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				‘The time will come when diligent research over long periods will bring to light things which now lie hidden. A single lifetime, even though entirely devoted to the sky, would not be enough for the investigation of so vast a subject . . . And so this knowledge will be unfolded only through long successive ages. There will come a time when our descendants will be amazed that we did not know things that are so plain to them . . . Many discoveries are reserved for ages still to come, when memory of us will have been effaced.’

				– Seneca, Natural Questions
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				Some people believe that when you drown, your whole life flashes before you. The boy in the river saw only bottles, driftwood and the dented licence plate of a foreign car. Not his life. But he knew for certain that he was drowning.

				He wanted to swallow, but the muscles in his throat constricted. His whole neck and jaw, vice tight. He was pretty sure his lungs were ripping open. A searing pain pierced his nostrils and his eyes were grazed with grit. He was heavier now and the surface was retreating every second, so the light that rippled in circles over his head was getting further away.

				His time was up.

				But this wasn’t how the boy had planned to die. In fact, he was certain he hadn’t planned to die at all. Ever.

				So he fought.

				He punched his hand through the surface. He forced his chin up into the light and gulped. River waterfalled into his throat. He was sure his chest would explode. A wave dragged him under again and flung him hard against the bank. His shoulder buckled and in the darkness he scrambled to push himself up again for air.

				He fingernailed at the brickwork. Certain his arm would break, he held on. Because he didn’t want 
to die.

				Another wave flung him hard and this time he got a tighter latch on the wall. The muscles down his arm spasmed. He kicked against the bricks, hauled himself in closer and strained his head upwards.

				The third wave lifted him higher. Air tipped into his lungs and drilled inside his nose. He hung on to the lip of the wall and heaved himself clear, his legs and arms splaying, weighed down by his waterlogged clothes.

				And the river fell away behind him, clinging to its cargo of bottles, paper and cans, carrying them down towards the sea.

				He was on dry land. This fight was over and, for now, the boy had won.

				He lay with his face pressed against the pavement. He could still hear the river. And he could hear the sounds of a city moving all around him. But he had no idea where he was.

				And he realised in that moment, there was something else that was incredibly important that he didn’t know either.

				Kassia was talking to a dead person.

				She wasn’t in the habit of talking to the dead. But she came on Saturdays to the City of London Cemetery to talk to one in particular. Her dad.

				Her mum came too, but she’d given up talking to Kassia’s dad while he was living and felt it was hypocritical to talk to him now he’d passed on. She visited the grave each week with her daughter because certain things were expected.

				Dante never came. Kassia didn’t discuss this with her brother. It was one of the things they didn’t talk about.

				‘I’m going to take my GCSEs early, Dad,’ Kassia mumbled down to the grave. ‘Mum’s done the paperwork. It’s a great idea to get them out of the way. Focus on my A levels sooner.’ She folded last week’s flowers and wrapped them in a sheet of newspaper laid out by her knees. ‘I’m excited about it. I really am.’ A rose thorn caught the heel of her thumb and a streak of blood cried on to the newspaper. She folded the page and then sucked the nick on her hand.

				‘Kassia, please!’ Anna Devaux’s voice was pinched and her face creased like a gourmet chef who’d just witnessed a customer adding tomato ketchup to a finely prepared roast beef dinner. ‘Think of the germs!’ She took a small bottle of hand sanitiser from her handbag and passed it to her daughter. Kassia squirted the gel into her palms and rubbed them together. The cut stung.

				‘I’m going to raise this with the groundsman,’ her mother continued, unsheathing a pair of scissors from her bag and brandishing them in the air so the sun glinted on the points of the blades. ‘I fail to understand why they can’t run the lawnmower round this gap.’ She bent down and snipped at the edging of grass running like a collar between the headstone and the marble slab covering the ground. ‘The amount we pay in fees each year, you’d think they would have someone on this.’ With her plastic-gloved fingers she scooped up the grass cuttings and tucked them into a small white bag she’d brought along for the purpose. Then she dropped the bag on to the folded newspaper that still lay on the memorial slab and stripped the gloves from her hands so they made a noise like an air gun being fired.

				Kassia tucked the bag of cuttings into the folds of the newspaper and then unwrapped the new flowers and stood them in the vase.

				‘Finished?’ Her mum slipped the scissors into their plastic blade protectors and dropped them back into her handbag.

				Kassia moved closer to the gravestone. ‘You think getting on with my exams early is a good idea, don’t you, Dad? No time like the present, Mum says.’ There was, of course, no answer, just a silence that seemed to extend for ages.

				Her mother reached down and plucked a browned petal from the edge of the nearest bud. She looked at it doubtfully, unsure what to do with it, and then tucked it into the folds of newspaper Kassia carried, before gelling her own hands with the sanitiser. ‘We need to try another florist,’ she added. ‘These flowers are sub-standard.’

				‘Mum. I wanted to talk to you.’

				‘So you have the history essay and two books to read for English today, yes? And then I’ve found some past papers online.’

				‘Mum. I was wondering about school.’

				‘I need the history done by Monday if I’m going to get it marked on time,’ Anna Devaux continued. ‘And it’s best you do as many dry runs of the final papers as possible. I’m thinking twenty for each subject.’

				Kassia calculated the time it would take to do this many tests online. ‘I wondered if you’d thought about me going back?’

				Kassia’s mum stopped walking. She pulled the sleeve of her jacket away from her wrist and looked down at her watch. ‘If we catch the 8.17 you could get three hours’ work done before lunch.’

				‘Mum. About school? If I’m taking the exams then isn’t there a Year 11 class that I could go to for a few months? Part-time even, if you thought that was better.’ Her mother had started walking again and she was finding it hard to keep up. ‘Mum?’

				‘This isn’t the time, Kassia.’

				Kassia thought of lots of smart answers in her head but she knew better than to say them aloud. ‘Could we just talk about it?’

				‘There’s nothing to talk about. Although,’ Kassia waited for her mother’s next words, like a dog waiting expectantly for its owner to throw a stick and shout ‘fetch’, ‘I do need to have serious words with the groundsman before we leave.’

				Kassia pushed her hands into her pocket. The cut on her thumb caught on the zip of the pocket and the pain made her eyes smart.

				Reverend Solomon Cockren was ready for the day. He loved Saturdays. People flocking in their masses across London to visit St Paul’s. The cathedral full of visitors.

				He walked briskly towards the East Door, looked down at his watch and, despite the fact it was still a little early, he turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open.

				The sound was, for a moment, overwhelming. Reverend Solomon took a second or so to adjust but he didn’t mind the noise. It meant the city was alive.

				He liked to watch people. He enjoyed working out their stories. Looking out on the street outside the cathedral was like looking at the shelf of a busy bookshop. Tens of stories packed together, none of them connected to each other, some big, some small, some easy to read and some much more of a challenge. ‘Guessing the story’ was his favourite game.

				This morning there was a gaggle of sightseers. Early risers, he presumed, keen to tick St Paul’s off their To Do lists. There were some party goers who’d obviously been out all night and were wearily making their way home. And there was a girl hurrying along behind a woman who was clearly her mother. The girl clutched a crumpled newspaper under her arm, a bunch of dead flowers poking out the top of the folds. She must have been to a graveyard, he figured. That’s the only place he could think of where dead things tended to outnumber things that were alive. This guess made sense of her story and he was proud of himself for thinking of it.

				The girl and her mother were in a hurry. As they passed the door to the cathedral, a tall black boy, with buzz cut hair, rounded the corner. The girl sidestepped and the dead flowers fell from her hands. The boy bent down to pick them up. The girl’s mother was snapping and snarling, the girl looked embarrassed but the boy was unflustered, the woman’s words running off him like water, as if he’d heard such ranting a million times before. Maybe he was used to things much worse than dead flowers. An unhappy home perhaps. Another story successfully deciphered. Reverend Solomon was doing particularly well today.

				He made a mental note to add the two youngsters to his prayer list. He was just debating whether to add the mother too, in spite of her snapping, when he saw a story he couldn’t read.

				There was a teenager making his way shakily up the steps to the cathedral. He was smartly dressed. A suit of sorts, although slightly old fashioned. His red hair was long, curled around his face.

				None of this was especially remarkable. Reverend Solomon was used to seeing all types of dress and outfits in the city. Someone had once described London as a melting pot and not much of what bubbled away in the stew here could really surprise him.

				But he was surprised. And confused. Because despite the fact the sun was blazing in the sky and it hadn’t rained for days, the boy was soaked to the skin, his clothes dripping into a pool of muddy water at his feet.

				‘Are you OK?’ Reverend Solomon fussed, steering the boy towards the open doorway. ‘Are you hurt? Do you need help? How did this happen?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				Reverend Solomon glanced down the road at the Thames. It was the only explanation. ‘You’ve been in the river? Why?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				The boy looked like he would fall and so Reverend Solomon helped him sit down on the steps of the cathedral. He stared into the boy’s eyes and held his hand tight. ‘What’s your name?’ he said at last.

				The boy took a long time to answer. ‘I don’t know that either.’
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				Three days later the boy from the river still had absolutely no idea who he was.

				Doctor Nat Farnell had been on duty when they’d brought him into the hospital. Unlike some of the other doctors and nurses, he didn’t seem to be cross about the boy’s inability to answer the most simple question of all. Everyone had asked the boy, as if perhaps they’d have a magic way of phrasing those three words that would make the answer suddenly appear. It didn’t matter how the question was asked, though. ‘Who are you?’ always got the same answer. Silence.

				‘So it seems you’re still a bit of a puzzle,’ mused Doctor Farnell, sitting down heavily on the end of the boy’s bed. ‘And I’m afraid our attempts to try and draw out members of the public who recognise you, has rather backfired.’ He passed the boy a copy of the day’s newspaper.

				The headline read: Do you know the River Boy?

				The boy stared at the photograph they’d taken. His long red hair was wild around his face and the flash had caught the whites of his eyes, making them look pearly, like the inside of a seashell.

				‘A puzzle and now a bit of a celebrity, I’m afraid.’ The doctor took back the newspaper and folded it so the photograph disappeared. The headline was still visible.

				The boy felt a wave of panic, like he’d done in the river. He’d climbed out of the water, but all the memories of who he was had drowned. This didn’t scare him as much as the idea that no one was coming for him. Why hadn’t his parents seen the news reports? Why hadn’t any friends come forward? He was totally alone.

				The doctor sensed his discomfort and put the newspaper on the floor out of sight. ‘Look, memory’s a complicated thing. It can be lost for all sorts of reasons but we have to believe there’s absolutely no reason why things won’t come back to you. Like a hungry dog coming home for its dinner,’ he proposed, ‘we just have to find a way of tempting it back. Offer it beef and gravy and not just healthy kibble, if you know what I mean.’

				The boy ran his fingers through his hair, as if he was digging for solutions. He wasn’t sure at all what the doctor meant. The man seemed to be comparing his lost memory to a stray dog.

				Doctor Farnell adjusted the knot of his tie as if it had suddenly got very hot. ‘Look, the truth is, things would really work out for both of us if we could unlock that memory of yours. The head of department’s breathing down my neck. Seems he can’t quite get over the fact I put plaster cast on an unbroken arm last week, so my job’s on the line to be honest. Unlock your memory and we are on to a win-win.’

				The boy rubbed his arms rather nervously.

				‘So I’d like to try something with you, if that’s OK.’

				The doctor passed the boy a pad of paper and a thick black pen.

				‘I want you to write something. Anything really that comes to mind. Words, pictures, it’s up to you. I don’t want you to think too hard about what you’re doing. Don’t try and force things. Let your mind steer your hand and bring to the surface whatever’s lying just below. Can you do that for me?’

				The boy tightened his grip on the pen.

				‘Use as much paper as you want. And don’t self-check whatever comes. It should be like water really. Just let the memories flow. I’ll wait outside so you don’t feel self-conscious. Agreed?’

				The boy nodded. He’d no idea how this would help. He had nothing to say, so how could he have anything to write? But the doctor had been kind compared to all the others. And he really had nothing to lose.

				So he waited until the doctor moved out of the room into the corridor and then he pressed the nib of the black pen against the clean white page.

				His heart beat like a metronome, speeding up as if needing music to play faster and faster. At first the pen was tight in his hand, the marks on the page small and jagged. But then his hand began to loosen, the pen leaning lightly against the fold where his thumb and forefinger met. He watched the marks on the page darken. There were no words yet, but maybe these would come. The doctor had said he shouldn’t self-check so he let his hand keep moving, the white of the page eaten up by the dark of the ink until the first sheet was nearly covered. He pulled it free of the pad and pressed the nib against the second page and his hand moved again, faster now, in time with his heart.

				As he finished each page he let them fall to the floor and as his hand moved backwards and forwards, the ink flowing now so it covered the page, he realised his eyes were prickling.

				He’d no idea who he was. For three whole days no one had come forward to claim him. And the pages that were supposed to help him were covered now in thick black lines. But he kept on moving the pen. And as the final page fell from the pad he noticed the corner had been made damp by a single tear.

				He let the pen fall. It clattered on to the floor. There had been no great unlocking. He still knew nothing. Except that he was terrified.

				The lights were so bright they were burning his eyes. And outside his window he could hear the reporters who’d collected to cover his story, chatting and laughing. If he really was a puzzle, who was going to help fit the pieces back together again?

				He rolled on to his side so all he could see was the wall. And then because there was no one to hold him, he wrapped his arms around himself and held tight.

				When Doctor Farnell came back to check, the floor was littered with paper covered in scribbles and the patient, who’d no idea who he was, had fallen into a fitful sleep. ‘Splendid,’ the doctor muttered through clamped teeth as he scooped the pages up from the floor. ‘That went well, then.’

				The lights went off, and stayed off. Kassia moaned as she stepped uncertainly downstairs to open the front door. ‘Really not funny any more.’

				Uncle Nat grinned. ‘Have to disagree with you! It’s always funny.’

				When they first moved to Fleet Street, Kassia’s dad had kitted the flat out with all sorts of devices intended to make things easier for deaf people. The doorbell not only rang but made all the lights flash on and off. This way her elder brother Dante would know there was someone at the door despite not being able to hear the bell. Also, for as long as Kassia could remember, her uncle had thought it funny to keep his finger on the doorbell every time he visited, so the lights remained off. He insisted the joke never got tired.

				‘Tell him he’s late!’ Kassia’s mum’s voice thundered down the stairs.

				Kassia looked up at the clock in the hallway. It was three minutes past six.

				‘Good day?’ Uncle Nat said, nodding his head towards the stairs.

				‘One more Victor Hugo book to go – The Hunchback of Notre Dame,’ winced Kassia. ‘But I’ve done the history. And four past papers.’

				‘So you’re definitely taking your GCSEs this year then? She likes to get on with things, doesn’t she? And more than one book by Victor Hugo? Will you be tested on all of them?’

				‘No. The Hugos are for fun. To broaden my mind.’

				‘Oh.’ Her uncle shrugged.

				There was the sound of heavy footsteps from above. ‘And this dinner will be ruined unless he gets a move on!’ came her mother’s voice again.

				‘What she got in store for us?’ grimaced Nat. ‘Not sushi. Tell me it’s not sushi.’

				‘Superfood pasta,’ grumbled Kassia. ‘With extra pomegranate. Does something to your IQ, apparently.’

				The stairs shook as Dante raced down to join them. Her brother crashed his hand against his uncle’s in an exuberant high five. ‘You got a death wish?’ Dante signed, glancing over his shoulder back up the stairs.

				‘It’s three minutes,’ groaned Nat.

				‘That’s how long it takes to drown,’ laughed Dante with his hands. ‘She’s not happy.’

				Nat’s face seemed to say something along the lines of ‘is she ever?’ but he didn’t bother putting his answer into words.

				‘Got the tickets?’ pressed Dante.

				His uncle pulled four tickets for the ‘Climbing the O2’ experience out of his inside pocket. ‘You can go any day in April. There’re details on the back.’

				‘You got four?’

				‘Ah, yes. Part of the master plan. One each for us three and then one for your mother.’

				‘But she won’t come!’ exclaimed Kassia.

				‘Exactly. But she’ll feel so bad we bought her a ticket, she won’t be able to moan about us going.’ He winked conspiratorially.

				‘Nice,’ signed Dante. ‘It’ll never work. But it’s a great idea.’

				Suddenly a voice pierced the air like a needle bursting a balloon. ‘It’s on the table!’

				Dante snuffled the tickets into his pocket and led the way up the stairs taking them two at a time.

				Nat kissed his sister on the cheek before sinking into a chair at the head of the dinner table.

				‘Shoes!’ she barked at him.

				‘Anna. I work in a hospital. My shoes can’t possibly be dirty.’

				Anna put the plate down on the table without looking at him. The plate rocked on the place mat. Nat slipped off his shoes and carried them to the plastic matting at the top of the flight of stairs. He winked again at Dante before returning to his chair.

				‘Bad day?’ Dante signed.

				‘Confusing.’ Nat made sure he signed his answer too. Everyone in the family always did. Dante just used sign but it didn’t mean his opinions were ‘quieter’ than anyone else’s. When Dante got cross or excited the shapes he made with his hands got larger and filled more space.

				‘River Boy?’ Dante asked, his signs already quite big. ‘He’s got to be faking it, right?’

				‘I don’t think so. It’s been too long. He’d have weakened in three days, surely? Let something slip to give us a clue. Can you imagine how much energy it’s taking for him to keep pretending, if that’s what he’s doing?’

				‘I couldn’t keep up a lie for even a day. Far too difficult,’ Kassia said, before passing the jug of kale and nettle smoothie to her uncle. He poured himself a glass and flinched as a splash of juice leaked on to the tablecloth.

				Anna jumped up and grabbed a wet sponge from the sink.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Nat whimpered quietly.

				‘It doesn’t matter,’ snapped his sister, rubbing vigorously at the stain in a way that confirmed it definitely did. She took the sponge back to the kitchen. ‘I won’t be able to tell if we caught it in time until it’s dry.’

				Kassia watched as her mother sat down again. Anna’s jaw was locked tight. She pushed the food around her plate as if she was trying to kill it. Kassia pulled a face at her brother and he rolled his hands, encouraging her to keep talking. ‘Maybe he’s scared to death. No one’s come for him, right?’ Kassia ploughed on. ‘I mean, where’re his mum and dad? How can nobody recognise him?’ She looked across at her uncle. ‘You’ve been nice, right? Made it clear he can tell you anything?’

				‘We’ve been more than patient. Tried to make him feel as comfortable as possible. But I don’t know how long the hospital’s going to stay safe.’

				‘The Press, you mean?’ asked Dante. ‘Bet they’re desperate for answers.’

				Nat finished his mouthful and took a swig of his smoothie. ‘I’m worried it’s getting out of hand. Reporters being there every minute of the day and night. It unsettles the other patients. The story’s on every news network in the country and overseas as well. There’s even a news team flown in from France.’

				‘But that’s exciting,’ said Kassia, looking hopefully at her mother. Her mother speared a sprig of broccoli with her fork. ‘It’s a great story.’

				‘Which is why the guy’s got to be faking it. Dragging it out for as long as possible,’ signed Dante, stretching the words dramatically so his hands were wide apart.

				‘Then why hasn’t someone come forward to claim him yet?’ said Kassia. ‘He could be pretending, but someone out there must know who he is, so why haven’t they made contact?’

				‘Exactly. The boy’s not faking. He’s lost his memory, that’s all, which is why being in a hospital isn’t helping him.’ Nat twisted a length of pasta round his fork and looked over at his sister. ‘He needs to be in a home, Anna. The hospital’s not right for him. He won’t get better there.’

				Kassia watched her mum dab a white serviette to the corner of her lips, before slicing a circle of courgette into quarters. What was her uncle doing? Was he asking what she thought he was?

				Nat put down his fork. ‘He needs to be with a family if he’s ever going to get better.’

				Her mother spiked the first quartered ring of courgette and nibbled silently, her nostrils still flared, her gaze still locked on the wet patch on the tablecloth.

				Was her uncle asking them to have the River Boy stay with them? What was he thinking?

				Nat leaned back on his chair. ‘Look, Anna. This is awkward. I’ve kind of agreed to something with the hospital.’

				Oh my life! He wasn’t asking. He’d actually arranged it already. Kassia looked across at her mother. She’d speared the second quarter of courgette and was raising it to her mouth. Her uncle definitely had a death wish. Kassia could hardly bear to watch. It was like seeing a kitten mistaking a coiled snake for a ball of wool.

				‘You see, the thing is, the psychiatrists think he would be best in a family setting. More chance of his memory returning that way. And it needed to be an approved family, with people in the house regularly. Say, a student who’s being home-schooled. That would work.’ He nodded at Kassia. She tightened her grip on her fork. Anna ate the third quarter of courgette. ‘And the clincher is really some sort of link with a social worker already – like you have with Jacob.’ This time he nodded at Dante. ‘And then, of course, the third requirement was some sort of medical connection. A doctor who was prepared to visit every day and check in on things.’

				Anna swallowed the fourth quarter of courgette.

				‘So I volunteered you.’

				Anna rested her fork on the edge of the plate. She locked her hand vice-like round the serviette. The white fabric spilled between her fingers like foam on a wave.

				Kassia hunched her shoulders protectively. Her mother was going to blow. There was no way this would end well.

				‘Look, I know I should have cleared things first and everything. But I didn’t have a choice, Anna. It’s the boy’s only hope.’ Nat swallowed. ‘You’re his only hope.’

				Kassia put her hands flat against the table and braced herself.

				Her mother’s eyes widened. When she spoke it was in a voice that seemed a bit too high. Her signs were as sharp as knives. ‘You. Here. The boy. Here. My house. You.’

				‘Anna, look. It’s not all bad. There’s payment. No one expects you to do it for nothing. And you could use the money. And it would make things so much easier for me at work. You know. After the broken arm thing.’

				Dante choked a little on his smoothie.

				‘It could have happened to anyone,’ Nat said defensively. ‘The woman’s arms were wonky. But the point is, if I do this. Well, I mean, if you do this, then the consultant will be off my back. There might even be a promotion in it for me.’

				Kassia could tell her mother was trying to make sense of this information. The thought of her uncle being promoted seemed to produce a sparkle in her mum’s eye, but it was no way a closed deal. ‘You expect me. To take in a boy. Who doesn’t even know who he is. And stay here. Are you insane?’

				Kassia was pretty sure all the evidence of the last ten minutes suggested her uncle was exactly that. Totally bonkers.

				‘Anna, please. I can’t have him at my place and you fit all the criteria. It’s perfect.’

				‘It’s ridiculous! It’s crazy! It’s not happening!’ She took her plate to the sink and then returned to the table and began to tug at the tablecloth. ‘I need to wash this. If I put it on at forty degrees there’s a chance we can get the mark out.’

				Kassia scrambled to pick up her plate and made a grab for her brother’s. Her mother was so angry she’d stopped signing. Kassia carried the plates to the sink and scrambled the last few moments into signs. ‘Mum has turned down the chance for us to look after River Boy.’

				‘Shame. Would have been cool,’ signed Dante, standing tall so his signs could be clearly seen. ‘Kind of thing Dad would have done.’

				Kassia looked across at her mother.

				Anna let the tablecloth crumple to the floor. Her eyes were drawn together and Kassia had no idea whether she was angry or sad. It was impossible to tell. ‘But we know nothing about him,’ groaned Anna.

				‘That’s the point!’ Dante’s signs were huge.

				‘He could be disturbed. Dangerous, even.’

				Nat shuffled awkwardly in his chair. Kassia sensed her uncle had more to say and she was sure her mum could sense it too. There was no way this was going to end any way less than really horribly now.

				‘See. I knew it!’ Anna’s eyebrows were so far up her forehead they looked as if they might escape. ‘You’ve made arrangements for some headcase to stay here and you didn’t think for a second about checking things first with me! And there’s obviously even more stuff you’re not telling us!’

				‘OK. OK.’ Nat opened his hands in surrender. ‘I should have checked. I should have asked. But it won’t be for long. And I can tell you everything I know.’ He watched as his sister stuffed the tablecloth into the washing machine, jabbing the controls like she was hoping to blast it off into space.

				‘So go on then!’ She slammed the washing machine door shut.

				Nat reached for his briefcase. ‘There is something,’ he said at last. ‘I asked him to write. Or draw. It can sometimes open up all sorts of locked-in memories.’

				‘So? What did he write?’

				‘Nothing.’

				‘Draw then?’ pressed Kassia.

				‘Nothing.’

				‘So what’s the problem?’ signed Dante.

				Nat took the wad of papers from his case and put them on the table. ‘He just scribbled. On and on, for pages and pages. I’ve got no idea what it all means.’

				Kassia took the top piece of paper. It was nearly black with pen marks. The one below almost identical. In places the pen had almost scored through the paper. ‘He did this to every page?’

				‘Pretty much. There’re some gaps on some. Some lines on others. But most of them are completely black.’

				‘Why?’

				‘No idea.’

				Anna took the pages from her daughter. ‘And you want me to have . . . this . . . here. In our family?’

				‘Yes.’

				Kassia had to admire her uncle’s bluntness.

				Anna shuffled the papers.

				‘He’s on his own, sis. He’s got no one and I think being here could help him. If I get this right, then the broken arm thing’s history.’

				It wasn’t enough. There was no way her mum was going to cave.

				‘And the money you’d get. It would cover everything you’d need for Kassia’s exams.’

				Anna pressed her fingers to her temples. ‘All the books?’

				Nat nodded.

				Kassia watched her mother.

				Anna took a deep breath. ‘Dante, go and sort out some old clothes for the boy to wear. Kassia, load the dishwasher.’

				Dante thumped his hand on to the table. ‘Nice one. Should be a laugh.’

				‘It’s not a laugh,’ spat Anna. ‘It’s an inconvenience. And a complete cheek. And your uncle had no right.’ She folded her napkin and slid it inside the silver napkin ring. ‘But if it improves things for him at the hospital.’

				‘And the money for Kassia doesn’t hurt, does it?’ said Dante, and his signs were very small.

				‘Kassia’s future is important. If she wants to be a doctor too then getting to university early is the way to go. It will save her years. We have to take this chance.’

				Dante sniffed. His signs were awkward. ‘You want to be a doctor, Kass?’

				Kassia felt the blood rushing to her cheeks. Anna reached out for her son’s arm but he walked towards the door. Kassia could hear him opening and closing drawers in his bedroom as she loaded the plates into the dishwasher.

				‘Not like that,’ snapped Anna, her attention suddenly pulled back to the kitchen. ‘How many times have I told you? The plates have to face this way. They won’t fit otherwise. It’s like a puzzle.’

				Kassia watched as Anna repositioned the plates. The way her mum had them arranged didn’t look any different from the way she’d done it. But she and her mum had the same discussion every day. ‘Like a puzzle, Kassia. Think like you’re completing a puzzle.’

				Kassia stood up straight.

				‘Well you can still help,’ screeched her mother. ‘There’re the saucepans. And the cutlery. And there will be a billion things to do to get ready for someone to stay here.’

				‘Anna, the flat is more than ready,’ sighed Nat.

				‘Well there’ll be the bedding issue and—’

				‘Puzzle!’ shrieked Kassia. ‘Like a puzzle.’

				Her mother looked up, the empty smoothie jug balanced in her hand.

				‘Supposing the pages the boy drew fit together like some giant puzzle. Did you try that?’

				‘Of course we didn’t try that,’ grinned Nat. ‘It’s genius. We didn’t think of genius.’

				Kassia grabbed the blackened pages and spread them across the table. They made her feel uncomfortable. It was easy to see from the way the paper curled with the pressure of the scoring, that the River Boy had been frantic. Desperate somehow. But to do what?

				Dante stood in the doorway.

				‘Move that page back a little,’ Kassia suggested.

				‘What are we supposed to be seeing?’ Dante asked, in a failing attempt to look like he wasn’t that interested.

				‘That line. The page is almost black except for the top corner. If you fit the edge of that paper with the one beside it, you get a white stripe. See?’ Kassia shuffled the two pages so they connected together, the white stripe lined up across both. ‘Get it now?’

				‘I see it,’ said Dante. ‘What about the next one?’ He shuffled a third page in line with the first two. It was possible to extend the white stripe.

				Kassia moved the first interconnecting three pages down the table and then moved the remaining paper into space so they could be seen more clearly.

				‘So you’re not supposed to look at them alone,’ signed Dante. ‘It’s one big picture broken into pieces.’

				‘One big picture of what?’ urged Nat.

				No one answered and so they worked without talking or signing, sliding paper across the table, connecting edges and extending lines.

				By the time they’d finished, the washing machine had reached the spin cycle.

				But on the dinner table, made from pages of paper fitted together like pieces of a jigsaw, or bricks in a wall, was a completed picture.

				The bank of reporters outside the hospital had thickened. Lights fixed to huge poles made it seem like daylight when in fact it was nine o’clock in the evening. Nat explained he’d called the press conference so quickly because he hoped the item would make the ten o’clock news as well as the morning papers.

				‘Has someone come forward?’

				‘Have you found River Boy’s parents?’

				‘Has he got a name yet?’

				‘Do you know who he is?’

				Kassia stood behind the reporters and watched her uncle raise his hand to silence them. There were several sound-recordists with microphones jostling for the best position in front of him.

				‘There has been a development,’ Nat began.

				‘Are you going to tell us who he is then?’

				There was a general rumble of disapproval at the interruption and one of the reporters nearest to the back called out, ‘Let the doctor speak.’

				The crowd hushed.

				‘As of eight o’clock this evening,’ Nat went on, ‘despite extensive press and public interest, there’s still been no positive identification of the boy who’s become known as “River Boy”. He has, although being to all intents and purposes, medically well, continued to remain silent. He’s not uttered a single word about who he is or where he’s come from.’

				Nat took several sheets of paper from his briefcase. Dante had scanned in the images the boy had made, fitted them together on the computer screen just as they’d done on the dinner table, and then reproduced the single image the puzzle had created for copying.

				‘We gave the boy pieces of paper and a pen and asked him to share with us in whatever way he could. And this is what he drew.’ Nat held up the paper and flashbulbs from cameras clicked repeatedly. ‘I’ll pass out copies of the image for you all in a
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