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Part One


‘What’s the matter? Tell me what happened?’

Ignoring his mother, Harry Brandwell jumped from the car and ran the short distance home. Kicking open the iron gate he shoved past Fraser and made for the front door. Once inside, he scrambled up the stairs. He didn’t have long. His stomach had turned. Bile was rising.

‘Harry?’ called his father, leaving the kitchen; then, in a lower tone to his wife: ‘What the hell is going on?’

‘I don’t know. He won’t say.’

Harry made it to the bathroom just in time. When he’d finished heaving and spitting, he yelled over his shoulder, ‘Don’t come up. Leave me alone.’

‘But Harry—’ His mother was on the landing.

‘I said let me be, now go away.’

After she’d backed off, Harry undressed, shaking off his clothes as if they were crawling with lice. He stepped into the shower and turned on the hot tap. Gradually the temperature increased. When he couldn’t stand the heat any more, he moved away and reached for a towel, dabbing his red skin as if he was bleeding from every pore. He was eerily calm. The flush of pain had cleansed his mind.

‘Harry?’ His mother was outside. She’d knocked gently. ‘Please talk to me.’

He didn’t reply. He let the silence drive her away. Then he went to his room and lay down, listening to the soft scrape of the garden rake. Fraser was gathering up the fallen leaves.

A month back Harry had refused to speak to Geraldine, the counsellor. So his mum had suggested he talk to Father Littlemore instead. He was new on the scene. An American. Came for Sunday lunch with presents. Flowers for his mother. Wine for his dad. Most recently – for Harry – a ship-in-a-bottle. But Harry hadn’t been fooled. Right from the start, when he first introduced himself as Father Eddie, Harry thought him a bit too nice, a bit too helpful. He tried too hard. Harry had seen these kinds of desperate measures before – at school when someone new turned up. He’d learned to read the signs. And the biggest of the lot was when Father Eddie changed the subject when asked where he’d been before moving to London. Harry had tried to tell his mother that there was something odd about the guy but she’d refused to listen.

‘And what about Gutsy Mitchell?’ she’d asked, a hand on each hip.

It was a fair point. When Gutsy had arrived not wanting to talk about Dover, Harry had thought he must have something to hide, and he hadn’t. His parents had split up that’s all. And so thinking of Gutsy, he’d given Father Eddie a break. And anyway, he hadn’t liked Geraldine’s rules about open doors and not keeping secrets …

‘You can trust him,’ Harry’s mother had said, moving a few strands of black hair behind an ear. ‘You can tell him anything.’

Father Eddie promised to teach him the chess moves that had never appeared in a book. Stuff the Russians would kill for. Tricks handed down by Bobby Fischer.

‘Who’s Bobby Fischer?’

‘You’ll have to come along to find out. You don’t have to speak. I’ll do all the talking.’

Meetings had been arranged at Father Eddie’s place. They played chess. Harry found himself relaxing and then smiling but he just couldn’t open his mouth. And so Father Eddie played a clever trick. He told him a secret, the answer to where he’d been before coming to London: Freetown in Sierra Leone. He’d gone there to get away from his own problems, only it hadn’t worked. He’d had to come back. ‘We can’t escape who we are,’ he said. And he taught Harry a Krio phrase, ohlman de pan in yon wa-ala: ‘everyone has his own troubles’. In the end, Harry took the plunge and opened up. 

The gentle raking had come to an end. Which meant that Fraser would now be in the back garden with the tray of seedlings, waiting for Harry. They’d sown spring cabbages in little pots a month back and now it was time to plant them outside. It was their autumn project.

Harry would have trusted Gutsy Mitchell with his life. Once you got to know him, Gutsy was Gutsy. Whereas Father Eddie had turned out to be two people. Once he got Harry telling him the stuff he wouldn’t tell Geraldine, once he got him at ease with assurances and promises – once he’d established a bond between them – he changed. With the recollection of their third and last encounter – the one that had made him retch and take a shower – the nausea returned to Harry’s stomach; he thought he might be sick again. Swinging his legs off his bed, he reached for the ship-in-a-bottle and gripped it by the neck. After opening the door he walked down the stairs, coming to a halt when he reached the door to the sitting room. His parents exchanged bewildered glances, their eyes finally coming to rest upon the object in Harry’s hand, raised high in the air. When his accusing stare had brought his mother to tears, Harry threw the bottle against the wall above her head. The gift from Father Eddie exploded, showering his parents with splinters of glass and balsa wood as they crouched, whimpering with fear. After a few moments of shared disbelief, Harry went outside … to carry on with the rest of the day, and tomorrow and the day after. 

‘Are y’all right there, laddie?’ asked Fraser.

The old man was on his knees making pockets in the soil with his gloved hands. His movements were slow and deliberate, his voice soft. Harry didn’t answer. He took the tray of seedlings off the garden table and laid it on the ground between them.

‘Canna give ye some advice, son?’

Again, Harry said nothing. His eyes were on the dark earth. He was trembling with rage and self-disgust. 

‘Sometimes things happen in life that we don’t like. D’ye follow me?’

Harry nodded.

‘And we think we’ll never forget what’s happened. D’ye get my drift?’

Harry nodded again.

‘Well, you can take it from me, son, that’s just not true. Not – true – at – all. And I should know.’

Fraser had once been one of those hunched homeless figures who haunted the streets around the Embankment. He’d seen no point to living, but thanks to Uncle Justin and the Bowline Project he’d been given a second chance. The man who’d once eaten out of dustbins had become Harry’s friend and adviser. He’d let slip words that were wise and consoling.

‘I’m not sayin’ life’s a piece of shortbread, all right? I’m not sayin’ everything’s rosy in the garden. Because we all know that’s just nonsense. But what I can tell you is this’ – Fraser fixed Harry with an anguished stare, the look of a man who’d been there and bought the T-shirt – ‘no matter what’s happened, we get over it, in time. It’s hard to believe, I know, but it’s God’s honest truth. Everything’ll fade away, eventually. You’ve just got to wait, laddie. In the meantime, how about we enjoy oursels a wee bit? Help me plant these cabbages. Okay?’

Harry nodded.

‘Good lad.’

They set to work, filling up a patch of ground by the wall, Fraser remembering his mother’s boiled bacon stinking out the tenement, Harry listening from a distant place. The fact is – and Gutsy Mitchell agreed – there were certain experiences that were burned into your memory; they’d never disappear. Fraser knew that as well as anyone. He just daren’t say it to an eleven-year-old.
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Anselm shuffled along the North Walk while his brothers continued west towards the refectory. Opening an arched door he slipped out of the cloister and presently came to the reception area where, a hand on each hip, his reproving gaze fell upon Larkwood’s Gatekeeper. The aged yet ageless Sylvester, lodged behind his desk, ignored the looming presence. Wide, sunken eyes glanced up from a book onto the bank of telephones and then returned with ostentatious concentration to the page under consideration.

‘You missed Vespers again,’ began Anselm.

‘No one bothered to warn me.’

‘There was a bell. It rang repeatedly. In fact there were two bells … a small one to tell you that a big bell was going to ring … and then, five minutes later, the big bell itself – the one you’d just been warned about. It rang and rang. You can hear it a mile away. And, from where you’re sitting, I’d say you’re about two hundred yards distant. Hard to miss.’

The old man snorted. He didn’t quite run with time any more. Its movement was strangely parallel to whatever he might be doing. He’d always turned up flustered and late for every Office, but recently he’d begun to miss some of them completely; he frowned when reminded of things he’d known all his monastic life. The shift in behaviour had begun to worry Anselm. Larkwood’s Night Watchman was too important to fade away; too much loved to die. He had to live for ever.

‘It’s a disgrace,’ said Anselm. ‘This sort of thing would never have happened in the old days … when monks were monks. When we used our hands for speech. When the sound of a bell meant something.’

In fact, unable to master monastic sign language, Sylvester had invented his own. The problem was that no one else had understood it, persuading a visiting philosopher from Harvard that Wittgenstein’s argument against a private language had been forcefully contradicted. The old man turned a page.

‘You’re mentioned in here,’ he said, archly.

‘Me?’

‘Yes.’

Anselm smiled modestly. He’d been in the papers, but never in a book. Having quit the London Bar many years ago, he’d come to Larkwood Priory in Suffolk intent on the Silent Life. Made a beekeeper, he’d thought his days serving the interests of justice were well and truly over. But then, in one of those mysterious decisions reserved to monastic superiors, he’d been sent back to the world he’d left behind, instructed to help those forgotten by the law. A number of high-profile investigations had ensued, bringing with them – paradoxically – the recognition that had eluded him at the Bar.

‘Really? I’m mentioned by name?’

‘In the old days, we never repeated ourselves,’ snapped Sylvester. ‘Once said was enough. But, yes, he knows all about you and your kind and what happens when you come near a holy man.’

Sylvester held up the cover so Anselm could read the title: Athanasius: The Life of Anthony.

‘I’m reading that bit about discerning good from evil. He’s on about demons in the desert but it works for people round here, too. When the good turn up, he says, joy and delight and stability enter the soul; whereas, when the bad come round the corner’ – Sylvester grabbed his gnarled walking stick, prodding Anselm’s midriff with each word – ‘there’s confusion and disorder, dejection, enmity towards ascetics, and fear of death. So there. That’s you nailed and sorted.’

The old man grounded his stick and leaned back in his seat, examining Anselm with his watery blue eyes. He’d held every job in the monastery except that of Prior. As Cook he’d made more apple crumble than mashed turnips. As Cellarer his donations had outstripped Larkwood’s income. As Guestmaster, he’d thrown open the door to every shadow on the ground. He claimed never to have met an evil person in his life.

‘You’re not a bad lad,’ he said, reluctantly. ‘Come and get me next time, will you? I’ve heard the bells so often, I’ve forgotten what they’re for. They’re just part of the air I breathe, do you know what I mean?’

Anselm did. Sylvester had reached that hallowed state which is so easily overlooked, where an elder’s every action, even answering the telephone, becomes a profoundly recollected activity. His every gesture was steeped in significance. Although he didn’t recognise it, Larkwood’s Lantern Bearer was on the edge of this life; he pottered about blithely on the cusp, catching the light of the next, reflecting lost grace back into the corridors he’d almost left behind.

‘Let’s go,’ he groaned, struggling with bony hands out of his chair. It was time for supper, a communal gathering for which the old man was habitually and mysteriously early. ‘I could eat a horse. Oh yes … I forgot to say. There’s someone here to see you. Just turned up out of thin air.’

‘Who?’

‘I can’t remember. But he looked a bit shifty.’

‘Fair enough. Where is he now?’

‘I suggested he might go to Vespers.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘And when was that?’

‘After the bell rang, you goose. When else do you think?’

Anselm couldn’t find words for the occasion. He just watched the old man hobble off to the refectory, bemused and maddened by the trappings of holiness.
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The man on the other side of the parlour table didn’t look shifty to Anselm in the least. His eyes simply flickered while he spoke, which Anselm took for intelligence, as if he had some difficulty processing his many thoughts and insights as they passed before his mind’s eye. Curiously, he didn’t introduce himself and he didn’t reciprocate after Anselm had taken the initiative – a quite useless step since this composed, purposeful visitor knew exactly who he was talking to.

‘There’s a great difference between who a man is and what he does,’ said the visitor. ‘A man can be constrained by his place in life … by his responsibilities to other people. He can find himself trapped by his public role. There are things he would like to do that he can’t do. I find myself in such a position and so I’ve come to you in a private capacity. Can I rely upon your discretion?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Good. You must keep this meeting between ourselves. It’s better for me that way.’

‘How can I help?’

Anselm placed the man in his early sixties. He had dark hair, silvered lightly above the ears. His speech was measured, his accent polished, his tone persuasive. Pushed to choose an occupation, Anselm would have said the CEO of a company with a strong listing on the stock exchange. Away from the office, he was dressed in an open-necked blue shirt and badly ironed beige trousers: a bachelor waiting to get back into his Savile Row three-piece. Satisfied by Anselm’s unqualified assurance he reached into a tatty briefcase and produced a brown envelope. He placed it carefully on the table, folding his hands on top as if to defeat a sudden gust of wind.

‘I’d like you to find someone, Father. Someone who’s gone missing. As far as the police are concerned, he’s vanished off the face of the earth. I’d have thought that to be a highly improbable eventuality.’

Anselm liked the man’s sardonic humour, though the hard smile underlined the seriousness of his purpose.

‘The situation is complicated by the fact that there are vested interests involved. There are people occupying positions of considerable trust and influence who do not want this man to be found. They want him to remain hidden. Let’s say that they, too, in their own way, are constrained by their responsibilities to other people. Someone, however, must intervene, regardless of such misguided … sensitivities.’

Anselm nodded. A potential whistleblower had gone into hiding. Unlike the other board members, this CEO had a conscience. He wanted the truth out.

‘This much is certain,’ said the man. ‘He must have feared for his life. His home was wide open. The lights were left on. He took no money, no clothing and no passport. He simply ran into the night and never came back.’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Seven months ago. October the second.’

‘Did he leave















Part Two


‘You’ve got to go back to the police,’ said Gutsy, passing a cigarette to Harry.

‘I can’t.’

‘You can. What was his name again?’

‘Sanjay.’

‘Well, this time you have to give him the facts. You can’t just sit there and say nothing.’

They were leaning on the barrier of a wooden walkway built on a lake, one of the filled-in gravel pits on Wandsworth Common. Some ducks were thrashing about in the rushes. Two swans looked over, curious.

‘Do you want me to tell him?’ offered Gutsy, manfully.

‘Just give us a light.’

To be healthy Gutsy had nicked a packet of Rothmans menthol, which were disgusting. But they were better than nothing. Having lit up, Harry dropped the burning match into the water. He listened for the hiss, but Gutsy was talking again.

‘It doesn’t matter who he is or how important he is, he can’t get away with it.’

‘I know.’

‘Then spit it out.’

Gutsy didn’t understand. You can’t spit things out without thinking where your glob is going to land.

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Gutsy, tapping ash into the lake.

‘Just let it go.’

‘I can’t. We’re brothers.’

They’d tried to cut their thumbs with a bread knife and mingle some blood, but neither of them could face the pain. In the end they’d joined scratch to scratch. It still meant something.

‘I know. That’s why I trust you.’

Harry stared into the cloudy green water, his attention drawn away like a leaf on the surface of the sky.

Back in October – after Harry had spent twenty minutes in the hospital interview suite staring in silence at Sanjay’s Reebok trainers – the policeman had gently pulled the plug. As a last resort he’d invited Father Eddie down to the station but ten minutes into the confrontation the priest had done a runner. The next morning Harry’s mother had called Uncle Justin. Like Geraldine, he was a specialist in trauma. Only his methods were different. And so Uncle Justin came round with his holdall full of crampons and clips and all sorts of stuff Harry had never seen before. They went into the garden.

‘He’s out of reach, now,’ said Uncle Justin, taking a thick yellow rope out of his bag. ‘He hasn’t gone back to the States because that’s the first place anyone would look. I bet he’s in Spain, sunning himself. And as long as no one says anything, no one’s going to chase after him.’

Uncle Justin was lean and muscular. His blond hair had been ravaged for years by the wind and rain. He was the Marlboro Man. All year he’d been denying he was forty.

‘This Littlemore will start a new life. And so must you. And that means learning how to get away from the things you can’t forget.’

Harry didn’t respond so Uncle Justin placed a hand on each of his shoulders, looking at him as if they were brothers in arms. His eyes were green and cloudy like the water in a lake.

‘You have to trust me,’ he said. ‘Climbing is all about trust. And trust is all about knowing you’re secure. And being secure is all about the knot around your waist. So that’s where we begin, with learning your knots. And the first and most important knot is the bowline.’

Uncle Justin had climbed every dangerous rock face in Britain. He’d founded the Bowline Project for the homeless. The BBC had produced a documentary showing how he’d worked wonders for people with nowhere to turn. He hadn’t just taken people off the street, he’d given them experiences that changed how they saw things. They’d conquered mountains, restored a shepherd’s cottage in Wales, gone on holidays together. He’d just been one of them, another man making his way through thick and thin. Harry had always adored him. Now things were different.

‘To learn the bowline, all you’ve got to do is think of a rabbit coming out its hole,’ he said, uncoiling the rope.

He’d said the same thing to Fraser and Kenny and Jock. The three of them had appeared in front of the camera to explain how Justin Brandwell had used climbing as a means of helping them turn their lives around. They’d all escaped life on the street, beginning with the safest knot in the business.

‘It’s like a bedtime story,’ he said, giving the rope-end a shake. ‘A rabbit comes out of its hole, takes a wander round a tree and then goes home again.’

Uncle Justin made a loop and fed the tag end through the hole. His hands worked expertly, taking the rabbit on its little outing. When he’d finished, he untied the knot and threw the rope at Harry.

‘Your turn.’

The programme had ended with Kenny, a former glue-sniffer from Scarborough, twitching at the base of a windy outcrop in North Yorkshire. ‘Once you’re down,’ he’d laughed, ‘there’s only one place to go, and that’s up.’ Which was a depressing moment, in retrospect, because after the broadcast, Jock was arrested for theft in Marylebone High Street and Kenny was found dead, fished from a canal in Birmingham. He’d been seventeen years old.

‘Remember what I said, the rabbit comes out of the hole.’

Harry kept trying, but the rabbit was confused, going round in circles, unable to make its way home. Truth be told, Harry wasn’t thinking about any kind of bedtime story. He was thinking of that scene in Jaws – Uncle Justin’s favourite film – where Quint is teaching the same knot to Police Chief Brody on the Orca. ‘The little brown eel comes out of the cave, swims into the hole, comes out of the hole, goes back into the cave again.’ And that’s the beginning of the end, really, because seconds later the fishing reel is whizzing and that great white has got them hooked.

‘Try again,’ said Uncle Justin.

But Harry had stopped playing the game; he’d let the rope fall and he was staring at his uncle, searching for words that might even begin to express his anger and confusion. But nothing came out of the black hole in his mind, just more self-disgust, slithering into his consciousness. Uncle Justin was watching him – just like Quint when his spool began to click.

‘What’s up, Harry?’ he said, coming close, tears of grief suddenly appearing. He knew the adoration had gone. He’d seen it die. ‘You’re not frightened of me, are you?’

‘No,’ replied Harry, thinking rage must look like fear.

Uncle Justin’s green eyes turned dark. ‘I think we’d better get you on a rock face,’ he said. ‘It’s the best place to understand what I’m trying to teach you.’

Harry gathered the spit in his mouth, forming a sort of liquid ball. He was looking down at the water while Gutsy struck matches, letting them fall and fizz. A breeze sent a shiver across the lake and the reeds began to sway.

‘I’m going to keep on twisting your arm,’ said Gutsy.

Harry’s cheeks and tongue carried on working.

‘I’ll stop when you finally spit out what happened.’

Gutsy waited for a reply, bringing the thrill of tension between them, but all at once the air held its breath and the ripples vanished among the reeds. Harry could see the dark outline of his head resting on the wooden barrier, his features browned like a corpse and speckled with flies.

‘Well?’ asked Gutsy.

Harry didn’t stir, save to suck at the walls of his cheeks. When he’d filled his mouth, he released the heavy glob of spit, letting it drop on to the reflection of his face.

Gutsy backed away, frightened. ‘You’re disgusting,’ he said.


Part Three


Harry’s parents approved of Gutsy. They thought he was a good influence. They thought he might keep Harry on the straight and narrow, especially after they’d found a lighter in Harry’s pocket. 

‘You’re not smoking, are you?’ his mother had asked, standing close to his father, and Harry hadn’t bothered to reply: he’d simply weighed them up as if they were the last two with a chance of being picked for the team. They’d backed off, afraid of the look in his eye; afraid of losing their place in goal. If there was a good side to being abused, it was the power it gave you over your parents. 

After the monk had gone, Gutsy came round for a sleepover. He brought some Camel Lights for later.

‘Did you tell him what happened with Littlemore?’ asked Gutsy.

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

‘Why would I? He’s got the same job.’

‘Exactly. He’s the bloke to tell. He’d understand.’

‘Nah.’

‘You could’ve asked his advice. They can’t repeat anything you tell them, priests. They’d go to prison before they’d reveal a source.’

‘That’s journalists.’

They were lying in a bunk bed, Harry on top, Gutsy underneath, voices adrift in the darkness. Gutsy turned over:

‘You can’t let him get away with it just because he’s a vicar.’

‘So you keep saying.’

They were quiet.

‘Sarah Lawton thinks you get pregnant through your belly-button …’ said Gutsy, drifting off.

Uncle Justin had told his brother Dominic that it was important to get Harry onto a rock face. Forget the box of tissues and the special questions. There’s nothing like controlled fear and fresh air to clear the mind. And so a weekend away was organised for the family. This was early November, a month after Uncle Justin had shown Harry how to tie a bowline. While motoring out of London, Harry’s father spoke about Fraser: how he’d come back from the dead; how, with the help of people like Justin, he’d found his feet; how he was now helping others find theirs. Harry had heard it all before on television. The only difference was that Uncle Justin had kept himself out of the picture, but he was the one who’d pulled Fraser to safety; he was the one who’d taught him the bowline; he was the one who’d found the job and drummed up the clients.

‘Anyone can survive anything,’ said Uncle Justin, uncoiling a rope. He looked up. He was trying to sound comforting, but he couldn’t hide his own fear. ‘You’re no exception. All it takes is courage.’

He’d chosen North Wales for Harry’s initiation. A light wind funnelled up the valley and across the brown scree to where they were standing at the foot of an outcrop like a protruding bone. In the distance there was a long grey lake, dull as a blind eye. Wisps of cloud played upon its surface. Harry’s parents stood back, letting the master do his work. 

‘Keep your hands low down. Only take one limb off the rock at a time. And remember: there’s a rope around your waist: you can’t fall.’

After a nod at his brother, Justin turned and began moving up the shin of stone with a name that Harry had been unable to pronounce. They’d all laughed as he got tongue-tied around the fs and ys, and then he’d tired of the family show, as he’d once tired of learning the bowline. When Uncle Justin reached a ledge – a kind of lip sulking on the side of the rock face – he anchored the rope and moments later the slack was taken up and Harry felt a light tug around his waist.

‘Climbing,’ he called in reply, as he’d been taught.

It wasn’t that difficult, actually. Uncle Justin had picked the spot because there were lots of handholds to choose from, lots of fine ridges on which to place the edge of your feet. Up Harry went, thinking this was nothing, until – after a very short distance indeed – his throat tightened and his chest began to thump against his windbreaker. A new kind of panic entered his life, right there on the cliff face. It expelled the memory of every emotion he’d ever felt before. It was as though he’d been emptied, or perhaps recreated. With each careful upward movement, Harry saw the rope advance ahead of him, but there was always a little slack, leaving him responsible for his next decision. Very gradually the panic subsided.

The ledge was quite wide. When he reached it, Uncle Justin pulled him to safety, and the two of them sat back, gazing down the valley. There were colourful boats moored in a line on the lake. A winding stream flickered in the sunlight. The clouds stretched across the sky like strips of torn bandage. Down below, Dominic and Emily were hand in hand, their joint gaze sharing awe and terror. And, of course, hope. Hope that Uncle Justin would work a miracle. They were just out of earshot.

‘I call this ledge “Speakers’ Corner” because it’s a good place to talk about everything you’ve left behind,’ said Uncle Justin. ‘But you know … sometimes I think it’s best to let things go … act as if they’d never happened. You don’t always have to talk about everything; the trick is to know when to be quiet. A priest told me that once. At first, I thought he was wrong, but in the end, he was proved right. It’s a beginning, at least.’ Uncle Justin filled his lungs with pure mountain air, his eyes dropping onto his anxious brother. ‘I’ve seen it countless times. People don’t move forward until they stop looking back. Think about it, Harry.’

Harry didn’t respond. He was looking at the boats winking on the lake. But he could feel Uncle Justin’s panic as if it was the wind, light now, but threatening to become strong. He let him suffer. At last Uncle Justin whispered as if he was on his knees. 

‘Don’t say anything, will you? Help me keep the family together.’

And like a fallen wizard who’d just uttered his first redundant spell, Uncle Justin edged away and came to his feet. Having tied Harry to a cleat and given him the rope to pay out, Uncle Justin began climbing towards the summit of this low mountain, beloved by many tutors initiating first-timers into the world of mutual trust; the give and take of survival.

‘I’m in your hands, Harry,’ he said, looking down, those green eyes begging for a new and secret understanding. ‘Don’t do anything silly.’

When Gutsy woke up the next morning, he began talking where he’d left off. Sarah Lawton really had no idea about the facts of life. Your belly-button? What did she think her parents had done to make her? Just imagine it, the angles involved. You’d need a protractor. And even then, the problem with a belly-button is the depth. You can’t—

‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Harry, still on that ledge, slowly paying out the rope.

‘What? That she’s thick?’

Harry had been thinking that with one yank, Uncle Justin would have fallen; only the rope would have come tight before he landed on top of his brother and sister-in-law. Uncle Justin was good at knots. Nothing he tied would ever come undone. That’s what Kenny had said in the documentary. 

‘No. I’m going to spit it out,’ replied Harry, his mouth bone dry.

Gutsy took a minute to free his imagination from Sarah Lawton’s misunderstandings. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Yeah.’

‘You’re going to the police?’

‘Yes. I’m going to talk to Sanjay. Maybe it’ll make me feel better.’


Part Four


Harry and his granddad went for a stroll on Clapham Common. They walked in silence until they reached the bandstand. The orchestra hadn’t turned up yet. All the chairs had been laid out for the audience. Harry felt there were thousands of eyes upon them. People secretly watching. Ever since his life had changed … or had it ended? … Harry felt people were looking at him: in the street, from cars. And now from behind trees. Everybody knew and everybody was whispering about what had happened. They watched Harry and his granddad sit down as if the performance was about to begin. Harry’s granddad was nervous. There was a shake in his voice.

‘You know what you have to do, don’t you?’

Harry nodded. His hands were in his duffel-coat pockets and, being seated, he felt like he was in a straitjacket.

‘You’ve got to stand by what you’ve said. You’ve got to be a strong boy. It won’t be easy.’

Harry had been sick when Sanjay came round to say he’d arrested Father Eddie. He’d thought Father Eddie was in Spain … sunning himself; starting over. That’s what Uncle Justin had said. Harry had thrown up right there in the sitting room.

‘There’s nothing to be frightened about,’ said Harry’s granddad, quietly. ‘You’ve said it all on video. You won’t need to say it again. Remember? Sanjay explained. All you have to do is answer the questions put by Littlemore’s barrister. And what does he know? He wasn’t there.’

Harry nodded again and sniffed. Father Eddie’s barrister was the monk. According to Sanjay – who’d come round again to explain – it was unheard of, scandalous, awful. He couldn’t imagine why the monk had agreed to go back into court. But Harry could and it terrified him. Because this was the monk who’d come to the house to find out what Harry knew – and Harry had told him nothing; but then the monk had spoken to Fraser. Harry had watched them through his binoculars.

‘And if he wasn’t there,’ continued Harry’s granddad, knitting his fingers to hide the tremble, ‘what’s there to be frightened about? He can’t contradict you.’

But what had Fraser said to the monk? thought Harry. Could he have told him everything? That night – the day he’d seen them talking on this very spot – Harry had taken a cigarette and burned himself. He rolled the hot ash against the top of one hand. The skin had melted and he felt the pain like an awakening: for those few seconds he was intensely alive. When his mother saw the oval blisters the next morning she gaped, speechless and guilt-stricken, as if she’d provided the matches. Harry wanted to reach out to her; he wanted to curl up on her lap and feel her hand stroking his hair … like she’d done when he was a child, only he wasn’t a child any more. Not after what had happened. He was trapped … hating Father Eddie for what he’d done, angry with Uncle Justin for what he hadn’t done and frightened of his granddad for what he might yet do. How could he reach over that lot to clutch his parents? Wasn’t there someone out there who could reach him? Someone who could find a way to the place where he’d been abandoned?

‘I’m only trying to help,’ said Harry’s granddad. ‘I just want to give you some confidence. All right?’

‘Yes.’

Musicians had started to arrive, straggling towards the bandstand. They were dressed in rumpled black, carrying scuffed black cases of different sizes. The conductor was at the podium joking with a man heaving a tuba on wheels, a maestro trying to hide last-minute nerves. The people Harry had imagined to be watching him had started to emerge from behind the trees. Families were bagging chairs with hands and coats, wanting to be together. The tuning up began, strangely harmonious, a gust of sound soon to become a tune.

‘Do you want to stay?’ asked Harry’s granddad, hopefully; wanting to be normal again. But Harry didn’t. The performance was over. This lot had missed the show.

When they got back home Harry went to his bedroom. For the past few months, every time he shut the door he’d thought of the trial that would start next week: he’d found himself at the Old Bailey, waiting for the end of the world. Once, desolate and desperate, he’d reached up to God, wanting to claw him down into his horrible life, a life that was already over, begging him to change things back to what they’d been. But all he’d heard was Father Eddie’s voice, coaxing and insistent: ‘Ohlman de pan in yon wa-ala … It means everyone has his own troubles.’

Father Eddie included.

That had been the key, turned to win a boy’s trust. Father Eddie had come down to Harry’s level. They’d both got problems that no one else would understand … they’d stopped playing chess.

A faint knock came at the door. A timid tapping on the frame.

‘Yes?’

Harry’s mother came in, seeming to hug the wall. Her eyes were round and frightened, checking Harry’s skin for fresh burns or contusions. She was alone on stage without a script.

‘I was just wondering if you’d seen the kitchen knife.’

‘Which one?’

‘The big one … with the black handle. It lives in the block with the others by the toaster, but it’s gone missing.’

Harry frowned and scratched his nose. The trial was listed for three days. There’d be lots of talking and to and fro but what would that achieve? Something, but not enough. Nothing to compare with what he’d suffered. He shrugged his shoulders. ‘What would I want with a knife?’




Part Five


Harry kept his head down. His eyes roved, recognising everyone’s footwear: his father’s suede shoes, his mother’s blue ankle boots, his grandmother’s heeled sandals and his grandfather’s black brogues. Everyone’s but Uncle Justin’s, because Uncle Justin wasn’t there. Not surprisingly, he hadn’t dared show his face since the collapse of the trial. They’d come home to Clapham, filing into the sitting room, no one capable of speaking, no one able to frame the right question for the boy who’d lied from the word go. Rather than break the ice, they went in and out of the room, whispering in the kitchen or corridor, returning to sit down or walk to the window. Harry just watched their shoes moving across the wooden floorboards.

He knew what they were thinking.

They were all thinking about that report from Mr Whitefield. The one about Harry telling lies to Mrs Quirke about the broken window and to Mr Elliot about the chocolate bar. They were all asking themselves if he’d lied at school and lied to his parents and lied to Sanjay … then maybe he’d lied in court. They were all feeling sick: maybe nothing had happened to Harry at all. The boy had caused a storm out of nothing, to steal some attention roused by Neil Harding’s death.

But that’s not all they were thinking. There was something else.

They were rehearsing the monk’s insinuations about Uncle Justin. Those pointed questions about the key and Harlech. They were wondering if anything had occurred during those two hours that Harry had been away. They were asking themselves the inconceivable: was it possible that Justin could have … but that’s how they found the assurance they needed, making sighs of relief whenever they left the room: it was just inconceivable. Ludicrous. Justin was his grandparents’ son, his father’s brother and Harry’s uncle. He’d founded the Bowline. So if Justin had done nothing wrong, what did that leave?

‘We need to talk,’ said Harry’s mother, her boot heels squeaking against each other. ‘Remember what Mr Whitefield said about lying? That it only leads to more lies? Well, we have to know what happened … if anything happened.’

‘The time to speak is now,’ added his father.

His grandmother joined in: ‘We’ll believe anything you say as long as it’s true.’

Only Harry’s grandfather had the sense to keep quiet. He’d told Harry he must always tell the truth while secretly hoping he’d lie. They’d looked at each other, both of them grieving, both of them knowing something terrible had just happened; that they’d never be the same; that their relationship was secretly over.

‘Gran’s right,’ said Harry’s mother. ‘We’ll believe anything, but it has to be true.’

Harry felt the knot tighten in his stomach. He didn’t belong here. Not in this room, not with these people. A flush of sweat made his scalp tingle. He felt suddenly cold. They didn’t even realise it, but they were against him: they didn’t want to believe a truth that didn’t bear thinking about.

‘You don’t want to know,’ said Harry.

‘Sorry, darling?’ asked his mother.

‘None of you want to know, not really.’

‘That’s not fair, Harry,’ complained his mother, lovingly.

Harry looked up from the spread of shoes to appraise each harrowed face: his grandfather turned away as if accused; his grandmother blinked slowly, waiting for Harry to say something she was prepared to believe; his mother bit her lip; his father stared back, ready to defend his absent brother; the brother he hardly knew. They all looked absolutely shattered. But most of all they were embarrassed. Mortified. Wondering what the neighbours and Mr Whitefield were going to say. Harry couldn’t stomach the sight of them any longer.

‘I want to be alone for a while,’ he said. ‘Is that all right?’

His father spoke for everyone. ‘Of course. But think about what Gran said, okay? This can’t go on.’

Harry went to his bedroom, leaving them to argue. He’d made a decision that morning, before going to court, and it was almost time to make a move. The only person who understood what Harry was going through and what he’d been through was Fraser. And Fraser was leaving. He’d told him yesterday while they were in the garden.

‘I’m goin’ home, laddie,’ said Fraser on his knees, pulling out small weeds with weak roots. ‘I’m goin’ back to Scotland. That’s where I belong.’

Harry felt a surge of confusion; it would mean they’d never be together again.

‘I havna told your parents because they wouldna understand. They’d only try and make me stay and make a fuss, so I think it’s best if I just up and go.’

Harry watched Fraser stroke the heads of the flowers. He seemed to be making sure they looked clean and smart before he went away. He spoke quietly of the Western Isles. That’s where he was heading. A croft on the Isle of Barra. Near Castlebay. His grandfather’s birthplace. A cottage in a dip of land facing the Atlantic. A wild place. A wonderful place. He should have gone there years ago rather than come down to London. Though if he’d done that, he’d never have met Harry. 

‘I want to thank ye for what ye’ve done, okay? For not treating me like dirt on the pavement.’ Fraser leaned back on his heels and took a long, slow breath. ‘You’re the only one who knows why I left Glasgow, al’right? I never told anyone else, okay? Not even your Uncle Justin. No one. Just yourself.’

Harry thought of Ryan, Katie and little Ellie. Fraser had brought them up on his own after their mother took the bus back to her mother in Kilmarnock. He’d worked for the council cleaning the streets, coming home to cook and wash and iron and clean. And he ‘hadna minded because I’d been left with three angels’. But one night he agreed to meet some friends at the Duke of Argyll. Just for an hour. Three minutes away. Round the corner. ‘Only the babysitter hadna turned up, Harry. I called ma pals and they says, haway man, come down anyway, just for a wee swally.’ So he took a chance. He left the children alone, locking them in to keep them safe. While he was out, Ryan got up and jammed some bread in the toaster. The toaster was near a curtain. Within ten minutes the whole flat was in flames. ‘The poor laddie tried to put out the fire all by himself.’ Meanwhile Fraser heard a siren – he even mentioned it to his pals – and then he carried on watching Celtic v. Rangers.

‘I told you, Harry, because, to be honest, you remind me o’ ma wee boy. And I’ve never been able to beg his forgiveness. Say I’m sorry. Never been able to thank him for tryin’ to save his sisters, ma girls. For tryin’ to do what I shoulda been there to do.’ 

Harry had found faces for the names. Fraser had given brief, hurried descriptions, but Harry had added all sorts of detail. He could see Ryan’s freckles, Katie’s golden bunches, and little Ellie’s pixie nose. He could see Ryan running frantically around the flat in his pyjamas throwing cups of water at the flames. He could see Katie and little Ellie fast asleep in the same, small room. Fraser reached for one last weed.

‘I was hoping you’d do me a favour after I’m gone, Harry.’

Harry nodded and so Fraser explained. He said he’d made a memorial. He’d put three plants on the bridge spanning the tracks where Justin had saved his life. ‘He told me to think o’ someone I loved and to live for them.’ Now there were three pots standing close together on the pavement. No one had ever taken them away or damaged them. But they needed looking after every now and again.

‘I can tell you where they are or I can show you,’ said Fraser. ‘I dinna mind. All I want you to do is to keep your eye on them, okay? Keep ’em tidy. Keep ’em bonnie. Would you do that for me?’

Harry thought for a long while, watching Fraser’s gentle hands touch the heads of the flowers. And he thought of the Western Isles, far from London. It was almost like Spain. A new life without much sun. But a new life all the same. ‘I’d like you to show them to me,’ he said, at last.

They’d agreed to meet at the bandstand on the common the next day, so, after checking the time, Harry put on his coat and picked up his sports bag. He tiptoed across the room and slowly opened the window. When he was sure there’d been no pause in the quarrel downstairs, he climbed out onto the flat roof over the kitchen, dropping into the driveway of Mr McGregor, the next-door neighbour. Within minutes he’d scaled a wall and was walking quickly along a cycle path that ran behind a line of houses.

Harry had learned a long time ago how to control his feelings. He’d trained himself to function like a tap, so he could let out the pressure as and when circumstances would allow. Between times, he’d felt nothing, save when he took the time to burn his skin. But now, leaving behind those who would love him, he could almost feel the pain in his hands as he tightened the hot and cold, knowing in some deep part of himself that he’d never be able to open them again.


Part Six


The investigation into Fraser’s death wasn’t carried out by Sanjay, but it was Sanjay who came round to disclose the results. After he’d finished his explanation, Harry felt the eyes of his family upon him. No one spoke. They were as shocked as he was, only there was pity too. Pity for Harry.

‘I’d like to be on my own, if you don’t mind,’ he said, rising.

His mother began to fuss but his father said let him go; let the lad get some fresh air. His grandfather agreed. Only Uncle Justin stared into space, barely seeing Harry as he crossed before his eyes on the way to the door. Once outside, Harry walked slowly to Strath Terrace, the road between Battersea Rise and St John’s Hill; the road with a bridge and a shrine to three dead children. When he got there, he noticed that more flowers had been laid on the ground. People had been adding their own tributes. There were small cards with messages. The heap of affection and compassion took up half the pavement. Before long the police would have to remove it, or at least reduce its size. Harry stood looking down at the three plants he recognised: Fraser had chosen yellow for Ryan, green for Katie and blue for Ellie. Tears began to run down Harry’s cheeks. He’d come to know these children. He’d seen the freckles, the bunches and the pixie nose. He’d found a place for them inside himself, something to make sense of what their father had done to him; something to give a meaning to his silence. Sanjay’s voice seemed to come on a light wind.

‘Fraser never intended to go the Western Isles, Harry, because his grandfather never had a croft on the Isle of Barra. That was all invention, to send us in the wrong direction if you ever decided to speak out after he’d gone.’ The police officer’s voice was drowned by a passing dump truck; then he continued, more quietly. ‘Fraser had no children, Harry. That was all invention, too. They didn’t exist. He was never married. He’d never been a street cleaner in Glasgow. There’d been no house fire. This was all a world he invented to win your sympathy; to keep you quiet. I’m sorry.’

Harry still couldn’t believe it. He’d spoken to Ryan, seeing him try to put out that fire. He’d shared the panic and terror. He’d closed his eyes like Katie and Ellie as if to sleep through a nightmare. They’d all been so real. They were still real.

‘The poor man killed himself,’ said an old woman, appearing in Harry’s line of vision. ‘He did my garden and he fixed my washing machine. You’d never have known he was so unhappy.’ Then she was gone, a bunch of white roses laid on the pile.

Harry didn’t know what to think. He’d rebuffed his grandfather and Uncle Justin. They’d both come to him almost on their knees begging for forgiveness and he’d looked past them into the garden, trying not to blink until the two of them had gone. He hadn’t offered them a glance or a word; and he’d almost enjoyed their hopeless pleading. But looking at this shrine, this mountain of lies and manipulation, Harry felt something very different in the warmth of a dawning light. He saw the two men again, heads bowed. They’d been trapped. Like Harry, they’d been exploited and twisted into doing things they would never have wanted to do. The three of them had been forced into the one invisible prison, kept apart and set against each other. In their case, for the sake of his grandma and her belief in Father Tabley. In Harry’s case, for the sake of a would-be father, broken by the loss of children he’d never had.

Staring at the mound of flowers, the warming light grew stronger still: it was for the sake of Ryan and Katie and Ellie, because of the real experiences that Harry had shared with them, that Harry would try and forgive his relatives. If he could never understand the actions of Fraser, he could totally understand the mistakes of his uncle and grandfather. There was something he could save from the tangle of betrayal and coercion because there was something they’d shared in common. Sanjay had named it as he’d closed his folder.

‘You’ve all been victims. And victims have to stick together.’

Harry went home making a number of resolutions. The New Year’s kind. Sincere and easily broken because they were secret. But it was a beginning. First, he’d ask to go back to ‘Speakers’ Corner’ with his Uncle Justin. Second, he’d suggest going to a concert at the bandstand with his granddad. And third, he’d say sorry to Gutsy for having lied. He’d broken the golden rule between blood brothers; and they were halfway there now, because Gutsy had gone and cut himself on the kitchen knife.
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