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Rowan


Chapter One

 


 


 


“Do you want me to open it for
you?”

Rowan stared at the manila
envelope in his hand. The pulse in his throat was jumping. “No; I’m
ok.” He took a deep breath, then thrust a finger under the flap and
tore the envelope open. He ignored the cover letter. All he wanted
was his “A” Level results.

Lydia held her breath. She sat
bolt upright in the armchair. She reached for her tea cup then
changed her mind, staring at her nephew’s pale and serious
face.

“I only got grade ‘C’ in
Maths….”

Lydia waited in silence,
immobile. Sunlight from the window glinted on her shoulder-length
silver hair.

“But I got an ‘A’ in English,
‘B’ in History and ‘A’ in Philosophy!”

“You’re going to university!”
Lydia was on her feet and jumping around the living room, laughing
and shrieking with delight. “You’re going to university! I am so
pleased for you! Wonderful, wonderful news!”

 


 


 


“Mum, hi; it’s me.”

“Rowan, I was just thinking of
you. I could do with some help painting the shed.”

He gripped the telephone a
little tighter. “I just got my exam results.”

“Don’t be too disappointed,
will you. I bought the paint already. It’s a nice green colour. The
trellis could do with smartening up, too. It wouldn’t take long; a
couple of afternoons, maybe. I suppose you’ll be looking for a job
now. That won’t be easy. You’re not qualified to do anything. Your
sister Alicia studied Law but that takes a lot of hard work and
dedication and you’re not really career-minded, are you.”

“I start university in the
autumn.” He stared fixedly at the sunny front garden beyond the
drawing room window.

“Oh; well, that’s good then, I
suppose. But how are you going to afford it? I’ve got no money. And
if you fail your studies you’ll still have to pay back any bank
loans, you know, and without a job how are you going to do that,
with no qualifications?”

“I’ve been awarded a bursary,
and I have a part-time job. You know this already.” He felt his
shoulder muscles tighten as he held the phone.

“Don’t be sharp, Rowan Adshead.
Anyway, that’s not much of a job, is it, taking telephone messages.
There won’t be much money in that, I don’t suppose. Do you get a
proper wage or is it cash-in-hand?” Her abrasive manner was more
needling than usual, even for her.

“My salary is paid directly
into my bank account, Mother. And an art gallery assistant does
rather more than answer phones.” He ran a hand through his
sandy-auburn hair and tried to keep impatience from his voice. He
could picture his mother standing in her hall, adjusting her
beloved porcelain ladies as she gripped the telephone, running a
critical finger over cold crinoline skirts to check for dust.

“Well, you know what you’re
doing, I’m sure,” she said, without conviction. “Working around all
those paintings probably suits you. You’ll like having nice things
to look at, I suppose. Are you going to study childcare or
hairdressing like I advised?”

“I’ll be taking English and
Philosophy, as I’ve told you several times.” As he struggled to
keep his temper, his gaze fixed on a colourful jumble of appliquéd
cushions lining the old brown leather sofa.

“What kind of a job will that
get you? You could teach English in schools, I suppose, but a lot
of people don’t like teaching anymore; children are so unruly now
you can’t wallop them. It would be very stressful for you… But
philosophy? Why don’t you learn something practical that you can
make a career from? I suppose it’s that sister of mine, filling
your head with all sorts of airy notions.”

“I have every intention of
having a career,” Rowan said, watching a black-headed gull winging
its way towards the beach. He wished he was out there too, beneath
the open skies.

“A career as what?” shrilled
Jacqueline over the phone. “Still, I don’t suppose you can help it,
considering. But it’s out of my hands now, isn’t it. Perhaps if
your father hadn’t gone off with that ghastly woman things might
have been different, but he made his choices and so have you. And
I’m left to cope with things all by myself. When will you come to
paint the shed?”

“What choices do you imagine
I’ve made?” He ground his teeth and stared at the ceiling,
deliberately ignoring her last question. He hated the sound of her
voice in his ear.

“Well, you wouldn’t go to the
doctor, would you. You could have tried….”

“Mum, I am not ill.”

“That’s a matter of opinion.
And there’s no need to get angry with me. I’ve always done my best
for you.”

“Mum, you threw me out. I was
seventeen. I was living on the streets.”

“If you say so. I just wanted
to encourage you to seek proper medical help, that’s all. Anyway,
you’re ok, aren’t you. No harm done.”

Rowan was shaking with rage.
Perspiration soaked his back, making the thin fabric of his t-shirt
stick to him. There was so much that he wanted to say, to make her
understand, but he knew she would not listen.

“Bye, Mum.”

“What about my shed?”

Rowan hung up.

 


 


 


“Hi, Josie. How did you get on
at the hospital?” Rowan had waited a full ten minutes before making
this next phone call.

“Oh, Rowan, you should see the
print-outs of the scan! You can see these tiny fingers and the
baby’s face and this little button nose. I was so happy I was
crying! I showed them to your dad when he got home from work that
night. He went all quiet and misty-eyed.”

“That’s great news, Josie.
Actually, I can hardly hear you over the phone for your radio.”

“Ok, hang on while I turn it
down. I was just doing the vacuuming and Madonna came on so I
turned it up. There, can you hear me better now?”

“Yes, thanks.” Rowan gazed out
of the drawing room window and into the front garden where Lydia
was dead-heading yellow roses with an ancient pair of secateurs and
throwing the trimmings into a grey bucket by her feet. It was so
like her to give him privacy while he made his dutiful phone
calls.

“Do you want to speak to your
dad? He’s still at the bank. Honestly, he’s a workaholic!” Josie
giggled, her chunky plastic bracelets knocking loudly against the
telephone. The fat wad of gum squelched as she chewed.

Rowan suppressed irritation.
“May I leave a message?”

“’Course you can, ducky.”

Rowan cringed at the term.
“Would you let my father know I was accepted by the University of
Liverpool this afternoon?”

“Oh great, you got in? He’ll be
so pleased! Yeah, I’ll tell him. I don’t know what time he’ll be
home; he’s already late and his dinner’s in the oven. But of course
I’ll tell him. And congratulations from me and The Bump too!”

Rowan laughed slightly.
“Thanks, Josie. I’ve got to go now.”

“Ok. Take care of yourself,
kiddo!”


Chapter Two

 


 


 


Oceanic breezes tugged at
Rowan’s sandy-auburn hair. Sunlight had bleached the crown blond.
He leaned back on his sharp elbows, the rough grass spiking through
his thin white t-shirt. Darting silver-white light stung his green
eyes as he gazed at the grey waters sucking softly at damp ridged
sand beyond the rock pools.

Black-headed gulls screeched
high above, their wings pounding through the arching azure sky. A
group of hikers in brightly coloured waterproofs snaked their way
from Hilbre Island over the red Bunter sandstone rocks around
Middle Eye where Rowan sat. He checked his watch. He had thirty
minutes before he absolutely had to leave, or else be cut off by
the incoming tide for eight hours or thereabouts. His backpack did
not contain enough food and mineral water for that. Yet he did not
relish the prospect of walking back to Little Eye then the mainland
alongside other people.

“You’re quite the budding
misanthropist,” his father had said at one of their monthly
meetings in a restaurant.

“I don’t hate people.” Rowan
had sipped slowly from his wine glass. “They just don’t interest me
much.”

Francis Adshead had then
launched into one of his self-congratulatory speeches about how
networking had proved invaluable in developing his banking career,
and how those in middle-management absolutely had to be team
players and be amiable without too much familiarity. They were
competitors, all looking for the edge which would bring them a
bigger slice of that same pie which Rowan should be aspiring
to.

Rowan had heard similar
lectures many times before and he didn’t wish to think about them
again now, as he rose to his feet on Middle Eye and walked across
this small island’s grassy summit and descended the steep stone
steps carved into the cliff face. He could faintly hear the hikers’
voices carried on the wind, and resented even this intrusion.

Rowan began the long walk
across flat golden sand towards the small grass-topped rock known
as Little Eye. He was in awe of the huge sky where white clouds
sailed like luminous ships to unknown destinations. He felt less
alone out here than he did in a crowded nightclub. He felt more
alive. The wind was never still here; its movement carried bird
cries and the sound of his own feet crunching on the sand, the low
rumble of the ocean and the sharp tang of briny seaweed, and
sometimes the plaintive chorus of the seal herd which lounged on
distant West Hoyle sandbank.

The quality of light changed
from moment to moment, highlighting first one nuance then another.
Rowan’s hand caressed the camera bag, worn around his slender waist
like a holster. A career as a photographer had definite appeal.

His parents said that he had no
ambition. This was not true. Rowan had many diverse interests. In
fact, he felt bewildered by the prospect of having to choose just
one speciality when so many subjects held appeal. Yet despite
having secured a placement at university, he had not settled on a
definite career plan.

“Business Studies!” His father
had been adamant, pointing his fork like a spear. “You can follow
your interests as a hobby. Be practical. If you want a decent
lifestyle and a good home, you need money. And to earn worthwhile
money you need a solid job. For that you need business skills.
Forget about philosophy and studying medieval poets. Look how well
I’ve done!”

Rowan thought that his father’s
life revolved around a moderately successful but dull career that
left little time for anything else, even for his new wife Josie.
And for his first wife Jacqueline, Rowan’s mother, Francis Adshead
had no time at all. Even Rowan was methodically logged into
Francis’s diary once each month as “7pm, son,” along with a choice
of restaurant. Francis didn’t even choose the restaurant or book
the table; his secretary took care of that.

Rowan scowled as he strode
across the sands. He had walked out to the islands to get away from
such thoughts but he had already learned that his inner life was
inescapable, no matter how far he might travel. He focussed his
mind on the present moment, on the sound of hard damp sand beneath
his marching boots, on the pull of the muscles in his legs and on
the sharp, briny air.

Flat red rocks at the base of
Little Eye were around him now. He slowed his pace as the ground
rose up the sloping sides of the island, which was barely more than
a hillock above sea level. He clambered onto its summit where
rugged wind-scorched grass offered a Spartan home to stoic
crickets.

Looking back towards Middle
Eye, he could see that the hikers were walking diagonally across
the sands towards the mainland, rather than taking the safe route
which he was using. If they wanted to risk getting stuck in estuary
mud that was their lookout. The safe route was clearly posted
beside the tide’s timetable on the public information board by West
Kirby beach ramp. He had no pity for people who willingly ignored
the warnings and died as a consequence.

The Irish Sea had surrounded
Hilbre Island now, and was flooding long channels across the sand,
parallel to the mainland. The hikers were wading through one of
these, which looked about knee-deep already. Rowan smirked at their
predicament. Dry sands back to West Kirby still lay in front of
him, though he began walking at a lively pace. The safe route
wouldn’t remain dry for much longer. The bay was broad and flat,
and the tide came in with deceptive speed.

The breeze had grown sharper.
Rowan unhooked his backpack and pulled out a jumper and an apple.
It was an old orange jumper with a hole in one elbow, and the hem
had lost its shape long ago. But it was a favourite. It felt good
to wear; warm and familiar and cosy. Aunt Lydia had wanted to fling
it in the dustbin but he wouldn’t hear of it, so she had relented
with one of her little smiles. Now he trudged over the whistling
sands, crunching on the apple, and watched red and white sails
glide across the marina.

His legs ached from the long
walk but he didn’t care. He loved being out here. He found a
meditative peace on Middle Eye. How ironic, he thought, that the
place he’d taken to meditating at was named Middle Eye.

Rowan kept walking towards the
concrete ramp on West Kirby beach. The car park beside the marina
was half-empty as usual, but the ice-cream vendor in his small
wooden shack was doing a modest trade in hot tea. Fine, dry sand
around the concrete ramp slowed his pace but Rowan soon stepped
onto the paved promenade beyond.

He slid his backpack to the
floor beside an empty bench and pulled out a bottle of mineral
water and his notebook. He never went anywhere without a notebook,
or his faux tortoise-shell ink pen. He began to write - not
sentences exactly, but impressions of sand and open spaces, huge
skies, small islands and freedom.

He was being watched. Rowan
became aware of this purely by instinct. He could feel the weight
of a curious gaze resting on his bowed, tousled head. He raised his
winter-green eyes.

Leaning casually against the
robust iron railings which edged West Kirby promenade was a slim
figure clad in black biker’s leathers. He looked to be in his
mid-twenties. A glossy black helmet was hooked in one hand and the
jacket hung open to reveal a semi-transparent black t-shirt. He was
sipping a polystyrene cup of steaming tea.

“Forgive me for staring,” he
said with a disarming smile. “I didn’t mean to seem rude or
threatening.”

Rowan watched him carefully,
waiting for any sudden moves. He closed his notebook and slipped
the cap onto his pen.

“You look like a poet writing
there.”

“I am a poet, actually.”

The broad smile flashed again.
“Really? Wonderful. I’m an avid reader of all forms of literature.
Permit me to introduce myself.” From an inside jacket pocket, he
withdrew a small ivory-coloured card. He moved forwards to hand
this to Rowan, then politely stepped back to the railing where he
assumed the same relaxed pose as before.

Rowan read the card, surprised
by this unexpected gesture. The card was plain yet elegant. The
first line of its rounded black script read: “Aiden Dane”. The
second line offered an email address. There was nothing more on the
card. No address, no phone number, no logo.

Rowan lightly held the card,
unsure how to react. “I don’t have something like this to swap with
you….”

Aiden shrugged and smiled.
“Never mind. It’s a beautiful day. I came out for a ride. That’s
mine parked there.” Aiden waved the helmet towards an old Triumph
motorbike. With the other long, thin hand he raised the polystyrene
cup to sip the tea. “So you’re a poet? Have you had anything
published?”

Rowan unzipped his backpack and
slipped his notebook and pen inside then fastened it again. “A few
things, in small magazines.”

“Excellent. Congratulations!
I’ve heard that it’s very difficult to break into publication.
Perseverance seems to be the key, and also the continual perfecting
of your craft. I know many creative people.”

Rowan leaned back on the bench,
cautious but intrigued. Aiden was good-looking, certainly, with
sharp, prominent cheekbones set in an angular, oblong face. His
thick chestnut hair was short around his neck and ears, but left a
little longer on the top so that it hung over his almond-shaped
dark blue eyes.

Rowan said, “So are you
creative yourself?”

“I used to be.” Aiden sighed
and looked at the floor momentarily before covering his reaction
with a cynical half-smile. “But now I am a businessman. Now it is
time for me to earn money and become responsible.”

Rowan laughed quietly. “You
hate it that much?”

Aiden’s level gaze met Rowan’s,
then he flashed a brilliant smile. “Absolutely! It’s boring. But
it’s a means to an end. I am a floor manager, and soon I will
become a branch manager, and then… Ah, you know how it goes. I will
have my own business within the next five years.”

“You sound very sure of
yourself.” Rowan’s gaze slipped beyond Aiden to the beach, where an
elderly man was playing ball with his spaniel.

Aiden nodded then sipped his
tea. “Yes. Perhaps. But who really knows how things might turn
out?” He smiled pleasantly to clothe his naked ambition. “What of
you; what do you do?”

“University. Well, soon,
anyway.” Rowan’s attention was drawn by the piercing wail of a
child whose ice-cream had dropped on the floor.

“Wonderful. I envy you the
opportunity. Really, I do. I had hoped to study a number of things
but….” Aiden shrugged again, and said, “Anyway, I work now. But I
read all the time. A person should strive to feed their mind,
always. It is the most precious possession, above even gold.”

Rowan rested one arm on the
back of the bench and smiled. To subtly challenge this stranger’s
bold self-assurance, he asked, “Who are your favourite
authors?”

“I don’t limit myself to
favourites. I read everything; a book a week, sometimes two.
Anything that is new and has earned acclaim; and the classics of
course. Magazines, too, for the culture of the moment. And films,
plays - everything.” Aiden flashed another of his stunning smiles.
His teeth were perfect.

Rowan realised he was still
holding Aiden’s card. He slipped it into a pocket on his
backpack.

Aiden watched him, smiled
faintly then looked away along the length of the beach. “The tide
is almost in now. The beach is almost gone.”

“Yes. I was on the islands not
long ago.”

“Really? I’ve never been there.
I should go, just for the experience. I don’t often drive out here.
Do you live in West Kirby?” Aiden took another sip of his tea.

Rowan shook his head. “No.
Hoylake, with my aunt. It’s the next village along the coast.”

“But when you start university,
you’ll be in student halls somewhere?”

“No, I’m staying with my aunt.
She’s been… I owe her a lot.”

Aiden nodded. “So you’ll be
attending one of Liverpool’s universities. I work in the city and
live in the suburbs. I’ve been here for two years now. I like
Liverpool; there’s so much opportunity. I might stay here forever
but who knows; I want to travel, too. There’s so much to see in
this world and I’ve hardly been anywhere. I’ve been to Canada and
Turkey, to Germany - I have an aunt there - and Italy is wonderful
of course. But really I have seen so little.”

Rowan shook his head to clear
his mind. He felt dazzled by Aiden. He glowed with vitality. Rowan
felt dull by comparison. He was suddenly aware of the large hole in
the elbow of his baggy orange jumper, which had never troubled him
before. To hide his self-consciousness he watched the few people
strolling along the promenade and said, “I’ve not been anywhere,
really.”

Aiden gazed at him intently.
“Maybe. But you have seen something of life, I think.”

“Yes. Too much.”

“Never too much.” Aiden drained
the last of his tea. “The darkest shadows veil the greatest gifts.
I have enjoyed talking with you. It isn’t often that I meet someone
who genuinely interests me. Most are… Well, you know; mundane,
average. To most, average is a virtue - but not to me. Or to you, I
think,”

Rowan blushed and looked away
again. Then he steadied his breath and gazed back at this unusual
man. Those dark blue eyes were intoxicating; those cheekbones were
to die for.

Aiden slowly stepped away from
the railing. He moved with the gliding grace of a predatory cat. “I
have to go now. It’s been a pleasure talking with you.”

Rowan watched him walking
towards the Triumph motorbike. He wanted to ask something but
wasn’t sure how to phrase it.

“Email me.” Aiden pulled on the
helmet and swung astride his bike.

Rowan relaxed and nodded. “I
will.”


Chapter Three

 


 


 


The flowing delicacy of Steve
Hackett’s Titania drifted around the garden. Rowan was bent
over an old Spanish guitar, his long and slender fingers quickly
moving over the strings. A trellis gowned with pink and red
honeysuckle and heavy white roses cast shade over the paved patio
where he sat, relaxing on an old wrought iron chair.

This long, narrow garden was
full of sunshine and butterflies. In one corner, pink lilies
floated on a small pond where a trickle of water cascaded from a
vase held by a nymph clad only in amber lichen. A sundial stood in
a fragrant nest of lavender. A large bronze Green Man plaque peeped
through ivy covering one garden wall. Several nest boxes were
dotted around the tall brick walls, which could hardly be glimpsed
through flower-laden trellises.

Rowan began to play
Peaseblossom, Cobweb, Moth & Mustardseed, the complex
notes emerging seemingly without effort. A glass of chilled mineral
water rested on the small round iron table beside him. On the other
chair, a neighbour’s tom cat contentedly washed one large ginger
paw.

It was so peaceful. The
tranquillity of Lydia’s home sometimes made Rowan forget which day
it was. Time seemed to stop here. It seemed incredible to him that
two years had flown by since he had come to live with his aunt.

Lydia was working at her easel
nearby. Her shoulder-length silver-white hair was held back by a
lilac scarf. She was fond of wearing pastels in shades of pink and
mauve. She worked slowly, enjoying the creative process for its own
sake. Her home displayed many of her canvases; dramatic seascapes
and miniature flower studies, or complex fantasies inspired by
local folklore. Since retiring from work, art had become her main
pass-time. Right now, Lydia was painting a selkie - a seal who can
shape-shift to human form - who was trying to entice an unwary
youth to swim with her in the surging waters around Hilbre
Island.

Rowan watched the concentration
on her lined, slender face. He began to play one of her favourite
pieces, Starlight, as a large bumble bee clumsily chugged
through the air to reach the honeysuckle above his head.

The doorbell chimed. “I’ll get
it,” said Rowan. He rose to his feet and leaned his guitar against
the chair.

Lydia held a long, thin hog’s
hair brush and dabbed its bristles in a pot of turpentine. “I
didn’t hear the front gate squeak.”

“I oiled it.”

“Oh. I didn’t know we had any
oil.”

“I used some of your linseed
oil.” Rowan walked to the open French doors as the bell chimed
again.

Lydia said, “Linseed? Well,
yes, it would do the job. I hadn’t thought of that.”

The bell sounded a third time
before Rowan reached the front door.

“Got you out of bed, have I?”
Francis Adshead beamed confidently at his own humour and used one
hand to push at the door, which was stopped by the security
chain.

“Hi, Dad. I didn’t know you
were coming round.” Rowan moved the door closer to the frame so he
could unhook the chain. He felt cautious pleasure at this
unexpected visit, but also irritation for having the afternoon’s
tranquillity disrupted.

“Need an appointment now, do
I?” A self-satisfied grin adorned Francis’s broad, fleshy face.

Rowan bit back a sarcastic
retort about their brief once-a-month meetings. It would only spark
another argument. So he simply said, “We’re in the garden. Come on
in,” and led the way through the small cottage to where Lydia
painted in the sunshine.

Lydia politely disguised her
surprise. She could count Francis’s visits to her home on one hand.
“Francis, hello. Would you like some iced lemon tea?” She asked him
this deliberately as she knew he disliked it.

Rowan hid a small smile.

“Thank you but no, dear.”
Francis was purposefully cheerful. “I need to talk to my son. About
his future, you know.”

“Ah,” said Lydia. Then she
frowned faintly and wondered why on earth she should be pushed
aside in her own home by this pompous man who had not even offered
her the courtesy of a greeting. Besides, she was engrossed in her
painting and hated to be disturbed as it could take twenty minutes
or more to re-gain her focus. Non-creatives never understood these
things. “Why don’t you talk in the drawing room?”

Without another word, Francis
strode inside and entered the small, shadowed front room crammed
with plants, paintings and books. Rowan looked shamefacedly at
Lydia and mouthed an apology. She waved it away with a kind smile
and one flick of a hand, and returned to her canvas.

Rowan took a deep breath then
followed his father. Francis was standing with his back to the
room, looking out of the window at pink and yellow rose petals
scattered across the front lawn. His company car was parked in the
narrow lane beyond. His arms moved awkwardly at his side, as if he
wasn’t quite sure what to do with them. He was in his Sunday
uniform, which meant a white polo shirt with brown trousers. His
thin brown hair had recently been trimmed.

Rowan sank into a comfortable
old leather armchair. He was wearing the kind of old and faded
jeans which he knew his father despised. “Josie passed on my phone
message about getting into university, then?”

“Yes; she’s not bad at taking
messages now I’ve taught her how to do it properly. It’s not too
late for you to change to a business management degree course. That
would be much more suitable; much more useful to your future.”
Francis locked his fingers behind his back, the tension in his
shoulders evident from his awkward posture.

“Dad, we’ve been through this
before. Several times, even. I have absolutely no intention of
pursuing a business career. That’s your life, not mine.” Rowan
casually rested one ankle on the opposite knee.

Francis sighed as if he bore a
great burden. “But one day you’ll want a house of your own, and a
car, and holidays. You’ll have bills to pay. Even if you don’t have
a family to support, you’ll still want to make a comfortable life
for yourself. That’s all I’m thinking of.”

“And I’ll make my own life in
my own way. My choice of degree actually opens up a fairly broad
spectrum of career paths.”

Francis turned away from the
window. “There’s a place for you in the company. It’s a junior
position, of course, but you could work your way up the same as
I’ve done. Reg Barker’s son has just been taken on. A similar job’s
yours for the taking.”

Rowan closed his eyes and
inhaled deeply. “Reg Barker’s your main competitor for promotion,
isn’t he? So now you feel he’s one step ahead because his son also
works for the company? That’s why you’ve pulled strings for me,
isn’t it.”

Francis narrowed his eyes.
Small beads of perspiration dotted his flushed forehead. “That’s
only a very small part of it. I care about your future!”

A harsh laugh broke from Rowan.
“Like you cared when I was living on the streets?”

“That was your mother’s doing.”
Francis began pacing the room, then narrowly missed bumping into a
coffee table. He sat down heavily on a two-seater couch and rested
one arm on a huge cushion, oblivious of its appliquéd depiction of
an Indian princess copulating with an elephant.

“Your mother and I had already
divorced by then and were living separately. You know that. You
could have gone to the YMCA. I didn’t know anything about it for
weeks.”

“Weeks? Is that how long it
takes for you to notice me, Father?”

“Don’t be difficult. That’s so
like you. You know exactly what I mean.”

A cold smile played over
Rowan’s pale lips. “And of course there was no room for me in your
new love nest.”

Francis knew he was losing
control of this conversation. He grew angry. “What do you want from
me? Did you think the divorce from your mother was easy for me? I
missed a promotion because of that. And now there’s the baby on the
way. The baby will need the second bedroom, and I need space for my
home office. It’s only a three-bedroom house; the divorce from your
mother nearly wiped me out. The settlement for her included the
five-bedroom house I’d worked hard for. She has all that space to
herself. You could live with her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. And I
wasn’t talking about my present circumstances.”

An awkward silence hung heavily
over the small drawing room. Francis suddenly noticed the cushion
and quickly removed his arm. He had never approved of Lydia’s
little quirks, as he referred to them. A solid, sensible husband
would have levelled off her flightiness, he thought, but he had
never introduced her to any of his eligible colleagues. A company
man always had to be aware of the impression relatives might give.
Not that Lydia Flyte actually was his relative anymore, not since
his divorce from her sister Jacqueline. And the woman could not
possibly have borne a more suitable surname, in his opinion.

“Besides,” said Rowan, “I
happen to like living with Aunt Lydia. Very much so, even.”

Francis leaned forwards,
resting his elbows on his knees. He stared at the floor and nodded.
Yes, they probably were company for each other, these two. “We do
care about you, your mother and I.”

“Yeah, she wants me to paint
her shed.”

“Good, good,” said Francis,
missing Rowan’s sarcasm completely. “What was the name of your
course again?”

Rowan let his annoyance ease
down. “English and Philosophy BA (Joint Honours).”

Francis looked his son in the
eye. “You really should reconsider this post in the company. An
opportunity like this won’t come along again soon. I’ll be blunt,
son. With the cost of the divorce, the new mortgage and with the
baby on the way, I really can’t afford to pay for hobby studies at
university.”

“No, not when you’re just back
from three weeks in America and you’ve booked a Christmas break in
Switzerland, and let’s not forget Amsterdam in the spring. And who
knows what next summer will bring, hmm?”

“How dare you!” Francis was on
his feet and storming towards Rowan with his fist raised.

Lydia cleared her throat. She
was standing in the doorway holding a tray of coffee. She now
placed this on the hall table. “Perhaps it’s time you were going,
Francis. I was going to offer refreshment but clearly time is
moving on.”

Rowan smiled at the ice in her
voice.

Francis straightened his
shoulders and tried to regain his composure. “I apologise for my
outburst. I was due to leave anyway. I have an appointment.”

“Perhaps you should also
apologise to your son.”

Francis stared at Rowan, who
still lounged in the ancient armchair looking perfectly relaxed. “I
apologise,” he said through gritted teeth.

Rowan nodded a regal
acceptance.

“And I’m sorry for what
happened when you were homeless.”

“You have no idea what
happened.”

 


 


 


Rowan strolled along Market
Street, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his black evening
jacket. He had bought it second-hand from one of the charity shops
lining this same street, which formed the main road through the
seaside town of Hoylake.

He glanced at the sculpture
depicting a circling flock of seagulls which graced the roundabout
where Meols Drive, King’s Gap, Station Road and Market Street
converged. In the window of the auction house was a rather grand
set of dining chairs with elaborately carved backs and faded velvet
seats. A huge Venetian mirror caught his reflection. He promised
himself that one day he would be able to afford such beautiful
things.

Turning off the main road, he
approached a crowded bar. The usual Sunday evening drinkers were
sitting outside around small steel tables. The men wore patterned
shirts over loose pale trousers, with sandals or trainers. The
women were mostly in low-cut dresses, their hair worn up, their
ears and throats adorned with chunky gold jewellery. Rowan paid
these people minimal attention as he walked round their chattering
groups and entered the softly-lit interior. He ordered a pint of
Guinness then carried this to the back of the pub, where a quiet
alcove offered a pleasant place to read one of the day’s newspapers
provided by the landlord.

He’d barely had time to glance
at the headlines before a familiar voice at the bar caught his
attention. He lowered the broadsheet slightly so he could see
across the room. Rabbit waved a hello, then handed some money to
the barmaid. He was with a thin guy who wore black Egyptian-style
eyeliner and the baggy black clothing favoured by Goths.

Rowan folded the newspaper away
as they approached his table. Rabbit was wearing one of his
infamous t-shirts. He made them himself and sold them to tourists.
This one was a tie-dye riot of yellow, purple and vermillion, with
a screen-printed slogan.

Rowan smirked as he read it.
“Subtle, hmm?”

Rabbit grinned and pulled up a
wooden stool. “Yeah, it’s straight to the point. Direct invitation,
you know? Makes girls laugh. Seems to have worked so far, anyway.”
He pushed his chest-length brown cork-screw curls out of his eyes
and beamed with mock innocence.

“I don’t know how Heather puts
up with you.” Rowan laughed then nodded politely to the black-clad
stranger, who looked to be around his own age.

“Heather’s cool,” said Rabbit,
settling down on the stool. “She’s the centre of my world and knows
it. She has her fun, I have mine, but we always come home to each
other. This is Jason,” said Rabbit, nodding towards his companion
as he picked up the newspaper which Rowan had set aside. “Are there
any cartoons in this?”

Jason helped himself to a
wooden chair.

“Hi, Jason.” Rowan took a sip
of his Guinness, then said to Rabbit, “Try the letters page;
there’s usually a cartoon there.”

Jason quietly asked, “Sorry,
your name is…?”

“Oh! Where are my manners?”
Rabbit clapped his palm to his forehead in an exaggerated gesture,
causing the newspaper to fall into his lap. “My apologies. Jason,
meet Rowan. Jason’s new around here.”

Jason’s wrists were laden with
a mass of cheap silver bracelets. They clinked softly as he reached
for his beer. He wore more silver around his neck - talismans and a
large pentacle on thin strings of leather. “I was living in
Southport but I lost my job. Haven’t worked since. I’ve just moved
to New Brighton and that’s where I met Rabbit.”

“Did he sell you a t-shirt?”
Rowan sipped his Guinness again and smiled at Rabbit to show he was
teasing.

“Tried to,” Jason smirked.
“Rabbit’s introduced me to quite a few people. He seems to know so
many.”

“That’s because I’m an amiable
kind-of guy,” said Rabbit, pushing the newspaper aside. “That
cartoonist is dull. I could do better than him.”

“So go for it,” Rowan said. He
frowned faintly as an old Soul hit suddenly thumped through a
speaker set high on the ochre-painted wall. He disliked the
intrusive noise of background music.

“Yeah, well, you know how it
is. I keep on with my artwork. It’s getting the lucky breaks,”
Rabbit shrugged and wriggled on the hard stool. “But who knows what
tomorrow brings, right? So what have you been doing?”

Rowan leaned back in his padded
chair. “Not much. Got into university; had a row with Dad
again.”

Jason nodded, his dyed black
hair tumbling over his thin shoulders. “Parents are a nightmare, I
know. Always setting rules and stuff.”

Rowan shook his head. “It’s not
like that. It’s nothing petty, like him saying I have to be home by
a set time. I don’t live with my parents. The situation is rather
more complicated.”

“Oh, right.” Jason tried to
look sympathetic.

Rowan thought Jason was trying
too hard. He directed his conversation at Rabbit. “So what’s new
with you and Heather?”

Rabbit slowly scratched his
wiry calf. “Look at my toes. Heather says I’ve got Hobbit feet. Man
Toes, I call them.”

They all stared at Rabbit’s
feet, which were clad in purple rubber flip-flops.

“They are rather hairy,” said
Rowan.

“Aren’t your toes hairy?”
Rabbit lifted one foot so they could inspect it more closely.

“No,” Rowan laughed.

Rabbit asked Jason, “Are
yours?”

“I don’t know; I’ve not really
looked. I don’t think so.”

“How can you not know your own
feet? You wash them, don’t you?” Rabbit grinned and reached for his
glass.

“Yeah, of course I do. But it’s
not like I stand in the bathroom staring at my feet. Maybe when I’m
as old as you I’ll get hairy toes.”

Rabbit laughed loudly and
slapped the table top. “Thirty-seven is not old! Though when you’re
just out of puberty it might seem so….”

They all laughed, and then
Rabbit arched his back and rubbed his gaunt stomach. “I’m starving.
I don’t suppose they’ve got any food on here, have they? Oh, I
meant to ask, have you heard of Little Feet?”

Jason and Rowan both said they
hadn’t.

“Ok, well they’re an old band
from the ‘60s, or thereabouts. Heather picked up some of their
albums for me from a collectors fair the other day.”

“I’ve never heard of any of the
bands you’re into,” Jason said to Rabbit. He smiled faintly to show
this wasn’t a criticism.

“Well, you know how it is. I’ve
got diverse tastes. And a huge record collection; old vinyl albums,
cassette tapes, CDs.”

Jason said, “I download nearly
all my music. I only really listen to death metal.”

“Books are my vice,” Rowan
said. “Actually, do you know of any good second-hand book shops? I
should be getting my reading list from university soon.”

“Not really,” said Jason. “I’m
still finding my way around with being new to this area.”

Rabbit nodded emphatically. “I
know a place, a really good place. Next time you’re in Liverpool,
go to Hamilton Square. Off one of the side streets there’s an old
books and collectibles shop. Look for a Georgian bay window and a
green door. It’s called the Antiquarian Emporium.”


Chapter Four

 


 


 


There weren’t many people on
the train but this was typical for a rainy Monday afternoon. The
air inside the carriage was stale, so Rowan pulled open a few
windows then sat down and withdrew his notebook from an inside
pocket of his canvas jacket. While the yellow train rumbled away
from Hoylake, he slowly poured over the pages of written
observations, half-formed poems and small sketches. There was a
slender grey feather between two pages, and a crisp brown oak leaf
between two others. But Rowan was interested solely in the flow of
his own recorded thoughts.

“You’re too self-absorbed,” his
mother had frequently declared. “You think the world revolves
around you.”

“My world does revolve around
me, just as your world revolves around you.” But of course she
hadn’t understood that, and had accused him of impertinence and of
having a superiority complex, along with her usual string of
complaints against his character.

Rowan stroked the soft leather
cover of the notebook and tried to recall any moment when either of
his parents had ever truly praised him. There had been occasional
begrudging acknowledgements of milestones attained - and even these
had always been accompanied by criticism - but never had there been
any meaningful expression of pleasure or pride. He tried to recall
any single occasion when either parent had told him he was loved.
No memory came forth.

“You’re five years old,” his
mother had said on his birthday. “You’re too old for cuddles
now.”

He hadn’t been too young to be
beaten. Slippers, belts, fists. He could not even hold a simple
conversation without her brushing him away. And if he questioned
any opinion or ruling of hers, no matter how minor, she flared with
instant temper. That is how it had always been.

His father had done nothing to
intervene. Francis, too, was bullied, though only by Jacqueline’s
sharp tongue. He ignored the violence done to his son. If he
refused to acknowledge its existence, he could avoid accepting some
responsibility for it. If he remained silent, she wouldn’t turn on
him.

And so the silence between them
all had grown.

Slowly, it had consumed
them.

Rowan realised he was staring
at his notebook rather than actually reading it. He slipped it back
into his jacket pocket then gazed out of the window, and wondered
if he’d ever stop feeling angry. The notebook had left a fine trail
of dry sand on his jeans. He smiled faintly as he slowly brushed
the golden grains away.

The train sped by open fields.
A sedate heron sat on a broken fence by a small pond. Horses tugged
at rough clumps of sandy grass. Small grey rabbits darted away from
ambling dairy cows. Someone kept two pet goats at the bottom of
their garden. Other homes had swimming pools or vegetable plots or
big trampolines. Some houses were large, rambling properties with
long flat lawns; others were tiny bungalows with cramped rear yards
crammed with potted plants and garden ornaments. As the train
neared Birkenhead, the type of housing changed. Buildings became
shabbier and the banks of the train line were carpeted with debris
- old mattresses, broken bicycles, distorted plastic chairs,
bulging refuge sacks, burned pans. Rowan felt disgusted. Even a
sparrow cleans its own nest.

As the train descended into the
underground tunnel, the noise through the open windows increased.
At Conway Park station, a dark figure slid into the seat opposite
him.

Rowan looked up to see
Jason.

Jason’s large grey eyes were
made-up like an Ancient Egyptian’s. He had a long, thin face with
an unusually pointed jaw line. He was dressed all in black, and if
the summer heat made him uncomfortable in his battered long black
leather coat he didn’t show it. A tangle of cheap silver jewellery
hung around his neck and wrists, with chunky silver rings on every
finger. Small earplugs shared compacted shards of death metal with
the world around him.

“Hi, Jason.”

“Hello. Off into Liverpool?”
The question was made to create conversation rather than being a
real enquiry, as the train was on a fixed circular route.

Rowan nodded. “The library.
You?”

“There’s an exhibition on at
the Tate which I want to see. Are you interested in art?”

“Yes; very much so.” Rowan hid
his surprise, chiding himself for jumping to conclusions based on
Jason’s appearance. “I work in a gallery.”

“Which one?” Jason leaned
forwards enthusiastically, his sharp elbows resting on his bony
knees. Even through his baggy clothing, Jason’s extreme thinness
was apparent.

“Whyte and Goldberg.”

Jason sat straighter. “Wow,
that is seriously classy! Very up-market. I’ve been in there one or
twice; off Seel Street, isn’t it. Very expensive, exclusive. How
long have you worked there? What do you do?”

“I’m just an assistant, and a
fairly new one at that.” Rowan didn’t feel any need to add that his
aunt knew the owners. It had been thanks to Lydia’s connection that
he had been offered the job. “What about yourself; what do you do?
You mentioned having worked in Southport.”

“Yeah, on the fairground but
I’ve been unemployed since. I’ve only got GCSEs, you know; they’re
not much use on their own.”

“What about college?”

Jason shrugged and said, “Can’t
afford it. Catch 22, isn’t it.”

“So what do you do with
yourself?” Rowan didn’t really care; he was just making
conversation. He had managed to get through college despite his
meagre finances, so he felt disinclined to offer sympathy to
someone who had found it easier to give up.

“Read, watch old films, go to
art galleries and museums, draw stuff. Do you like anime and
fantasy art?” Jason ran a hand through his dyed black hair to push
it away from his eyes. His ears had multiple piercings.

Rowan smiled faintly as the
train pulled into Moorfields underground station. “My tastes run
more to the Italian Renaissance.”

“Caravaggio, Botticelli,
Angelico, Michelangelo, Da Vinci… I like that era, too. But they
were fantasy artists, too, in their own way. Their subject matter
used Biblical stories to disguise a much older mythology. They had
to paint religious scenes because the Church paid their bills.
Cross those guys and, back then, anyone would have been tortured
and executed.”

Rowan began to warm to Jason.
He seemed friendly but nervy and on edge. Jason tried a little too
hard to be agreeable but he had just moved to a new area so maybe
he was lonely. Rowan could relate to that condition easily
enough.

Rowan said, “Lime Street
station; I get off here.” He rose to his feet and stepped into the
aisle.

Jason nodded, and remained
sitting. “I’m getting off at Central.”

“See you around, then,” said
Rowan casually, as he began walking to the train door.

Jason smiled. “Sure.”

 


 


 


After three hours of browsing,
reading and sporadic note-taking, Rowan strolled out of Liverpool’s
Central Library. He was glad to get away from the overheated
air-conditioned atmosphere.

The adjacent museum steps were
swarming with shrieking schoolchildren who were waiting for their
coach driver to return. Their teachers were patrolling the group,
talking amongst themselves and glancing hopefully at
wristwatches.

The black fountain by the
Walker Art Gallery was joyfully splashing into its large, round
base. A group of pretty Japanese girls were lining up before it,
taking photographs of each other, giggling behind cupped palms.

Rowan strode over the retro
cobbles of William Brown Street then crossed the raised plateau of
St John’s Gardens which lay behind the pale sandstone Romanesque
grandeur of St George’s Hall. The skyline was speared with massive
cranes, reminding him of how swiftly this ancient maritime city was
regenerating. He descended the steep stone steps to the busy
street, then hesitated. An entrance to the underground trains was
just a few yards away. He could be on his journey home within
minutes. It was a tempting prospect.

He changed his mind, and headed
downhill toward the long row of crowded bus stops. He barely looked
at the people around him as he used the pedestrian crossing near
the Royal Court Theatre, nimbly weaving his way through surging
shoppers and the exodus of early commuters who swarmed past The
Playhouse.

Rowan turned onto the paved
expanse of Williamson Square. An old-fashioned merry-go-round
shrilled half-forgotten disco hits as its gaping gilded horses
plunged and reared in endless circles. The pungency of frying
donuts made Rowan nauseous, and he hurried round the seats where
elderly women fed corners of greasy pastries to mobs of squawking
pigeons. A group of teenaged skateboarders were trying to slalom
through an ornamental line of tall water jets which spurted through
metal grilles set into the pavement, laughing at each other’s
futile efforts not to get soaked.

Rabbit had given only a vague
description of the bookshop which he’d recommended. He had only
said that it stood on a side street off Williamson Square, and
there were several of those. Rowan had to double-back on his route
three times before he stood before a small Georgian window with a
hand-painted brown and gold sign above it which read: “The
Antiquarian Emporium”.

The entrance door was covered
in white undercoat. A paper sign was taped to the wall on either
side of it, warning of wet paint. Inside, a man up a step-ladder
was installing a CCTV camera. The scent of brick dust, probably
from drilling, and the distinctive musty fragrance of old books
combined with those of jasmine incense and fresh coffee.

Rowan’s eyes quickly adjusted
to the soft shadows inside the shop. Paintings, pottery and a few
elaborate leather masks hung on the wall behind a glass sales
counter whose interior shelves displayed antique jewellery and rare
comics, signed photographs of long-dead actors and a collection of
rusting Dinky cars. Tall rows of bookshelves lined the walls and
filled most of the shop floor, and Rowan could not resist browsing
these, wishing he had more money. He hated that cold, empty feeling
in the pit of his stomach when he thought about money, or rather,
his lack of it. Financial insecurity ate at his life like maggots
burrowing into an apple.

Slow footsteps came out of a
small room nearby and went towards the glass counter. The creak of
leather indicated that someone had sat down. He could hear the soft
hum of a muted conversation.

At the rear of the shop were
some glass bookcases. A sign on these read, “If you require
assistance, please ask.” The contents looked more valuable than
those on the open shelves. Their thick leather spines were starting
to crumble. Some were old histories of Britain or obscure
theological works. There were also a large number of occult
texts.

As he worked his way around
this fascinating little shop, Rowan caught a narrow glimpse inside
a small side-room which was used as an office. It was piled high
with more stock in cardboard boxes. It was also the source of the
pleasing fragrance of coffee.

Rowan ran his gaze over two
flat display cases set on a large table. Resting on faded black
velvet inside the cases were various Masonic rings plus
contemporary mystical jewellery. Otherwise, the table was filled
with glass vases, collectible bears and several boxes of old
seaside postcards illustrated with fat ladies being ogled by puny
men.

Rowan rounded the last
bookshelf and went to pay for the four books he’d chosen. There
were several other books which he would have liked but they would
have to wait for another time. He started slightly when he saw
Aiden talking to the middle-aged man sitting behind the glass sales
counter.

Rowan flushed slightly, and
smiled. “Hello again.”

Aiden offered a half-interested
nod in return. “Hi.” He was dressed in an immaculate black business
suit. An expensive brief case rested by his gleaming shoes.

The older man rose from the
weather-beaten leather chair to take Rowan’s selection. He looked
tired and harried, and the middle button on his brown tweed jacket
didn’t match the others, but he offered Rowan a professional smile
and rapidly calculated the bill without mechanical aid.

“That will be £39.42, please,”
said the bookseller, who was reaching for a brown plastic carrier
bag with the shop’s name printed upon it in gold.

Rowan pulled some lose notes
from the inside pocket of his creased canvas jacket and handed
these to the shop keeper.

Rowan gazed at Aiden’s
impassive expression. He was uncertain how to start a conversation.
The longer Aiden remained silent, the more awkward Rowan felt. He
ventured, “I enjoyed our conversation the other day.”

Aiden smiled slightly. “As did
I.”

The shopkeeper looked from one
to the other as he effortlessly counted change then handed this to
Rowan with a brief thanks, then held out the bag of books.

Rowan accepted these politely,
and glanced at Aiden again. Aiden was watching him carefully, as if
waiting for something.

Rowan said, “I was going to
email you when I go to my local library. There isn’t a computer at
home.”

This broke the ice. Aiden
smiled properly for the first time, and his dark blue eyes grew
warmer. “I understand. I tend to forget that not everyone has
internet access yet.”

The man behind the counter
settled back into his chair, silent but watchful.

Rowan said, “I’m sorry, did I
interrupt your conversation? I don’t mean to intrude.”

“Our business was already
concluded, but thank you for asking. So few do, these-days.” Aiden
reached down for his brief case, then extended a hand to the
shopkeeper and said, “I’ll be in touch.”

The shopkeeper rose to shake
Aiden’s hand. “My pleasure.”

Then Aiden began to slowly walk
towards the open door. Rowan followed him automatically as Aiden
gracefully side-stepping the CCTV technician’s ladder.

Rowan joined Aiden outside on
the narrow side-street. “How are you?”

“Very well; excellent, in fact.
And you?”

“Fine, thanks.”

“How about a drink?”

Rowan blanched slightly. He
hadn’t enough money to go to a pub now he’d bought these books. He
had little more than his train fair home. How he hated living like
this. It made his stomach burn with humiliation.

Aiden watched him carefully,
then said, “There’s a tapas bar nearby. I’m buying.”

For a fleeting second, Rowan
wondered if Aiden had read his mind, but that was nonsensical.

Aiden smiled faintly. “Unless,
of course, you have a pressing engagement elsewhere?”

 


 


 


“I can only stay for one
drink,” said Rowan, apologetically.

“As can I.” Aiden mounted the
tall bar stool with feline fluidity. He immediately had two staff
members vying to serve him. To Rowan, he said, “What would you like
to drink?”

Rowan quickly scanned the list
of beers and wines neatly chalked on a blackboard fixed to the wall
behind the highly polished bar. He wasn’t sure which to choose
without seeming either uncultured or presumptuous.

Aiden smiled very faintly.
“I’ll have the Castillo Ygay Gran Reserva.
Will you try some? Yes, make that two,” he said to the barmaid.
“And pinchos morunos, also for two.”

The barmaid scribbled on a
notepad then hurried away to attend to the order.

Rowan looked around the tapas
bar. He had never been in Taste before and, if left to his own
devices, would have been unlikely to enter as it looked
prohibitively expensive. Original art works hung on the white
walls. In one corner, a baby grand piano almost filled the small,
low stage. The clientele wore business suits or designer casuals.
The unobtrusive staff wore crisp long-sleeved white shirts with
black ties, black trousers or knee-length skirts.

“Tell me about your day.”

Rowan tried to look nonchalant,
though in his faded jeans and ancient canvas jacket he felt
out-of-place. He relaxed as Aiden’s warm dark blue gaze caught his.
“I did nothing special. I helped my aunt with the weekly grocery
shopping, then came to Liverpool to do some studying at the
library. My local library is very small.”

“Really? I’ve only ever driven
through Hoylake.”

“It’s a pleasant village.
Old-fashioned and quiet, but charming. There’re plenty of shops
along Market Street, and restaurants and bars. And there’s the
beach, of course. I love being so close to the sea.”

“Have you always lived
there?”

Rowan shook his head. “No; I’ve
only moved there two years ago. I grew up on Menlove Avenue, in
Liverpool. My mother still lives there. My parents divorced, and
now I live with my aunt.”

Aiden sensed there was more to
Rowan’s story. “You are fond of your aunt?”

“Very.” Rowan loved Lydia. Not
only had she given him a home but she accepted him as he was, for
who he was. He felt far closer to her than he did to either of his
parents.

The waitress returned with
their drinks. Aiden slipped a generous tip into her hand when she
told them their food would arrive shortly.

A stocky man in a smart black
suit approached them. His short dark hair was slicked back with
gleaming oil and he wore a neatly trimmed moustache. He smiled
welcomingly and said, “Mr Dane, how nice to see you again. How are
you?”

The two exchanged pleasantries,
and then Aiden said, “Permit me to introduce my companion, who will
be a renowned poet one day.”

Rowan laughed self-consciously.
“That’s an exaggeration.”

“And may I introduce Dave
Clarke, owner of Taste.” A confident smile accompanied Aiden’s
words.

“Delighted to meet you, sir,”
said the older man, holding out his large hand in greeting.

Rowan shook hands, noticing the
firm, dry grip. “Rowan Adshead. Nice to meet you, too.”

Dave said, “A poet? We have a
poetry night on Wednesday evening, with an open mic.”

Aiden smiled encouragingly.
“Your work needs an audience. Are you free this Wednesday?”

Rowan took a deep breath and
tried not to look startled. “Well, maybe; probably. I’ve never done
anything like that before, though.”

Aiden waved one hand
dismissively. “So this will be the first, yes?”

“No-one’s ever heard my
poetry….”

Dave said, “Some of the poets
who perform here are regulars who have a fair amount of experience
but others are absolute beginners. There’s always room for new
faces. Anyway, you’ll have to excuse me; duty calls.”

He walked away as the barmaid
arrived with their food on colourful plates. She smiled enticingly
at Aiden but he repaid her only with polite disinterest.

Aiden unfolded a paper napkin
and placed this on his lap, then delicately nibbled on the skewered
cubes of spicy pork. “This is good, but not as good as mine.”

“You cook?” Rowan mimicked
Aiden’s actions.

“A little. This pork has been
marinated for maybe two hours. I would marinate mine for a
day.”

“I don’t think I’ve eaten this
before.” Rowan was still reeling from the prospect of performing
his poetry in public.

“Pinchos morunos are easy to
make. You can use chicken or pork. I always use fresh herbs, of
course; the flavour is so much better.”

“This is delicious,” said
Rowan, nibbling delicately, holding the food with his fingers.

“Try the wine. Castillo
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