanned and curved and beautiful. I shut my eyes on the image, trying to shut my mind, too. �They go out, eight or twelve of them in a boat, and practically throw spears at the creature�� if they find one. Last time they caught a whale was nearly two years ago. But when they do, it�s a feast, it�s a carnival, the whole island turns out��
�You weren�t here two years ago.� I keep my eyes shut, drifting, water knocking at my ears, feeling the orange light through my eyelids pulse inside my head. I�ve known moments like this: this is too perfect.
�You�re right�� Jessie is inside there too, unscrewing my brain. �There are drawbacks. Some nights I go crazy, wanting just to get zonked and go out, go somewhere new. There�s very little outside stimulus, all the drinking water has to be imported, and if you want to eat, you�d better like fish because meat is hard to get�� it�s fish for dinner tonight, okay?� I hear her kick her feet and splash or do something in the water. �But the rest of the time, it�s brilliant.�
That one word does it. I hear her voice, that Chelsea cool, drawn out even further by God knows what influences here, and I know she wants something.
I open my eyes and turn over to find I�m facing the house, the bluepainted verandah like a matchstick model at the base of the dry, wooded hills behind it, seemingly alone in the water some considerable distance from the shore. Just for a moment, I panic, then I spot Jessica�s head as it breaks through a wave, farther from me than I would have thought possible in the time since she spoke, and I start swimming hard to follow her, follow her arse as it dips beneath the surface once more.
She�s laughing when I finally catch up with her. I think I actually resent the fact that she seems to be having a good time; I know I resent that she always leads and I always follow. But she�s broke, I tell myself, and in many ways she�s trapped on the island. �Why did you ask me here?� I try, wondering if she expects me magically to unlock the Prick�s bank account.
But before she can answer�� if she was going to answer�� we�re distracted by a foreign voice calling her name. Magda is standing on the wooden jetty and though it�s hard to see her face, her cry (the only word I have heard her speak, I realize) and her whole stance suggests that her mood has not improved since I left.
�Come on,� Jessie says, swimming for the shore, but I hold her back.
�How can you stay with these people?� I ask, not caring whether my voice carries across the water to Magda. �They�re morons.�
And I stare at the whiteness of Magda�s arms and legs against the shoreline and instead see Wolf, grinning from the deck of his fishing boat. My hand nudges Jessie�s tit as I grasp her arm, the two of us treading water, and I try to imagine Wolf�s prick inside her, but I can�t�� it just comes out as a fat, pulpy blob.
�They feed me well and fuck me well,� she tells me, pulling away with what might just be a desire for her girlfriend not to see us so close together. �God, you�re starting to sound so superior!�
I glance at the jetty; Magda has gone inside.
�You like Magda, do you? Does she know she�s brain dead?�
�Go to hell, Tom!�
And she puts her whole weight on me to push me under.
�
Dinner is on the verandah, with no sign of Wolf. To my astonishment, Magda does everything, insisting that Jessie sit and relax. She still won�t address me directly but does at least plonk plates on the table in front of me and then hovers, drinking iced rum and pineapple from a large square glass and looking oddly flirtatious in a fine white evening micro-dress, while Jessie and I are in loose, casual clothes.
I start hitting the rum myself, partly because the burn on my back is biting again but also because this place is getting to me�� Magda�s performance, Wolf�s absence, the too-perfect setting. The air is stoned on this incredible sweet fragrance which Jessie tells me is from the frangipani trees around the house; and the sea, as the sun starts to set, seems to effervesce like soda water.
�Isn�t the Caribbean where the Yanks dump all their nuclear waste?� I inquire. �And toxic chemicals. They aim it at Cuba, but some of it must overshoot. Is this fish we�re having?�
�No.� It�s the first word Magda has spoken to me.
�What?�
�It�s not fish.�
�Oh.� I glance at Jessie, who seems surprised too. I can�t believe that Magda would go to any great trouble for me, and yet she prepared the meal�� apparently the maid only works in the afternoons.
Suddenly Magda is almost voluble. �Cesar came while you were swimming.� This is to Jessie, not me. �He brought a delivery.� She stares at the serving dish in front of her. �Pork.�
Jessie knows I don�t like pork, but this hardly seems the time to get fussy. She says nothing, just starts talking about the sunset, which is completely different from what she�d led me to expect�� like a weird memory of England. The sky is a shade of pale tropical orange I�ve never seen before, but the clouds are spread out in a familiar dappled fishscale pattern�� little hints of purple and blue here and there�� stretching down to an horizon which only needs a railway track or a few Devon sheep superimposed over the palm trees to be somewhere else in my life entirely.
�We should have driven over to the other side of the island,� Jessie says, staring at me with those eyes that cut right through to my soul. �You could have watched the sunset better from there.�
�Are you painting?� My voice sounds more aggressive than I�d intended, but I feel angry�� she stole it from me once along with everything else, a sky like this, the world through my eyes.
�A little. Not enough, probably.� She reads my anger; does she understand? �This island is hard on you. It�s too easy to make pretty pictures.�
She picks up her fork and digs it into one of the disturbingly neat slices of meat Magda has cut. She hesitates. Magda is still standing, drink in hand, some element in the thread of her hostess dress catching the fastdying greenish light and sparkling. My eyes keep returning to her�� she�s like an actress in a dream that�s almost real. She sees me looking and stares straight through me.
Then Jessie wheels around to her, fork in hand. �For God�s sake, stop this shit and sit down!�
The force of her outburst surprises us all, I think. It relieves the tension, but only momentarily. Magda pointedly finishes her drink, turns the glass in her hand rattling what�s left of the ice against the side, then finally sits at the table with us.
�
Jessie starts to eat and I try to do the same, but the taste of pork has always made me gag and each mouthful requires an effort of will to swallow. I feel Magda somehow knows this, though, and I will not give her the satisfaction of asking for something else, hungry as I am. She picks at her food, not speaking, staring past me along the verandah most of the time, and for a while there is only the strained clink of forks and knives on the plates and the roll of the sea below the house. The sun dips and disappears quite abruptly and the electric light, when Jessie turns it on, flickers.
�Will Wolf be joining us?� I ask finally, sick of game playing, this sense that I�m simply an unwelcome foil for Magda to respond to.
�I thought he would.� Jessie�s voice, even when she pisses me off, is a ticket to some special, protected place. �But sometimes he sleeps on the job.�
This sparks a snort from Magda, which I realize after a moment is intended as a show of humor on her part. It�s clearly a private joke. She leans one cheek on the back of her hand and peers at me. �We have no telephone here at the house,� she says. �He could be dead on the road and we wouldn�t know it.�
This is all I�m getting. She looks away. I push my plate back, tired suddenly, and sit watching the two of them. The light flickers again, but my eyes feel heavy and I think it�s the rum. Then I�m plunged into darkness and Jessie says �Shit!� and I know it�s not me, the power has failed, but it�s all right. It�s more peaceful not having to watch Magda act and I just want to sleep.
�We have a backup generator�� Jessie bangs her chair on the floor of the verandah as she gets up. �But it�s too much hassle to start.�
I hear her go. I�m too smashed to move or do anything. The sound of the waves makes me think for a moment that I�m back on the beat-up ferry that brought me here, but then I hear Magda put something down on the table (her glass? the darkness is total, I can barely make out where she is) and Jessie comes back carrying a candle and a thick wooden bowl.
She puts the candle on the table and sits with the bowl in her lap. It�s weed and there�s a flatly-rolled spliff already prepared. When she offers it to me, I take it and light it with the candle flame, hoping it will bury the thought that�s forming in my head. It doesn�t. If anything it makes it sharper, and as I smoke and pass it to Jessica and she passes it to Magda, I have the unsettling conviction that our roles have reversed, that she needs me, that I�m the stronger one�� she may be older, but now I�ve a clearer idea of who I am, what I want.
But do I? I want to be involved, I know that, I want to be locked into some struggle that�s happening somewhere, Tibet maybe or Somalia. I don�t care how I�ll do it. I�ll use the Prick�s money happily, I�ll take it from anywhere I can get it. I don�t want this: a slow death in a tropical paradise, a nice bourgeois fuck-party, two dykes and an absent Kraut. But I want Jessie, I know that. There is no one I can find like her, that�s the trouble�� yet if our roles have reversed, it�s no good, it�s another one of those twisting never-ending mind-fucking puzzles.
�What are you going to do?� The question is out before I even realize it.
Jessie looks at me, laughs. Her voice is stretched and a little twangy from the grass. �Tonight? Or for the rest of my life?�
Magda gets up and moves around to sit on the verandah railing across from me, her back to the night. Jessie watches her. It�s a stupid question.
�Yeah,� I say.
I stare at Magda, paler than ever by candlelight, as if she�s trying for total anemia, the sight of her putting the mockers on anything I might think I�ve resolved. She sits on her perch, facing me, her straw-blonde hair limp around her shoulders, the white dress taut across her legs, and I realize I have a fine view where her panties might be of her cunt, which has been shaved. The unsteady light makes it deeper and more shadowy than it might otherwise seem, like a face grinning sideways at me in the dark. For a moment I�m riveted by it; I can�t take my eyes off it, but then I start to recognize the hand of Jessie, consciously or otherwise arranging things, and I see now that Magda is watching me stare, and I explode:
�Why don�t you both just go and fuck each other?� I get up, turning to Jessie. �This is another one of your parties, right?�
But Jessie takes hold of my arm and pulls me back.
�Sit down, Tom. You�re being foolish. You always get things out of proportion.�
�Do I?� I sit down.
But my anger seems to have done the trick. Snow White gets down off the verandah railing and says good night. Not to me, of course, but to Jessie, bending to kiss her slowly on the mouth, her tongue pressing between Jessie�s lips and teeth in what I take to be a Polish finger directed at me.
�
And we�re alone.
�You love it, don�t you?� I tell her. �Winding me up and watching me dance.�
�You�re just too easy to provoke.� She smiles and her eyes have the deep, sharp light I miss when she�s not there. �You know I love you.� She looks so beautiful�� she always looks beautiful to me�� that she makes me doubt myself again, doubt that I�ve come any distance from the cottage. I�m not stronger, I�m lost. She called and I came running. She has twisted the shape of my life�� always�� yet I give her more love, more commitment than I can ever find for any girl I�ve met�� or for Jack or for Mum. I don�t know how or where she stacks up against the Prick�s sick greed and yet I think of Jessie as a person, damaged or not, and I tend to think of them only as victims.
�Yeah, I do,� I say, just to say something.
�Come on, I�m not tired yet, are you? Let�s go down by the water.� She picks up the candle and something else in the darkness and has me follow her along the verandah, down the steps and over a broken rock wall on to the wooden jetty. There�s a constant hiss from the insects and the sea is lapping, getting on my nerves. There�s no moon, only the stars and the light from the candle. Jessie turns from me and puts it down, dripping a little wax onto the deck of the jetty to stand it in.
She straightens up. She has a fruit knife in her hand.
�You weren�t much good with one of these, were you?� I feel sharp again suddenly, like I did with the grass. I want to laugh, but I feel seriously nervous. This is just another game, I tell myself, but there�s a sick feeling in my stomach�� not because of the knife; my gut is knotted because of a thought I�ve just had: we have eaten Wolf. That was no meal we had, that was her lover. Those neat white slices I couldn�t chew seemed slightly worn, if I think about it. Sad and tired, with an ingrained stain�� like old underwear. This is ridiculous. I�m stoned, but the knife is real.
�Is this what I�ve come for, then?� I say.
�You still don�t know much, do you, Tom?� She points it at me. Life is perfect. It has its own system of mirrors; it balances. I know now what the Prick saw when I turned the knife on him. It�s so close�� your loved one with a knife. The line between holding it and using it is so fine.
She�ll do it if she wants to, I know that, and there�s a part of me that wants to know what it would feel like, but it�s not all of me. Not any more. Her voice cuts across the warm void between us. �Were you going to do it that night? Did you really think you could?�
�I thought I�d try.� We haven�t moved. I listen to the night: the nerves of the insects, the slap of water on wood. This is a magical place but it�s nowhere special, it�s all the same. Devon could be back up the hill behind me. We need this.
�You know what really pissed me off?� I say. She shakes her head.
Should I try something, go for her arm? �You did it again�� with that body paint or whatever it was. You took my moment from me.�
She laughs. �That wasn�t meant for you. You looked so�� determined, coming in with the knife. I would have finished it.�
�Would you?�
�I might.� Silence. �Move past me to the end of the jetty, will you?� I stare at her. �Why did you ask me here?�
She twists the fruit knife slightly in her hand so that the blade catches the candlelight. It�s small, smaller than the one I had that night. There�s a tiny curve at the end, but the whole thing is so short I wonder how deep it would go in me.
�I miss you,� she says. �I miss the thought of us.�
�No, you don�t.� I watch that hand, the hand with the knife. �I was only ever your audience. What do you want? You want me to watch you and Magda knocking around? Or is she going to piss all over me?�
�I worry about you sometimes.�
�That�s crap! You�ve never felt guilt in your life.�
�I have about you.� She takes a step back. �Not guilt, maybe�� I just wonder who we are.� That�s lost on me. �Move!�
I walk past her carefully, then think, �Fuck it!� and turn my back on her, saying, �What are you going to do, push me in? It�s only about eight feet deep.�
I feel her move behind me. �Do you want to know how it started with Dad?� Her voice is just another part of the night. I stare at nothing�� no, at the vague darkness of the water moving.
�The whole thing was the baby�� the night Jack was born. It was the night we�d all been canoeing and swimming in the river�� I�d tipped you in, remember?�
She pauses, but I�m not hearing or only half-hearing her. This is someone else�s life we�re talking about; I�m not interested in the past, any past.
�We were alone in the cottage. You were asleep. I�d wanted him for a long time, Tom. All my life. I was just working up to it.�
I think I hear tears for a moment, like the night in London when a storm raged and I slept fitfully in a hotel bed and thought I heard Jessie sobbing. But it�s just the water lapping at the jetty below.
Her voice continues behind me as if she�s trying to convince herself, not me.
�It was the birth, all that blood. I�ve thought about this and I�ve come to the conclusion that in a funny way Mum brought it on herself by having us there. I knew what I was doing�� I wanted what she�d had! And somehow in my mind it became a kind of weird female solidarity, a sharing�� everything was possible, there was nothing to stop us.� Somehow this hurts more than I thought it could. I turn my head and I�m surprised to find her standing over me�� I�m sitting on the jetty and I didn�t even know it.
The thin fabric of her skirt brushes once against my hair and I smell her smell, heavy like the frangipani and oddly threatening. I feel tense and want to move my head, but there�s a dullness now in my mind that won�t let me fight, won�t let me move, as if my every reaction is on trial here when it should be hers.
I sense the knife close to me, like a cold element drawing the air toward it. My feet dangle over the dock. I hear my voice: another part of me, the part that can deal with this. I can�t.
�And that�s when he did it?� Him�� the Prick�� his cuntishness made it happen. I can�t let go of that fact.
She touches me. Her knuckles brush the nape of my neck, chilling my spine.
�It took half the night to get to it. We were drunk but he wasn�t that drunk. He was sober enough to enjoy the fear. It had started in the river. Well, it had started a lifetime before that�� my lifetime! But he was high on the idea of Jack, high and shit-scared at the same time of what he might do. That was the only thing that gave him the balls with me: death rattling off the numbers, reeling him in a little closer. I think he would have fucked anyone that night. I just made sure it was me.�
It�s nothing new. There is nothing in the world she could surprise me with. But still it hurts when I remember how weirdly innocent that day felt�� or feels now; perhaps the last time I really thought of us as a family.
My head floats in the night with a knife at my neck, or perhaps it�s still her knuckles?
I want to hit her. I feel a familiar pain�� an opening onto a dangerous store of anger I don�t want to touch because it�s too long-established, it�s like going back. I turn to look up at her.
�The baby�� was that just more bullshit, or were you serious?� She nods. �But he�s terrified of fucking me now. Anyway, that�s not what I want.�
�What do you want?�
I think I know the answer, though I don�t want to admit it�� because admitting it means I�ve thought about it too. I stare at her legs. If I grabbed her now and pulled her down, I think I could get rid of the knife without too much trouble.
As always, she�s ahead of me. �You�ll see I do this better than you.�
And almost nonchalantly she swipes at me with the blade, cutting my cheek.
I go for her, but she�s above me and she dodges to one side, bringing the knife down to trim a line through the shirt I�m wearing and across my back underneath, then tossing it into the water so fast and so decisively that I�m stunned.
�There,� she says, like the schoolgirl she once was, proving her point. �I can�t do it either. But I never wanted to.�
I�m on my feet, the cut on my back feeling cool and fresh and dampening a little. Her tongue comes into my mouth and I jerk my head back, frightened by the taste of her, her breath, the hint of rum in her saliva. But I�m lying to myself, because I do want it, the click of our teeth knocking together, the replay of Magda�s kiss running through my brain�� as if we�re in competition: I�ve got to go deeper, get beyond anything that mindless Polish zombie could.
I grip her, our mouths still locked, but hesitating, the part of me that wants to wrestling with a resistance to bending to her will, becoming her puppet once again. But that�s a lie, too�� there is nothing here but weakness and selfishness on my part. I want her, there�s no excuse, no reason, and as I realize this and my mind enters a sort of limbo that�s always been there, on the border, an element of doubt creeps in. She is struggling, she is fighting to push me away. But suddenly I am super-powerful and it�s like traveling home: I span the sea, I�m in England one minute, here the next�� what�s to stop me? Anyway, I�ve been through too much, she owes me. She owes me this one fucking thing.
I force her down on the deck, keeping her away from the edge where we might both roll in. The skirt she�s wearing is fine and loose and it bunches in folds when I shove it up to free her legs from her bikini string.
I drag myself half out of my shorts and hoist myself on to her, but then I hesitate again, hearing the water and seeing the candle�s suddenly blinding light. Like a shared thought, Jessie clamps her teeth down on the hand that�s been covering her mouth and directs it�� with a shaking, determined grip�� toward the candle�s tiny flame. I feel the bite and then the burn but stifle a cry, just as Jessie is silent, letting her hold my hand there a moment more.
She lets go and I crash on to my elbow, my hand crumpling with the pain. There is pain everywhere: across my back, across my face, driving me on with the realization that if I stop now the pain will never ever stop, I�ll feel more appalled with myself than if I continue. She tries to slide out from under me, but I pull her back.
�Oh God, Tom,� she gasps, a hand clenching my Adam�s apple tight, throttling me to hold me off. �Do it right. This isn�t the first time.� And that stops me. I try to think of a connection, my mind flailing, a familiar sick hole boring its way through my stomach.
�It wasn�t Sonny,� she says. �You�re not Sonny�s style.�
She is unbeatable. There is nothing other than her, though I�ve got to find something if I�m going to survive. She can live like this; I can�t. I stay where I am, smelling the frangipani in the air and I realize it�s Jessie that I smell�� it�s a bit like I imagine death might smell. She is death for me. Whatever else I might do, finally I come back to this: the soft clasp of Jessie�s thighs and the furry mouth inbetween.
�Do it right,� she says, turning away. �I�ll be a terrible mother, I�ll let the kid just shit where it stands. But I want a baby. Do it right.�
She crawls onto all fours, rolling her skirt up. She is facing the island, a soft, velvety black land-mass in the starlight.
It�s taken this long, but I love her.
�

The Opening Chapter of the US Edition

When The War Zone was first being prepared for publication in the United States (simultaneous with its British publication), my American editor at Doubleday in New York, David Gernert, suggested that perhaps I should think about changing the opening chapter of the book, because he thought the first sentence, �Two pictures of England: I know which one I�d choose,� might discourage some American readers from buying it.
His argument was that those readers might think it contained specifically English subject matter, whereas David�� who was very excited by the novel, and whose remarkable enthusiasm not only excited me in turn but seemed to galvanize everyone at Doubleday to get behind it�� told me that he believed it to be among �the four or five most important novels� he had ever published.
I chose to open this 20th Anniversary edition of the book with the original British chapter, because I like the energy of it and I still remember the Friday afternoon in London when I wrote the words and knew that I had found the �voice� for the book.
But I thought it might be interesting to include the first chapter of the US edition for comparison�� since it was a challenging exercise to try to find a new opening for the novel: one that did not dilute the power of what I hope the original British opening chapter achieved. Over the years, I have come to like both almost equally.
Alexander Stuart
May 2009


1
(US Edition)

Alie: the three of us together on the water, me and two people I�m tied to for life.
It�s a perfect day, if you trust perfection. We�re on the river, me, Dad and Jessica, piled into a canoe. We�ve had no sleep. Our new brother has been born this morning and it�s jolted me, it�s no small thing, it has taken me where I breathe and chucked me onto the rails of some thundering, life-fucking train I knew nothing about. Or maybe I did. Maybe it�s just confirmed that so much of what we�re told is important all the time is crap. We�re afraid of what�s real, what�s there, just under the surface. I know I am.
�
So we�re celebrating. We are having a good time. At least, I think that�s what we�re doing. I, for one, am so wired by the night and the incredible sunshine we�re having and by what happened to the car that the details tend to be a little blurry. Of course, it could be the wine. Dad brought a bottle of wine, so he had no option but to share it with us. What did happen with the car? When we left it wherever we left it, its nose was all punched in, like a prizefighter down on his luck. Did that happen before the baby was born or after? I�m not sure. The last twenty-four hours seem to have got all twisted, so that today still feels like yesterday and the soccer match I watched on TV last night when we were all so restless might have been this morning, after the birth but before this drunken cavort on the river.
Actually, I�ve had very little of the wine. Dad and Jessie polished off most of the bottle. It always tastes like petrol to me, but I love the burn in the stomach, the buzz in the head.
�
We are drifting under a bridge now, using the paddle to avoid scraping against the moldy brickwork on one side. The air down here is dark and dank and cooler than in the sun. This is it, the English countryside, green and untouched�� well, maybe just fingered a little by the bastards whose chemical plants pump out crap right into this water, or the other sort, the really desperate buggers who wait here in the gloom with the bats and water rats, hungry for a friend, waiting to pump something else out, hungry for their brief taste of life on the TV news or in the tabloids. At least Devon has some balls. It�s a little bit wild, not all afternoon tea and morons who actually believe what they hear on BBC radio. But it�s not the city.
As we emerge back into the light, a hail of small pebbles hits the water around the canoe, thrown by three kids, a little older than me, a little younger than Jessie. They whistle and shout at her, not bothered by Dad�s presence, asking if she isn�t too hot in her bikini. They seem very keen to draw her attention to something floating on the water, one of them curving a cigarette packet through the air to splash down close to the object in question. I stare at it, puzzled at first by what looks like an old surgical glove or a monkey�s bulbous arse at the zoo. Then I realize the truth: it�s a condom, swollen with water (and milk or something, I don�t want to know) and tied like a balloon. Jessica smiles darkly and looks back at the boys, insects all, waving and jeering. They haven�t a clue. They haven�t a clue what they would be tangling with if they tangled with my sister.
�
This isn�t my life, my life was something else. Days ago, that�s all, but already out of my reach.
North London. The Harrow Road. I�ve cycled up here from the poncy foreign calm of Bayswater. Two black kids have just tossed a woman�s shopping bag off a moving bus, then jumped after it. They don�t want what�s in it, they just don�t want anything to stand still. A plastic carton of eggs hits the pavement near the relics of a secondhand furniture shop. Squeeze-wrapped sausages vanish under a car tire. My bike scrunches across a box of cornflakes and one of the kids chucks a loaf of bread at my face. It�s amazing, the punch sliced white can carry.
�Fuck off!� I shout.
�Fuck you, Maurice!� the other one yells, making the name sound French and faggoty. A ketchup bottle buzzes past my ear and smashes in the road.
�Maurice?� I wonder. I pedal harder as both of them come after me, one on the pavement, the other dodging the traffic to try and catch hold of my rear mudguard. I turn two corners and wheel down a street pitted with ruts and potholes, then slide through a piss-smelling alley between dark houses and come out onto waste ground. The boys will find me if they want to, but I don�t think they�re that motivated.
I take a breather and stare out over the view, my pulse racing. Through a wire fence and down an embankment, railway tracks stretch into the distance. A single line curls off at one point into a shed half buried by the shadow of the road bridge. Nearby, the gravel under the sleepers is stained with rust, a color you don�t see much of in Bayswater.
I�m on high ground and the land dips away from me across the tracks, toward the poky back gardens of terraced houses. Their scraggly lawns and washing lines edge onto a dumping ground littered with rotting mattresses, a wrecked pushchair, black rubbish sacks, the scarred remains of a fire.
Above all this hangs a big expanse of sky, blood red where it touches the backbone of the houses, spilling out overhead into a great, glowing fish tank of orange and blue. London is wonderful, I love it. It�s alive, spreading out before me, old and new, humming like the railway track, telling me everything�s great, I can do anything here�� if only we weren�t moving next week.
�
This is my sentence, then, for a crime I�m guilty as hell of but can�t put my finger on just now, there are so many. Devon, tranquil Devon, the Devon we have moved to, maybe not as tranquil as it used to be, but too bloody tranquil for me. Rubbers in the river are nothing�� I want the scum of London, turds in the doorways, the stench of telephone booths, the heat from a burning car. London looks beautiful with all that stuff. Everything�s falling apart, but still the city has splendor. The country, well the country doesn�t know what to do with itself anymore. It doesn�t have a hope, it doesn�t know how to be healthy: the water we�re paddling through must be thick with invisible pollution, radioactive fallout, and yet�
And yet Jessica has just slipped out of the canoe to swim in that muck. It�s clear enough, even the green and slimy weed three feet down is visible, but it feels too warm to me. English water is never warm, not outside, not without the help of some factory somewhere, pissing out hot waste�� or a minor cock-up at the nearest reactor. But there�s no time to think such thoughts. Something else is happening, something I�m a part of but can�t quite understand. Perhaps I�m just tired, confused, heat hazed?
We have turned a bend in the river and are well out of sight of the boys on the bridge. The trees here grow right by the water, their branches almost meeting overhead so that the sun shoots a web of light across us all. Jessie is swimming close to the canoe, her back flashing in the triangles of sun, her skin browner than I ever I manage to get. She kicks hard, reaching awkwardly behind her to untie her bikini top�
�
But wait a minute. None of this is going to mean anything unless I can make you understand how weird we all felt that afternoon, how watching a fresh little bastard come sliming into the world from the collective pool of your family blood makes you think about things you might otherwise not choose to consider. We felt close, all right, but it was a closeness that cut through the bullshit of family life and suspended the rules. I�m talking about honesty. And, you know, when you get down to it, honesty�� life without the lies, the protective film of accepted behavior�� is bloody dangerous.

Afterword
by Tim Roth

In 1996, when I decided to look for material to direct, the first thing that came through the door was The War Zone. Sarah Radclyffe�� a producer I had worked with as an actor some years before, on A World Apart�� heard I was interested in directing and gave a copy of Alex�s novel to my agent, Ilene Feldman. I sat down, read it and it made me cry, it just broke my heart. It was beautiful and sad, and thankfully I felt it was really cinematic.
This was important to me, because I didn�t want to make a faux documentary, I wanted to make a piece of cinema. I grew up watching great British and European films, with widescreen images and beautiful lighting, and I was inspired by two of our most extraordinary directors, Alan Clarke and Ken Loach�� people who made films that came from their hearts. And to a certain extent I wanted to make traditional, old-fashioned cinema�� a grown-up film about what people do to their children. The emotions the book brought out in me are what I went on, gut reaction, but the film would have to work on a suspense level as well, in terms of Tom�s discovery of what was happening around him. I saw in it the opportunity to make the kind of film that we just don�t see enough of any more, a film that genuinely has the potential to say something.
The War Zone was the first thing that came along, but it was also the hardest. I had no sense before I read it of what kind of film I wanted to direct, except that I knew I wanted to jump in the deepest part of the deep end and find out if I could do the job. People asked, �Why this subject? Why this film?� I said, �What do you want me to do, a light comedy? To get my toes wet, see if I can direct? What�s the point?�
I thought it was a universal story, a family with two kids. They seem to love each other, and they do love each other. The parents want the best for their children, and the kids just want to be kids: like all children that age, they are trying to define themselves. But the family harbors a secret. The book showed that incest is everywhere, even in a family that truly love each other. It is the universal taboo. But Alex�s novel wasn�t the horror we read about in the newspaper and see on the evening news. It wasn�t sensationalist or something only affecting other people; it felt real and complex, and you could see how damaged the characters were right away. Jessie was hurting and defiant, and Tom was wonderful. He was going through his own hard adolescence when he witnessed this horrible act. Ultimately, all the love in the family couldn�t hide what the father was doing. He seemed at first like a great dad, a dad you�d want to have�� then you found out what he was, and it was devastating. That was what I wanted to portray: I wanted a family that anyone could identify with, Black, Asian, American, English, a family that has a dark secret.
I see film as a medium that can be understood across all boundaries. I believe in the importance of images. A story on film must be told not through dialogue, like a play, but with what you see. I wanted to end up with a film that honored the book and honored the subject. The worst adaptation is a literal adaptation�� somehow you must follow your instincts and be true to the sadness of it. I wanted the audience to receive the impact of the book in the same way that I had.
Before The War Zone, I had been told by directors I had worked with I should direct, but I didn�t want to give up acting to do it. It did intrigue me�� the machinations of film-making, the fact that you have to have eighteen-hour conversations about wallpaper, about every single detail of the film; to do it just fascinated me, the chance to get involved with all the elements of film-making that had passed me by as an actor. But then there was the insecurity of an actor as well�� if I gave up my job for two years to make this film, would they want me back?
What surprised me about the process of making the film was everything. The screenplay, the crew, the actors, the family we invented. Everyone put such warmth and effort into the production. It was like no set I had been on before. I saw the trailer the other day�� and that surprised me, too. They got it right first time, the team who made it. I sat down and started watching it and I had to stop and see it again�� it made me cry.
On the day we started filming, I had a general fear of shooting for the first time, but once I�d got the first take under my belt and talked to my actors, it was down to business, to making it work, trying to get the cast up to the emotional standard I wanted. Directing has to be about communication, that was what Alan Clarke had�� an absolute ability to communicate with the cast and crew. You either know or you don�t know about directing, and that�s what you have to find out.
I think I knew I had a sense of composition, of filmmaking, and I surrounded myself with the best technical people, so I knew that would work, but to me the one thing that scared me was the actors, because I�d been badly directed myself in the past and I knew what that felt like�� it�s a scary thing to be out there as an actor in the first place, and I was asking them to do things that I didn�t know I could do myself. And they did extraordinary stuff.
What has impressed me most about the whole project is the commitment of the crew and the actors who came to it with a passion, with a deep concern for the subject, and even when it was emotionally very difficult for them, they weren�t afraid to push themselves beyond what felt safe. I think they loved this family and were heartbroken at its destruction. This is an important and universal subject�� children are everywhere, victims are everywhere, parents are everywhere, but so are abusers.
Tim Roth
May 1999


The War Zone Diary
by Alexander Stuart

Life before Tim
For a book as undeniably dark and difficult as The War Zone is, the response it has provoked has been a remarkably positive force in my life.
Even the publication-year furor in 1989, when I was told my novel had won the Whitbread Best Novel Prize (now the Costa Book Award), only to have it snatched away because juror Jane Gardam so objected to my �repellent� book that she complained to Whitbread itself that it would reflect poorly on them as a �family company� (a brewery, no less) if The War Zone were to win, was probably more prestigious�� and certainly more interesting�� than winning the prize itself.
Although originally commissioned on the strength of a fifteenpage outline for Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson at Hamish Hamilton in the UK, I had no idea when I finished The War Zone whether it would find an audience at all. My young son, Joe Buffalo, was sick with cancer for most of the writing of the novel, and only the fact that I felt driven to complete it, when I had no interest in anything other than spending time with him, gave me a sense that the book might have some worth.
The novel was published simultaneously in Britain and the United States, where, surprisingly, given my liberal use of English slang, it was better received than at home�� until the Whitbread controversy prompted British newspapers that had previously ignored the book to break their silence.
Within months of publication, a friend introduced me to film producer Barbara Broccoli�� daughter of the legendary James Bond producer, Cubby�� who wanted to develop a film of the novel. I liked and trusted Barbara enormously�� I made it a condition of our deal that she go down the helter-skelter with me on the pier in Brighton, where I lived at the time, and she did.
She commissioned me to adapt my novel as a screenplay. I wrote two drafts, but it was the same year that my son died, and aside from any problems the subject matter itself may have created in terms of developing a film, my heart wasn�t in it and I was difficult to deal with�� I remember arriving at one meeting so angry, it took an hour and a half to calm me down.
When Barbara�s option in the novel expired, another producer, Eric Abraham, approached me. As much a fan of writers as directors�� a rare find in the film industry�� Eric had a real enthusiasm for the book and also wanted me to adapt it myself. (It�s fairly unusual for authors to adapt their own material, often for good reason.) He was happy to involve director Nicolas Roeg, a friend I greatly admired as a filmmaker, and with whom I had made Insignificance a few years before.
Despite a reputation in the industry for being somewhat abrasive, Eric was enormously supportive over the next couple of years, as I wrote various drafts of the script and we attempted to find finance for what we knew would be a difficult film. Eric stayed on board when I separated from my long-term partner, Ann Totterdell (Joe�s mother), and moved from Brighton to Miami Beach, to rebuild my life after my son�s death.
Eric remained unfazed when�� as part of a deal to involve a new director, Danny Boyle, who had just made Shallow Grave (and is now world-renowned for the multi-Oscar winning Slumdog Millionaire)�� another producer, Sarah Radclyffe, who was also a long-time friend of mine, became a part of the equation.
At the time of Danny�s involvement, after a period in which I had begun to wonder whether the film would ever get made, I felt a new excitement for the project. I was in Australia at the time, with my girlfriend (now my wife and the mother of our children), Charong Chow, who was studying abroad, and we both flew to London to stay at Sarah�s house and meet with Danny.
Danny was a blast of fresh energy, with a commitment of his own to the subject matter of the book. As artistic director of the Royal Court Theatre in London in 1990, he had called me once at home out of the blue and asked me to adapt The War Zone for the stage, but the stage rights were tied up with the film rights and I couldn�t do it.
Danny and I worked on various drafts of the screenplay during 1994 and early 1995, trying to crack some of the challenges the novel presented. Much of the power of the book came from the fact that Jessie is seen through Tom�s eyes�� her strength and deeply-buried pain were harder to establish objectively in the script, as a role for a young actress. We had long discussions about how much Tom should know, and when.
One of our major changes�� decided during a bus trip in Cuba, where Danny was showing Shallow Grave at the 1994 Havana Film Festival�� was to end the film in Devon and resolve everything at the cottage, rather than jumping to the change of time and place (ironically, a Caribbean island) that I had used at the end of the novel.
Sadly, although Channel Four Films loved Danny ( Shallow Grave had been a big success for them), and had been interested in The War Zone for some time, we could not get the project to a stage where they would commit to financing it.
Finally, Danny had to choose between The War Zone and another film he had been developing, Trainspotting. I was devastated when he told us his decision, but it would be hard to argue that he made a mistake.
After Danny�s departure in 1995, I found it difficult to get excited by any other director that Sarah or Eric suggested, even threatening to walk away from the project entirely when I found one proposed director�s take on the material completely lacking in the passion I felt it needed. But the fact that Nic and Danny had worked so hard with me for so long sustained me with the belief that ultimately we�d find the right person.
Perversely, it was when I flew to Los Angeles in early 1996 to discuss with Kiefer Sutherland an entirely different undertaking, a screenplay of Bill Buford�s stunning account of soccer hooliganism, Among the Thugs, that I got my answer�� and The War Zone was finally up and running.
�
Enter Roth
Tuesday March 5, 1996
One of the great days! The meeting with Kiefer and Alliance went well this morning�� I think they�re going to commission me to write the script of Among the Thugs.
I feel so good by the end of the meeting, I ask to check my hotel voicemail before we leave the room. There are six messages from Tim Roth, whom I�ve never met, saying he�s just read my novel, The War Zone, and wants to direct it as a film. Each message as he tries to reach me grows a little more discouraged�� �I know you�re only in town for a couple of days. Let�s meet.� He leaves his number, his mobile number, his agent�s number. I call back immediately, talk to him, and arrange to meet at 8:00 tonight in the bar of the Bel Age Hotel.
�
Now I�m really excited. I call my friend, Susan Ruskin, and meet her for lunch. Move out of my hotel and into her house for a night. I meet Tim at 8:00 p.m. as arranged. He seems much the same in life as on screen�� down-to-earth, friendly, still very English despite having lived in LA for six years. I tell him I saw him at the Groucho Club in London a year before. I�d wanted to go up to him and tell him how good I thought he was in Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction (which I don�t usually do�� I never approach actors), but someone distracted me. Tim tells me he was probably drunk anyway!
We start talking about The War Zone. He loves the book and has a powerful understanding of its themes. He wants to make an uncompromising film about abuse�� something that will confront the audience, let them feel the pain. He relates the novel directly to my experience of losing my son, Joe Buffalo. He talks openly and sensitively about the pain I went through, and his strength of feeling and compassion make me feel in turn that he would bring that commitment to the screen.
He wants to focus on the children, make us understand what Jessie and Tom are going through. I think he sees Jessie as more immediately a victim than she appears in the book. He says she�s damaged�� which is how I�ve always seen her, but I wanted the discovery to come late, so that you think she�s strong and frighteningly powerful, then you realize why she�s who she is and how she is.
In the novel, I wanted to push the idea of Jessie�s apparent power and culpability, in order to make Dad�s guilt more complex�� not simply because I wanted to suggest at the end that the abuse may have been going on all her life, but also to underline the fact that no parent ever escapes the responsibility of being a parent, no parent must ever cross that line.
But I can live with Tim�s approach, because of the emotion I feel he will bring to the film, and because I know that, from a writer�s perspective, filmmaking involves giving up ownership. There�s just no choice, unless you direct the material yourself: it�s a director�s medium and a collaborative effort.
We start discussing films we love, such as My Life as a Dog and Days of Heaven�� the way they make you see the world through a child�s eyes. And Tim talks passionately about two of the directors who have most influenced him�� Alan Clarke, for whom he made his stunning debut in Made in Britain, and Mike Leigh, for whom he made Meantime�� plus a third, Ken Loach, who greatly inspired him.
Talking to him, I never question in my mind whether he can direct�� he�s never done it before, and actors don�t always make the best directors, but there�s something about Tim, his confidence, the integrity and power he�s always brought to his roles, that blows away any doubts. More than anything there�s an honesty to him that makes me feel that I can trust him.
He wants to start working on The War Zone right away: he�s impatient to get on, though he has other films to do first as an actor, maybe a year and a half of commitments. For the first time�� or at least the first time since Danny dropped out�� I absolutely believe that The War Zone will happen. Tim has a passion for it that goes far beyond the film industry�� he seems to need to make this film, the way I needed to write the book when Joe Buffalo was sick. And on a practical level, the fact that he�s currently Oscar-nominated for Best Supporting Actor for Rob Roy, makes me feel secure that, even on such a potentially difficult project, someone in this kudos-driven industry will back him.
This feeling is underlined by the number of times Tim is approached while we talk in the Bel Age bar. A woman comes up, says she�s a fan, mentions the Oscars, and asks for his autograph. She is not alone. Then the manager of the bar approaches us as we are leaving and says, �You�re a legend, Mr Roth, a legend.� I didn�t know people actually said things like that!
Tim follows me out in his car and as we hit Sunset Boulevard, he pulls alongside and shouts, �That�s the spot where Gary and Kiefer got arrested��� a reference to a story I�ve mentioned, which Kiefer Sutherland told me earlier in the day, about his getting arrested with Gary Oldman after Kiefer�s marital near-miss with Julia Roberts. I drive back to Susan�s house, not quite believing the day I�ve just had.
�
Wednesday March 13, 1996
This past week, I have been in LA, back home with Charong in Miami Beach for about 24 hours, then in Boston visiting Charong�s cousin Cathy, and in New York visiting our friends, Frankie and Andre.
Tonight I call Tim from a payphone at Madison Square Garden, where we are seeing Oasis play live. He will go to England for meetings about The War Zone as soon as the Oscars are over on March 25, then I will go to LA in April to start mapping out our first draft of the screenplay together.
�
Monday April 1, 1996
Tim calls, excited, from London to say that at his first meeting�� with George Faber at the BBC�� he was offered the money to make The War Zone. Although I haven�t doubted for a moment that he can direct, I think he is thrilled by this proof that he is being taken seriously. He is meeting with five or six other companies that might finance the film�� including David Aukin at Channel Four Films, who has been involved with the project since Danny Boyle. It might be good to have a fresh start, but Channel Four has a great reputation with films as diverse as Trainspotting, Four Weddings and a Funeral, My Beautiful Laundrette, A World Apart and A Room with a View.
�
Thursday April 4, 1996
Dixie Linder calls from Sarah Radclyffe�s office in London to say that Tim has established a great track record with his meetings with potential financiers�� everyone he�s met wants to be involved with the film, even though it�s such a difficult subject.
Nothing is set yet, but I think Tim�s feeling is that we�ll probably go with Channel Four, because they seem to guarantee the greatest artistic freedom.
One of Tim�s conditions for doing this film has been that we avoid American finance, because even independent companies like Miramax tend to get heavily involved in shaping the script or, failing that, reshaping the film through editing (Miramax chief Harvey Weinstein�s nickname in the industry is �Harvey Scissorhands�).
�
Saturday April 6,1996
I flew from Miami to LA yesterday to start working with Tim on outlining the new script.
We meet at 11:00 this morning at Tim�s agent, Ilene Feldman�s offices on Sunset Boulevard, a wonderful place to work. It�s quiet, there�s no one about, the offices are decorated in a very relaxed, noncorporate style using mostly dark-wood furniture from Asia, and Ilene�s office has a fine view over Los Angeles.
Tim doesn�t want to see any of the scripts of The War Zone that I wrote for Danny Boyle, Nic Roeg or Barbara Broccoli�� perhaps eight or nine drafts in all. He wants to start afresh from the novel, and his first advice to me is to go away and read my own book!
It�s funny; no one has ever suggested this before. Obviously, I�ve read it many times, from proofreading the various editions to working on the previous scripts, but Tim wants me to read everything, not just the parts I think have useful plot points or dialogue. With this in mind, he�s had a friend scan his lone paperback copy of the novel, blow it up to script format and make copies for both of us.
We ease into working together, with an hour or so before lunch, then take a break and a couple of beers, then back to it for the rest of the afternoon. I take notes, but have a cassette recorder running as insurance in case I miss anything. One of the first things we talk about is changing the season in the film from summer to winter.
Summer was always really important to me in the novel�� the idea of a really hot, unusual, primal English summer, with Devon almost as a jungle: nature gone crazy. But because of the unpredictability of British summers, we�ve twice lost the chance to shoot the film with Danny Boyle, and moreover I�ve just seen the film Fargo and I love the idea of a totally fresh start on the script with a far bleaker natural backdrop.
This seems to fit absolutely with Tim�s thinking�� he is already talking very precisely about how he�d like to shoot the film, using a widescreen format and powerful Turneresque landscapes. Later, he takes me to Book Soup on Sunset Boulevard, to leaf through art books, trying to find the exact mood he wants.
Another major discussion is of Dad�s profession. In the book, he�s an architect and this provides a target for some of Tom�s resentment toward him, but Tim wants the family to be closer to his own roots, more working-class, so we decide that Dad might instead work in architectural salvage, ripping valuable old pieces out of other people�s homes�� and ripping them off in the process.
To some extent, this feels like another loss of authorship for me, since I have always wanted the family to be middle-class because the clich� of abuse is of a working-class family, whereas it happens in every class: just as much in the houses of the well-off as in a council house. But it�s important to Tim, and I feel that he, more than anyone, has to be comfortable with the milieu of the film.
We discuss structuring the film so that it�s essentially through Tom�s eyes, as in the book, so that we share not only Jessie�s pain, but Tom�s discovery of and exclusion from the abuse that will tear his family apart.
We talk about the possibility of using voice-over�� the novel is very internal, and it�s hard to capture the complexity of Tom�s situation without being inside his head. We both feel that voice-over can work spectacularly well in films such as Badlands or Goodfellas, but we�re not sure if we want it yet.
Every time I have doubts about where I might go with a particular moment, Tim tells me, �Go back to the novel. Look at what�s there, use that.�
I appreciate the fact that he trusts me: that I�m not interested simply in recreating the novel on screen, but rather in trying to get to the essence of it and translate it to a different medium. He obviously doesn�t feel that by encouraging me to go back to the book, I�ll wind up being too literary, the way some novelists are when they adapt their own material. Personally, I think my biggest liability when I adapt my own material is that I tend to want to throw everything out�� even the parts that made it work in the first place�� and start again.
Another encouraging aspect of working with Tim is that because of his position in the industry�� and his confidence�� he has established that I will work solely with him on the script. No one else will see it until both of us are happy with it, and then, if anyone has any issues, they will have to deal first with Tim, not me.
I have known the producers, Sarah Radclyffe, Dixie Linder and Eric Abraham, for several years, and I like working with them, but it�s liberating to be answerable to one person�� and one person who is very clear in what he wants�� rather than going through notes from four or five different points of view.
�
Friday April 12, 1996
A great week working with Tim at his house in the hills above the reservoir in Silverlake, east of Hollywood. I meet his wife, Nikki, who�s incredibly nice, and their wonderful eighteen-month-old son, Hunter. Nikki takes a photograph of me with Tim in front of the Mr Orange poster from Reservoir Dogs in his office, a picture I have to this day on the bookshelves in my office.
I also have a meeting with Katy Coyle at Showtime about Among the Thugs, which is looking good�� they want me to go to New York to meet Bill Buford, who wrote the book, and start outlining the script. I think the fact that my novel, Tribes, deals with the same subject, soccer violence, is a plus.
Tim says he enjoys working with me, that it�s easy. We�ve been talking about how The War Zone should play on looks and gestures as much as dialogue�� on the emotions and small moments that run through every family�� especially in the early scenes, where we want the audience to like and feel as comfortable as possible with our characters.
Tim wants me to look at old silent-movie scripts to see how they were written, so I call around and find a very helpful librarian at the Script Library of the University of Southern California.
This morning I drive to the USC campus in downtown LA�� a strange juxtaposition of old, neoclassical elegance and surrounding urban decay.
The script library is impressive, if not a little daunting: it makes me aware of just how much of this town was built on the movie business. The silent scripts the librarian has found for me are great�� he�s even tried to find some dealing with incest, but couldn�t, because the library mostly has collections from what became the major studios, and a script about incest in the 1910s or 1920s would have been made by a smaller, more radical company.
The scripts themselves are originals, sometimes carbon copies, on ancient, fragile, almost translucent typing paper. I am told to leave my bag behind and sit in a room, with a young graduate student on duty as an observer/guardian.
The librarian, in addition to providing a selection of early short screenplays, has found a number of books from the 1910s dealing with writing for silent cinema. But it is the quality of writing in the scripts themselves that impresses me�� all the emotion had to be on screen, rather than in the dialogue, for which there were only silent title cards�� so even the action passages were more lyrical than in the screenplays of today, where description is usually kept to a minimum.
Take these two brief excerpts from a 1921 script titled The Old Nest:
SCENE I STREET�� CARTHAGE
LONG SHOT of moonlight [sic] street, mysterious and lonely. A cat runs across the street. In the distance a buggy driven with speed comes forward, a lantern hung under is swinging violently.
SCENE 4 MOTHER�S ROOM
CLOSE-UP OF MOTHER (in her youngest period) looking like a Madonna in a soft focus, lighted by the lamp. She cuddles the sleeping baby to her breast and is musing upon it tenderly, as if she had been called from her bed by its cries.

After a morning�s work at USC, I drive out to Joshua Tree National Park, three hours east of Los Angeles, beyond Palm Springs. I have been here once before and want to return because the Mojave and Colorado deserts are so beautiful and tranquil, and this is my last full day in LA before I fly back to Miami tomorrow.
I sit in the sun on the hood of my car, staring at the backlit, strangely glowing cholla cacti and reading the blown-up copy of my novel that Tim has given me, using colored markers to highlight elements and lines of dialogue that I might want to use in the script.
I also write a birthday card to my friend and one of the film�s producers, Dixie Linder, telling her how excited I am and pleased for us all that this film is finally going to happen. (Dixie and Sarah Radclyffe have been involved since Danny Boyle first came on board in 1994.)
Then I have a wild drive back along the freeways into Los Angeles, to meet Tim in Silverlake at a bar called the Dresden, and catch a bizarre lounge act by the owners�� a couple who have been performing (badly) songs such as The Girl from Ipanema for about fifteen years, long before it was fashionable to clutch a Martini and pretend you�re Dean Martin.
�
Wednesday May 15, 1996
Tim calls three times today from the set of Gridlock�d, the movie he�s shooting on the streets of Los Angeles with rapper Tupac Shakur. Charong is amused when I take one of Tim�s calls in the shower�� she says, �It�s your boyfriend,� and reminds me that I don�t answer even her calls when I�m showering.
Tim seems really happy with the way the script is developing�� I�ve been faxing him pages as I write, and sounding out some of our ideas via email with a friend of his, Margaret Hussey, whose opinion he trusts. Tim says I�m on a roll, which makes me feel fantastic.
I�ve been trying to remain true to our early meetings, the energy and direction we found then. Writing a dark tale of Devon in Miami Beach requires a degree of imagination, so to get in the mood I watch scenes from videos of My Life as a Dog and The Spirit of the Beehive before I work.
For maximum intensity, I slide in a tape of Tim�s first performance, in Made in Britain. A few minutes of Tim as a sly, intelligent, yet dangerously emotionally damaged neo-Nazi skinhead thug is enough to banish the palm trees, heat and humidity of Miami from my brain.
�
Friday June 7, 1996
After two months of working on the script in Miami Beach, I�ve flown to England, to do publicity in London for my Miami book, Life On Mars, some research for my next novel, Chinatown Nights, and to visit Bideford in North Devon, a town where Tim used to spend his summer holidays and where we will most likely shoot the film�� although the novel was set in South Devon, in a small village (unnamed in the book) called Branscombe.
I decide it would be nice to take my parents there, since living in Miami means that I don�t see enough of them. We drive the six hours from their house in Bexhill, and it feels very strange�� I realize I have not been on holiday with them, which is what this feels like, since I was at school!
We find a hotel on the outskirts of Bideford, then drive around the town in the late afternoon, and to Clovelly, a beautiful village Tim has told me about, built alongside steps down a steep hill to the sea. Even twenty years later, Tim�s memory of Devon is vivid�� he has even described to me a pub, the Red Lion, at the end of the old quay in Clovelly. But his memories are not fond, and I can sense in Bideford some of the bleakness he remembers from his childhood.
�
Saturday June 8, 1996
Today, I photograph my parents laughing and dancing together on the sand dunes at Instow, a few miles along the coast from Bideford, where we may shoot the scene in which Jessie and Tom stay out on the beach all night with Jessie�s local boyfriend, Nick.
These moments, and this trip, will come to have a special meaning for me, as my father is to die nearly a year later, in April 1997, from smoking-induced lung cancer.
In a perverse way, The War Zone�� which was always a difficult book for my parents to deal with, although absolutely not based on them�� will give us some of our happiest final memories together.
�
Sunday July 14, 1996
I finish the first draft of the script for Tim. Great excitement. He is in Chicago filming Hoodlums, and says we�ll get together in LA to go through it when he�s finished in early September.
�
Friday September 6, 1996
Up at 5:00 a.m. today to fly from Miami to LA to work through revisions of the screenplay with Tim, who seems very happy with how it has developed.
He comes over to my hotel this afternoon, directly from a screening of Woody Allen�s new musical, Everybody Says I Love You, in which he plays a convict who gets involved with the daughter of a wealthy family, played by Drew Barrymore.
I am thrilled that he is responding so positively to the work I�ve done on the script. I have tried to stay true to our first intentions, and to Tim�s encouragement not to shy away from even our two most challenging scenes�� in the shelter, where Tom actually sees Dad abusing Jessie; and in London, where Jessie tries to persuade her older, single-parent friend, Carol (Sonny in the book), to sleep with Tom.
Following our early discussions, I�ve kept dialogue to a minimum, trying to play as much as possible off the looks, gestures and pain that the characters feel. But it�s great to work with someone who is only concerned with the honesty and power of the material. Tim doesn�t care if it�s difficult, controversial or uncommercial�� he says he will find a way to bring it to the screen, and I don�t doubt him.
This evening, after working all afternoon, we go to the Good Luck Bar in Silverlake for a drink. It�s a great spot, a former Chinese restaurant that�s dark and full of atmosphere.
While we are standing at the bar, talking about the script, a young woman of about twenty-two comes over, introduces herself and tells Tim that her friends have dared her that she wouldn�t come and talk to him. Tim is very nice and we chat for a while. The young woman is from Minnesota and is a big fan of his work.
After about five minutes, we tell her that we must get back to our discussion of the script, at which point she becomes quite hostile. We ask her politely to leave, but she won�t. I ask how she would feel if she were in a restaurant with her family in Minnesota and a complete stranger came up and wanted to talk? How would it be, I say, if after a few minutes of conversation, the stranger just wouldn�t leave?
But she simply becomes angry with Tim, turning on him and telling him that all actors are the same, arrogant and not interested in other people. She finally goes back to her friends. Tim always handles these situations well, but I�m glad it�s not a problem many writers have to face.
�
Sunday September 8, 1996
I wake early this morning to finish the revisions Tim and I have been discussing, then go to Kinko�s on Sunset Boulevard to print it out and make two bound copies.
Then it�s straight to Tim�s house for the afternoon, where we read it through aloud in the garden and make some final changes. Nikki is looking great�� she�s pregnant with their second baby, due in December.
In the evening, just as we are finishing up, and without analyzing it too much at first, we make a really significant change to the script�� we suddenly think: what if the baby, which has always been a boy, suddenly became a girl?
Once we�ve had the idea, it seems to make perfect sense. I had originally written a male baby into the novel because I had a son, and I liked the idea of Tom feeling slightly threatened by a new, younger brother. But once Tim and I start talking about a girl, it connects with everything else in the script. I have also reached the point, after so many years of working on different drafts, where anything fresh brings it alive for me again.
Above all, in this case, the risk of Dad continuing the abuse with a new daughter raises all kinds of new horrors, both for Jessie and the audience.
�
Monday September 9, 1996
Up early again to go through the script one more time and replace all references to the male baby with a girl. Thank god for the �find and replace� command on the computer�� although it doesn�t necessarily locate references to the baby�s gender in dialogue.
I meet Tim at Kinko�s on Sunset at noon, to print out the revised script once more. Kinko�s is busy�� it seems that everyone in Hollywood who isn�t an actor, is a screenwriter�� but for some reason, when you�re with Tim, you don�t have to wait in line. We go off to lunch while the bound copies are made.
In the afternoon, we relax at his house. Tim seems really happy and excited�� Nikki tells me that when he�s not, when he�s thinking about The War Zone and what he wants to do with it, he paces around the garden, smoking.
Instead, this afternoon, we open a couple of beers and I play with Hunter, dragging him down the small hill on their lawn, with him riding a plastic cooler as if it were a sled. After that, Tim and I go off for a Boys� Night Out at the Chateau Marmont Bar, before my flight back to Miami and Charong�� and work on the Among the Thugs script�� tomorrow.
A strange postscript to the day is that Tupac Shakur, with whom Tim filmed Gridlock�d earlier this summer, has just been shot in Las Vegas.
Tim had told me that he�d had a meeting with Tupac before making the film, to establish clearly that there would be no guns on the set�� Tupac was already afraid of being shot, as part of the East Coast-West Coast rap �gang war�.
Tim said that, for him, it was just a movie, he had a wife and young child and did not want to die making a film. Now Tupac has been gunned down in what is oddly described as a �car-to-car attack� on the Strip in Vegas.
�
Wednesday September 11, 1996
The scripts Tim and I FedExed to London on Monday have now been read.
Sarah Radclyffe calls me in Miami today, knocked out by the first material she has seen since Tim got involved with the film. Happily, her immediate response is that she wants to increase the budget�� the words you most want to hear from a producer. Dixie�s reaction to the script is simply, �Oh, my God.� Tim calls me several times, too, thrilled by their response.
This evening, in the graduate-level screenwriting class I currently teach at the University of Miami, I show my students Tim�s work in Made in Britain.
Even though the subject and context�� a British neo-Nazi skinhead thug�� are foreign to them, they are stunned by the madefor-television film�s power. And even though Tim�s character is almost uncompromisingly aggressive and unpleasant, they definitely feel his pain: one of my women students says she can�t understand how the characters around him don�t see how much he is hurting.
�
Friday September 13, 1996
Tupac Shakur died today, as a result of the gunshot wounds he received last weekend while driving with Death Row Records boss, Marion �Suge� Knight.
I call Tim to say that I am sorry to hear the news�� I don�t know that he and Tupac were especially close, but the death of anyone affects me powerfully since the loss of my child, especially when the circumstances seem so futile.
�
Sunday December 1, 1996
I come home from the University of Miami with Charong to an excited message from Tim on our answering machine: �We did it! Channel Four will fully finance the film�� or finance it with a French partner.�
He has talked to David Aukin in London, who has become a staunch supporter of Tim and the film�� and a wonderful email correspondent with me. There is just some minor tweaking of the script to be done, Tim says, then we�ll shoot it next autumn.
�
Sunday January 5, 1997
Tim and Nikki�s new baby, a boy, is born today around 1:40 a.m., Pacific Standard Time. Tim calls me at 8:31 a.m., Miami time, sounding over the moon. They�re naming their new son Michael Cormac, after one of their favorite writers, Cormac McCarthy.
Everyone should name their babies after writers, I think. In a celebratory mood, Charong and I go boating on Biscayne Bay.
�
Thursday May 1, 1997
Tim calls from London with the fantastic news that Channel Four is now absolutely committed to financing The War Zone.
He has had a really good meeting with David Aukin: the script has been approved and the production is greenlit. The plan now is to shoot next spring. Tim and Nikki will move their family to Europe this summer, while Tim acts in Giuseppe Tornatore�s The Legend of the Pianist on the Ocean in Italy; then they will find a house in London and Tim will start pre-production on The War Zone. We�re already starting to think seriously about casting ideas.
There is a general election in Britain today, which I have been following closely from Miami via the BBC�s excellent websites�� streaming audio and video of political coverage that really does erode the barrier the Atlantic Ocean presents.
The British Labour Party, which I have always supported, may finally win from the Conservatives and end the grim era that began when the dread Margaret Thatcher was elected in 1979 (although she was ousted by her own party in 1990, just as I was moving from Britain to Miami Beach). When I ask Tim what the mood is like in London, he says that it�s exciting, there is a sense of real change in the air.
Later, as Charong and I walk along Collins Avenue, after we have had dinner on Miami Beach, I receive excited calls on my cell phone from friends in Britain, saying that there has been a massive swing to Labour.
We get home to an ecstatic answering-machine message from our best friend in London, Spike Denton, loudly proclaiming, �It�s a landslide!�
After years of Thatcherism and then the appalling John Major, there finally is a new beginning. It augurs well for the film, I think: the sense that the repressive, male-dominated (Thatcher never did much for her own gender) power structure may be changing.
It has been strange living in America under Bill Clinton when, on many levels, the US has seemed a good deal more liberal than Britain.
�
Wednesday June 4, 1997
Tim calls from the Chateau Marmont to tell me that he likes my recent Guardian Questionnaire (a regular feature in the newspaper), and particularly my answer to the question, �How often do you have sex?� My response: �Why would anyone want to know?�
Tim�s comment about my comment: �It�s a little bit sweet, a little bit, �Fuck you.��
�
Tuesday January 27, 1998
(Charong and I are now living in Los Angeles, having moved here from Miami in August 1997.)
My birthday today. A videotape of The War Zone screen tests arrives, together with a birthday card from Tim, Dixie, Sarah and everyone in the production office�� a great birthday gift. I play the tape, a little nervously but mostly feeling confident that Tim has chosen well.
We have discussed the casting of the parents, Ray Winstone and Tilda Swinton, and I am excited by both, because we want parents who in the first instance appear sympathetic�� a father especially who, on first sight, would seem like a good father, a man to be trusted, at least as far as his children�s welfare is concerned.
It is the children who are still to be decided upon, because we want newcomers who have never acted before.
The tape contains two or three options each for Tom and Jessie, from the thousands of teenagers who have been seen by the casting director�� although I know that Tim is already fairly clear in his mind whom he would like to use. Ray and Tilda generously offered to take part in screen tests with the kids, and Seamus McGarvey, our brilliant young director of photography, has shot them in the widescreen format we intend using for the film, so when I see the tape, there is a real sense of how the film might be.
I watch the early tests with interest, but I know Tim has saved his favorite family for last, and when I see them, I know he�s right.
Lara Belmont, as Jessie, has the perfect mix of really interesting beauty (as opposed to simply glamour), vulnerability and strength that her character needs, and Freddie Cunliffe has the nervous smile, the awkwardness and what looks like a totally believable potential for trouble that immediately brings Tom alive for me.
It�s funny to think that, like a fabricated Hollywood publicity story, Lara has actually been found by our casting director walking through Portobello Market in London, and Freddie turned up to an open casting only because his friend wanted to play the role of Tom�� Freddie merely thought he might get a day�s work as an extra.
Aside from the fact that Lara and Freddie look so good individually, I am encouraged by how believable they are as brother and sister�� and how complete they look with Ray and Tilda as a family. At one point in the screen test, Ray tousles Freddie�s hair (and looks as if he might clip his ear, should it become necessary) and Lara makes a joke, then they all gather together�� and I can see that the War Zone family I first imagined back in 1983, when I was about to become a parent myself and first outlined the book, has become a flesh and blood reality.
I call Tim and Dixie at home, to tell them how happy I am with the screen tests. Tim seems relieved. There are only a couple of weeks now before I fly to England to meet the cast and crew, and go down to Devon to look at our locations. Our start date for the film is Monday, March 2nd. It�s finally happening!
�
Friday February 20, 1998
I fly into London early this morning, tired after the long haul from Los Angeles. I never sleep well on planes.
I go straight to Dixie�s flat in Hampstead, where I�m staying. I take a bath, then make it back into the West End just in time for The War Zone production meeting/pre-shoot cast and crew party at the Berkeley Square Cafe.
I feel somewhat jetlagged and slightly dazed as I sit listening to various members of the production discuss their needs and expectations. With Lara and Freddie in mind, Tim and Dixie have deliberately assembled a crew who are as friendly and positive as possible�� in Tim�s words, people the kids would want to hug, if necessary.
This is a difficult subject to deal with, so we want the process of making the film to be at least bearable, and at best a memorable experience for all involved. Most of the crew has made a huge effort to work on the film and feels it�s an important subject that needs to be addressed. Lara and Freddie�s parents have read the script and are aware of what�s involved, as are Lara and Freddie themselves. The last thing any of us wants is for the production to scar the kids in any way.
After some words of encouragement from Tim the meeting breaks up and the party begins. Christine and Christine, two friends of mine who have a chocolate shop in Brighton, have made a special War Zone cake for the occasion. I am introduced to everyone, but after a while the faces and identities start to melt into a jet-lagged blur.
Tilda and Freddie aren�t there, but I am especially interested to meet Ray and Lara. Ray is instantly likeable, a big man with a nononsense East London accent and a face you could love or fear in about equal measure. I sense him sizing me up, deciding whether I�m all right, and I reckon I�ve passed the test when he calls me �Al.�
Lara is simply beautiful�� slight, deceptively vulnerable at first, aware of all the difficulties the film might raise, but at the same time confident and excited. She has a great laugh�� more than anything, I remember her laughing at the party. I have a very encouraging conversation with her younger sister, who has read the script, too, and thinks it important that Lara does it.
I meet Kate Ashfield, who will play Lucy, a local Devon girl who cleans house for the family, and who must suggest the subtlest sense that something is wrong, while also dealing with Tom�s teenage crush on her. And I talk to Aisling O�Sullivan, the Irish actress who has the highly challenging role of Carol, Jessie�s London friend and mentor.
Aisling has a seductive accent and a powerful personality. She seems puzzled by Carol�s motivation. I try not to answer her questions too specifically (not difficult, given how tired I am), because her unease is exactly the quality we want.
I also meet Paul Webster, who has succeeded David Aukin as head of Channel Four Films�� now renamed Film Four. Paul is a good friend of Tim�s�� he produced Tim�s movies Little Odessa and Gridlock�d�� and is someone I knew when he worked at Palace Pictures, which released my film Insignificance. He seems genuinely excited by The War Zone, and I am relieved that it is in such good hands.
�
Sunday February 22, 1998
I drive to Devon with Dixie, who endures my tired and grumpy mood (I blame the jetlag!). We arrive at our picturesque collection of cottages, which are a few miles from Bideford and very welcoming, in time for dinner with Tim and Ray�� �the Top Man,� as Tim calls him. I meet Freddie for the first time, and find him encouragingly bright and enthusiastic about the film�� he�s read the novel as well as the script, and seems to understand what Tom is about.
I have a great time talking to Ray about everything from Sinatra and Sammy Davis (he loves the Rat Pack) to Stoli vodka and my script for Among the Thugs. Ray knows all the old football hooligans, like Harry the Dog, not to mention various East London hoodlums.
Ray himself is an intriguing mix of balls and heart: he loves the whole gangster chic, whether East End or Lower East Side, and I�m sure could handle himself in a tough situation, but he�s also a real family man, surprisingly considerate (only surprising because of our stereotype of a certain kind of man) and in touch with his emotions. I think he�ll be a perfect Dad, largely because the role scares the shit out of him.
He told Tim he wanted to play the part because he�s always playing abusers, and �it would be nice to play a good guy for a change!� Maybe he was joking, but I think a key for him to Dad�s character is that he refuses point-blank to admit to himself what he is. Ray was phenomenal in Gary Oldman�s Nil by Mouth, but here he�ll have to expose a part of himself that, as the father of his own teenage daughter, demands real courage and has certainly scared away other actors in the past. Anyway, it�s great to have him around, if only so that I can tease Dixie that Ray is the archetypal New Man.
�
Monday February 23, 1998
We have a read-through of the script today with our four leads, Lara, Freddie, Tilda and Ray. Tim has me read the directions aloud. Thanks to his desire to have a largely visual film, driven more by looks and gesture than dialogue, there is far more action in the script than I would usually include, so I have a lot to read, and reading it in front of the cast makes me feel self-conscious. It�s a good discipline, though, in terms of the writing�� just as bookstore readings have always made me want to be lethal in tightening up my prose.
Tonight at the pub, I jokingly tell Ray I am going to pick a fight with him. �No, you�re not,� he says, extremely convincingly. �You wouldn�t be able to write with no fingers.�
�I could type with my nose,� I tell him.
�Ah,� he grins, �but you wouldn�t have one of those, either.�
�
Friday February 27, 1998
Today for the first time, I see the interior of the house we are using as the family�s house in the film. My one-word response: �Fuck!!!�
It�s truly horrible: the art department has transformed a solitary Devon home, surrounded by windswept fields, into the most monstrous memory anyone could have of childhood. It�s dark, poky, totally claustrophobic and decorated with various styles of specially produced wallpaper that could drive anyone to commit murderous acts. In fact, I think it will look quite subtle on screen, but the effect of the house is to make anyone who enters it want to leave immediately.
I have spent the week getting to know various members of the unit. Michael Carlin, our Australian-born production designer and the bastard responsible for this aberration of a house, is a great character to have around, thanks to that dependable Ozzie ability to cut through any bullshit. I discover that Australians think of Brits as the great unwashed, when he tells me an Ocker joke: �Where do you hide a five-pound note from a Pom? Under a bar of soap.�
I am deeply impressed by the wartime shelter his department has built on the sea front here�� a recreation of the one I used in the novel for the key scene in which Tom witnesses his father abusing Jessie.
The art-department job, which is constructed of plywood and plaster above a rocky ocean promontory, is actually far more striking and dramatic than the bunker which inspired me, on the hillside at Branscombe.
I originally chose it for this section of the novel because I wanted a space that would be horrific and memorable�� the first time I saw it, the real shelter in Devon stank of urine, and was littered with used condoms.
The art department�s version on the rocks here looks, if anything, even more desolate, yet with a kind of vast, Turneresque seascape behind it that locates our characters firmly in a very primal Britain, just as Tim and I have wanted to do since our earliest discussions.
�
Tonight, I have dinner with Tilda Swinton and her husband, John, at their cottage, which is just across the way from where Tim, Ray, Dixie, Sarah Radclyffe, Seamus McGarvey, Michael Carlin and I are staying. Tilda has just had twins, which is perfect timing for us, as the mother in the film gives birth to a baby in a car wreck right at the beginning.
Tilda has a gracious, redheaded beauty, and is warm and real, absolutely enjoying motherhood at the moment (no doubt helped by the fact that the twins are both asleep by 8:30 p.m.). We talk at length about my son, Joe Buffalo�� staying in Devon has been quite strange, because this was a geographical starting-point for the book just before Joe was born, and somewhere I used to visit fairly regularly with Joe and his mother, Ann Totterdell. Seeing Tilda and John with their babies brings back memories, most of them wonderful but some also tied to the later pain of Joe�s cancer and death.
On a lighter note, we are all still reeling from Freddie�s unannounced disappearance yesterday. Our young lead actor, who�s in virtually every shot, quietly organized a taxi for the hour-plus ride to the nearest railway station, then took a train up to London for the night�� three days before we are due to start shooting. Despite the general fear and chaos this caused, he scores well for initiative.
�
Sunday March 1, 1998
Good pub lunch with everyone today. Afterwards, while we are all resting, Tim calls me from his cottage, two doors down. �Cup of tea?� he asks. We start shooting tomorrow, and he seems, if not nervous, then certainly slightly tense. It�s a huge responsibility for him, but nothing he has done or said since our first meeting has cast any doubt in my mind that he can pull it off.
Our producers, Sarah and Dixie, cook dinner for everyone tonight, and we gather around the table, all a little anxious but trying to hide it. The house is full of kids at the moment: Sarah�s two sons, Callum and Sam, are here with her husband, Bill, as are Michael Carlin�s wife, Laura, and baby daughter, Maeve, and it�s an effective distraction. As a good-luck totem, Tim gives me a champagne cork with a coin in the top of it, which he says he does at the start of every film.
I go to bed filled with anticipation about the start of production tomorrow. It�s been almost ten years since the book was published, during every year of which I have worked on various drafts of the script with various producers and directors. Now we are finally getting to make it!
�
Monday March 2, 1998
Didn�t sleep well last night�� I�m still on California time. I get up at 5:30 a.m., email Charong in Los Angeles, then shower and wait for the minibus to take us to the production base at Hartland Abbey at 7:00. From there, after a communal breakfast amid a bustle of energy and nerves, we go to the house, where Tim, Seamus and the crew are already setting up for the first shot�� which is also one of the first shots in the film, of Tom cycling up to the Devon home he hates.
Tim looks totally comfortable as a director, answering the endless questions from every direction that a film shoot entails, looking through the viewfinder to make sure he�s happy with the composition, joking with Freddie to keep him relaxed. I wonder if for Tim there�s an element of acting the director�� and when the actuality takes hold.
We turn over at 9:00 a.m., with the weather providing just the backdrop Tim wants: moody skies, a little rain, the house suitably isolated and desolate against the landscape. It�s a strange feeling to know that the camera is turning and the film has really started. There is a little cheer and a round of applause once the first take is in the can.
�
Tuesday March 3, 1998
Our second day of shooting�� and my last in England before I fly back to LA to write another draft of Among the Thugs. Tim wants me around for the whole of the shoot�� which is unusual. Ordinarily the writer is the last person anyone on a film unit hopes to see once shooting has started, especially directors, who often feel threatened that the writer will be watching hawk-like for every word that is changed�� but I�m contractually bound to do the script for Kiefer, and anyway I feel uncomfortable being on a film set for too long, even if it�s my own work that�s being filmed.
Today is fine because Tim�s wife, Nikki, is here and we have a chance to chat, but mostly, unless I have something specific to do such as rewrites, I�d rather not be around.
Before I leave to be driven the four or five hours to Heathrow (I�m staying in an hotel overnight and flying home early tomorrow), I watch the first day�s rushes�� the material we shot yesterday of Tom cycling up to the house, and of Ray, Tilda, Freddie and Lara inside.
It looks amazing, rich and darkly textured, with the impact of a European film�� even a touch of Tarkovsky, whose Mirror is one of my all-time favorite works. Seamus has done an incredible job lighting our film, giving it the gentle, classical feel Tim always wanted.
The moment when Tilda washes Ray�s bare back in the kitchen, after he has come home from work, looks unlike anything I have seen on screen in recent years: a tender exchange between a loving, adult couple�� literally a slice of kitchen-sink drama, but with a visual beauty that the trademark British films of the 1960s usually lacked.
�
Sunday March 22, 1998
Today I call the cottages in Devon from LA and have a long chat with Tim, Ray, Dixie and Michael Carlin, who were all having dinner/ getting drunk together.
They keep asking why I�m not there! They have now shot the scene between Ray and Lara in the shelter (which the locals are calling �the old shelter�, a tribute to the art department�s weathering process), and I think they are all very glad to have got through it.
Ray has rationalized it by saying that until that point, he had never really had to push himself as an actor. Lara found it utterly draining, but seems comfortable talking about it now. The film is about to enter its fourth week of shooting, of an eight-week schedule. Charong and I are planning to go to England for the final two weeks. As we finish our conversation, Tim says firmly, �Get your arse over here!�
�
Wednesday April 15, 1998
Charong and I arrived in London from LA on Monday, and the weather couldn�t be more different now than it was in late February.
Whereas then there was an Indian spring (if such a thing exists), now England is back to full-on winter. The War Zone is night-shooting outside London, near Borehamwood, and today, as we are driven to the location around 4:00 p.m., huge golfball-sized snowflakes are falling but thankfully not settling.
Tim is shooting the nighttime car crash that comes near the start of the film, and by the time the stunt driver is ready to go around midnight, the snow and the icy rain that followed it have stopped. Even though we have worn warm, waterproof clothes, the wardrobe department has provided us with extra layers, and we are glad that they have. It is icy cold in the dark, but the excitement and tension�� flipping a Volvo over a fallen tree is expensive, and you can�t do it too often on our budget�� creates a camaraderie among everyone present.
The first take of the car crash goes perfectly. The Volvo�s headlamps cut through what looks like a dark country lane (actually a private road, necessary for legal and safety reasons), then the car hits a ramp hidden by the fallen tree, shoots up into the air and turns over, landing with a dull thud and the sound of its dying engine and spinning wheels. The cameras covering the scene continue to turn as the dust settles, then our first assistant director, Nick Heckstall-Smith, checks that the driver is safe, and, although it is a perfect take, a second Volvo is flipped, as a backup.
By about 3:00 in the morning we are thoroughly cold and tired, and although I have vowed to try and make it through the entire night�s shooting along with the rest of the unit, Charong and I retreat to the warmth of our Soho flat. I later hear that even the ever-affable Ray slightly loses his cool, after having to lie in an icy puddle for several hours of filming.
�
Monday April 20, 1998
It may be a mix of the dire weather and the fact that Easter in England has very bad memories for me (Joe Buffalo was diagnosed with cancer just before Easter in 1987), but I feel quite seriously depressed this trip.
Even the prospect of the film approaching the end of production cannot lift my spirits, and today, when I start to watch the many hours of dailies which Tim has had transferred to video for me, my mood sinks further.
I have never doubted what he�s wanted to achieve with this film, but for the first time I start to worry that it is too dark, both literally and figuratively. Obviously the subject was always a bleak and harrowing one, but I tried with the novel to counter all preconceptions with a mixture of what I hoped would be unexpected elements: a hot, primal summer, an aggressive sense of nature, a middle-class family who seem on the surface to have no problems, a mix of anger, anguish and humor in Tom�s character and narration.
Watching the rushes, what worries me is that the children, Lara and Freddie, rarely if ever smile�� and consequently that we as an audience will see sadness and trouble right from the start.
At my first meeting with Tim, when I said that translating Tom�s disruptive humor to the screen had always been a problem in earlier drafts, he told me not to worry, that the humor and warmth would be there in the looks the family share. Now I must trust in the fact that it�s hard to judge the subtlety with which a film will play from unedited rushes�� and the faith I have in Tim, whose passion for this film has never lapsed.
�
Tuesday September 8, 1998
An extraordinary day. Tim is to screen The War Zone for me in Los Angeles at 3:00 p.m., but when we meet at Ilene�s (Tim�s agent�s) office to have a drink beforehand, the print of the film has gone missing! It was screened this morning in Santa Monica for Geoff Gilmore, the director of the Sundance Festival, but the courier who was supposed to pick it up took the wrong cans of film, and no one can track ours, which were picked up by another courier but not signed out.
Tim is decidedly pissed-off and anxious about the loss of our print�� aside from anything else, the sensitive nature of key scenes, such as in the shelter, means that we don�t want pirate-video copies to be made and distributed before the film has even opened.
Leaving Ilene to try to chase down the print, Tim and I retreat to the calming and secluded garden of the Chateau Marmont to have a drink and wait for news by phone.
Finally, the print turns up around 5:00 p.m., but the preview theatre is booked for the early part of the evening, so we reschedule my screening for 9:30 p.m. and I go home to eat and rest up�� I am still jetlagged after returning with Charong from Taiwan last week (a fifteen-hour time difference), following a five-week long research trip to Asia and Australia for another project for Sarah Radclyffe and Channel Four.
I know Tim is nervous about my finally seeing the film, and so am I. After so many years of working on it, what if I don�t like it? I love Tim as a friend, but I know I�ll never be able to hide my disappointment from him�� he is far too good a bullshit-detector.
�
I am tired and anxious as I sit down in the small screening room with Judd Landon, my agent at Ilene�s company.
The room goes dark, the curtains part, and the gently building sound of breaking waves accompanies the stark opening shot�� a bleak sky as seen through the unglazed slit that is the shelter�s only window, its dimensions exaggerated even further in the widescreen format. Simon Boswell�s haunting score begins, and Freddie appears on screen, the camera gliding effortlessly after him as he cycles through Devon hedgerows.
The next ninety minutes physically exhaust me. The intensity of what Tim has achieved goes beyond my expectations, and the film surprises me in that it makes me cry.
This is my material, I�ve lived with it for more than ten years, yet what Tim and his cast have achieved moves me in ways I couldn�t foresee. The shelter scene in particular has a searing, harrowing dimension that is almost impossible to bear, and other, quieter moments�� such as when Jessie sees Tom watching her from the beach, and says, �I can see you,��� simply make me weep. When the final credits roll, and I read the dedication Tim and Dixie have included, �With love to Joe Buffalo Stuart�, I cannot control my tears.
I know that while I am watching the film, Tim is having dinner with Geoff Gilmore from Sundance at a nearby restaurant, L�Orangerie�� and that by now Tim will know whether The War Zone will premiere at the festival in January 1999.
When the screening is over, Judd and I drive the few blocks to join them. We walk into the restaurant and over to Tim and I hug him, then literally burst into tears (my Dickie Attenborough moment!). I tell him that I don�t think I�ll be able to speak for several minutes, and he leads me away to the bar to give me time to breathe.
Finally I tell him that I love the film, that Ilene�s description of it as �almost flawless� is entirely accurate. Tim, in turn, tells me that Geoff Gilmore feels the same�� that the film is extraordinary and important, and he will premiere it at Sundance in such a way as to get it the maximum attention.
�
Monday September 14, 1998
Tim screens The War Zone this morning for a small group of friends, and this time I bring Charong to see it, too.
Watching it a second time is even more painful than the first, but I have no idea how Charong will react�� she is not a big fan of Hollywood movies, and is critical of films in general.
At the end, as the closing credits roll, I look at her, and we both burst into tears. I hold her hand as we cry, then join Tim and our friends�� plus our new six-week-old American Eskimo puppy, Stoli (whom the projectionist kindly looked after during the screening)�� for a much-needed drink at a restaurant next door on Sunset Boulevard. �It�s a really strong film,� Charong tells me. �It�s really true to the essence of the book.�
Only later in the day, when I call our friend, Spike Denton, in London to tell him how much we cried, do I begin to see the humor in the situation�� Spike mutters darkly about these �luvvies� who call him up, weeping at their own movie!
�
Monday January 25, 1999
Charong and I are in Park City, Utah, for the Sundance Film Festival, staying at an unbelievably beautiful ski lodge that Film Four has rented for the entire War Zone crew�� Tim and Nikki, Ray and �My E-laine� (his wife), Sarah Radclyffe, Dixie Linder, Seamus McGarvey, our composer Simon Boswell, our assistant editor Peter Christelis, and a whole bunch of Tim�s friends, including our trusted early soundingboard, Margaret Hussey, who have all flown in for the event.
The house is huge, with a pool table and hot tub on the ground floor next to our bedroom, but you could cut the tension in it with a knife at about 6:00 p.m. tonight. The War Zone will premiere at 9:30 p.m. in a 1,300 capacity movie theater, and we have no idea how the sometimes hostile, film-industry-dominated Sundance audience will respond. A deliberate policy of Tim�s and Paul Webster�s at Film Four has been to hold very limited preview screenings of the film�� no press so far, only a few close friends and colleagues, and rarely more than six or seven people at a time. So the prospect of a large audience responding to it is a huge unknown.
We gather at a Park City restaurant for a pre-screening dinner at which very few of us have any appetite, then drive along snow-lined roads to the Eccles Theatre, where the film is screening.
Friends of mine, including Susan Ruskin, with whom I stayed the night I first met Tim, and my wonderful agent of many years, Charles Walker, who has known me since before Joe was sick, have come to Sundance for the screening, and hug me now before the show begins.
Sadly, Dixie cannot be present for the premiere of the film that has consumed two years of her life�� she has been severely struck by the stomach flu that is going around Sundance, and has been forced to stay at the house.
The film plays to a stillness and a silence which are extraordinary. There are a few walkouts, as we have expected there would be, but not that many. At the end of the screening, when Tim and Ray go up on stage to answer questions from the audience, the response is emotional and respectful, the questions intelligent and concerned with serious aspects of abuse.
Now we know for sure that the film has the power to hold a large audience.
�
Wednesday January 27, 1999
My birthday, and a sense of real celebration at Sundance. We hold our third screening in Salt Lake City tonight, and the audience is even more emotional than at the first two.
We all answer questions on stage after the film, including several from people who have been abused themselves and who thank us for making it. Although we are not in competition at the festival, several jury members have told Tim that they love the film and would give it every prize if they could.
�
Thursday February 4, 1999
We�ve had a week of astonishing reviews in the wake of Sundance. In Britain, the press has responded with real intelligence. The Telegraph considers Tim�s debut as director �remarkable�: �He gets perfectly judged performances of wrenching power out of his actors.� Derek Malcolm�s Guardian article is headed, �Figgis and Roth light up Sundance�. Perhaps more surprisingly, the Daily Mail�s Baz Bamigboye wants to campaign for the film to be seen by those he feels it would most help, abused children: �The War Zone is a film that must be seen and debated because it speaks a truth about an evil that often goes unhindered in our society.�
The reviews in the States are no less powerful. The film-industry trade paper, the Hollywood Reporter, runs a celebratory review which talks about the film�s �hard forged eloquence�. Its rival, the other major industry paper, Daily Variety, publishes a review we could not have written ourselves, declaring it �a superior, brooding family drama worthy of Eugene O�Neill and Tennessee Williams�. (Amusingly, Tim reads me this over the phone while I shop for plants for our garden at Home Depot on Sunset Boulevard.)
We always knew The War Zone would be a challenging, painful film for audiences to watch�� but now we know, too, that it has been received in the spirit in which it was made.
Paradoxically, it also marks the end of a deeply significant period in my life, spanning fatherhood, my son�s life and death, and a new beginning in America. Along with my pleasure and pride in the film comes an undeniable sense of loss, of letting go, and a determination to move on�� to other projects, other concerns. To paraphrase Richard Nixon, I won�t have The War Zone to kick around any more.
Alexander Stuart
June 1999

Two weeks later, the film won a special jury prize at the Berlin Film Festival�� although it was not in competition. It was invited to screen at a special performance as part of Directors� Fortnight at the 1999 Cannes Film Festival�� an honor for Tim, since Cannes usually will not show films that have previously screened in Europe.
The film went on to screen at the San Francisco International Film Festival, the Sydney International Film Festival and to premi�re in Britain at the Edinburgh Film Festival. It was also shown at the Toronto, Melbourne and Jerusalem Film Festivals, among others.

The War Zone on DVD

Tim Roth�s movie of The War Zone was scripted by Alexander Stuart from his novel. The film stars Ray Winstone, Tilda Swinton, Lara Belmont and Freddie Cunliffe, and is available on DVD.
Visit the Internet Movie Database web page for The War Zone for more details.
�A film of haunting power� � Janet Maslin, The New York Times

�A superior, brooding family drama worthy of Eugene O�Neill and Tennessee Williams� � Daily Variety

�Two thumbs up! A great movie. Tim Roth takes a story filled with hazards and tells it triumphantly� � Roger Ebert & The Movies

�Fueled by a quartet of stunning performances and a remarkably lean script by Alexander Stuart (based on his novel), The War Zone is one of the year�s best films�� but it�s definitely not one for the faint of heart� � Time Out New York

Official Selection:
��Sundance Film Festival
��Cannes Film Festival
��Berlin Film Festival
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Praise for THE WAR ZONE

�Stunning� mysterious and deeply moving.�
� The Observer, London

�This is a pungent shocking book, superbly written (sharp, sensuous, bitter), which� presents the theme of incest not as a device of sexual titillation but as a symbol of social breakdown. I was horrified but seduced from first to last. The writing is remarkable.�
� Anthony Burgess (author of A Clockwork Orange)

�From the novel�s first scene, the material is explosive. Mr. Stuart has written screenplays� the film training serves him well here, both in the novel�s skilled pacing and in the cinematic precision of the description. His Devon, �full of premeditated, parceled country charm,� makes an ideal setting for this story. During a fight between Tom and his father in the backyard, Tom observes �the wrecked barbecue and the smashed table on the lawn like a still life in some crisp, arty photograph.� Mr. Stuart often stops to linger on such images; they help to make The War Zone memorable.�
� The New York Times Book Review

�Alexander Stuart�s The War Zone does for Britain now something of what Anthony Burgess� A Clockwork Orange did a quarter of a century ago. It is several steps further into the nightmare� The emblematic shock in Orange was its gratuitous violence. In The War Zone, it is incest.�
� Los Angeles Times

�The Catcher in the Rye of the 90s.�
� Time Out, London

�Incest may not be a subject with which to conquer the hearts and minds of an entire panel of Whitbread judges, but in Alexander Stuart�s The War Zone it becomes the focus of acute, tense writing. This novel is neither voyeuristic nor �repellent�, but a tightly drawn, savagely seductive portrayal of adolescent anger and social disorder. In the tension it creates between sensuality and disgust, words are spat and purred by turn, and love and hatred are just opposite sides of the same foreign coin.
For Tom, the bitter-sour adolescent narrator, a sexual relationship between his father and elder sister is just one facet of a world twisted sideways, snarled up in knots. His language, sometimes raw, sometimes swollen with self-indulgence, tangles images of nature with sexual corruption: the sky blood red where it touches the backbone of the houses. His anger besmears even the bits of life he loves. This is a disturbing, claustrophobic book, fraught with obsession and fantasies.�
� The Times, London

�Pulled into Stuart�s perverse and smoldering landscape, the reader does not so much read this book as become its prisoner.�
� People Magazine
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