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one

IT IS FREEZING cold on the day he lets them find him, cold as if Our Saviour the Lord Jesus Christ had deserted the planet, drained it of light and heat. As if he had pulled the plug – whoosh! – stopped the natural gas supply. Nice one, Jesus!

A Sunday in early February – traffic is moving stealthily along the edge of the Common and Alsatian dogs are worrying away at sticks, coats muddy, eager beards of saliva shaken from their lips. Everyone’s out – after the Sunday roast and whatnot – swishing in nylon coats and boots, over the grass, under the leaky winter sun.

And poor old Frank lies here, beat up and bleeding, waiting for them to come and get him. It won’t be long. Now and then he makes his eyes focus on the leafless trees, the sky now bright blue with daylight, now blooming violet with the flush of his own blood.

Everything is going according to his plan. He won’t be able to admit it when he gets to Heaven, of course: ‘What did you do, Frank? Lure poor innocent travellers into trouble?’ Ha! that’s a good one. A scheming mermaid – a seventy-year-old pensioner, beating his stinky fishtail on the frozen grass.

He knows precisely how he got here, though he must make them believe he came from nowhere. He can appear and disappear at will, see all, hear all (it is part of Jesus’s gift to him) – though one fine day he may crack open his poor useless mouth and have no sound come out, nothing at all.

The truth is, no one has ever listened, let alone understood him, said a decent please or thank you. No one has taken any notice. He could have had an audience, sure, he could have bought one, couldn’t he? Could have gone public, taken advertising, used pounds sterling to cause a stir. Many false prophets do.

But he refused, so instead his preaching fell on deaf ears. Ears stopped up with wax, with soil, with flakes and dust and ashes and spit, with every sort of human debris.

But his time is coming, yes it is. The next months will show who is in control.

Speaking of which, here they come, advancing over the icy Common, a proper little army – sleeves and scarves and mitts and billowing breath. A young man, two young women – sisters in fact, though you wouldn’t necessarily know – and a child and, yes, the kiddy’s seen him all right. Now for the shouting, the sticks pointing, fingers extending, flash of the crippled girl’s silver. Coats flapping – what a drama – as the pretty little tableau is gobbled up by dusk.

He’ll close his eyes now, the pupils dull and sticky and hurt. He is a poor old man on the ground.

They don’t know what they are in for.

‘Jesus Christ,’ one of them will say – the cocky man with the lazy smile. Fond of himself: black hair and long jaw and dimples. Jesus Christ? On the right track, there, yes sir! So he stands safely holding his pockets, a grey man-mountain, this smarmy young man, looking down. Scared to touch – scared to soil his office hands?

No matter if they don’t recognize him, don’t listen to him, so long as they stay. He is the Lord’s messenger now, his cohort. He has the ability to change shape at will.

He’ll have proved it to them by September, several times.

*

‘How’s work?’ Gayle asked Will as they left the path and moved over the Common. ‘Busy right now, are you?’

He thought, not for the first time: why does she go out of her way to look like shit? OK, she had nice big eyes, Donna’s creamy-bluish skin, but she doggedly neglected herself – bit her lips, let the skin chap and redden, did nothing with her long frizzy hair. Her clothes were past their best, pilled, buttons missing. The look was Oxfam Shop reject and she was way too old for it to seem interesting or romantic. Here I am, she was saying: a thing worn down, thumbed and used and broken and tangled and split, not to be desired. The opposite of Donna, in fact, who bravely made the most of everything she had, despite her pain, despite her twisted spine.

Gayle wasn’t much older than him, only four years, but you wouldn’t think it to look at her. OK, she had the last proud flash of youth on her side, but not for much longer. She would have to watch it. Motherhood had blurred her edges, allowed the shadows to settle under her eyes for good. A pattern of fine red veins was creeping over the side of her nose and the pale carpet of hair on her cheek threatened to darken to moustache where it traced her lip. Will, who had a strong visual sense, who noticed these things, recognized that Donna would have done something about that – Donna, who put on lipstick even for the osteopath, even when she could barely stand up.

Donna told him that Gayle couldn’t get excited about something as superficial as the way she looked when there was so much misery and inequality in the world. She explained this idea to him rather touchingly as if it was something new – as if her sister was right and admirable and special. Will roared, of course. He had no respect whatsoever for such humourless and immature self-flagellation. Donna was simply blinded by loyalty and charity and love of her sister. Donna was infinitely trusting, surprisingly devoid of cynicism.

Once, he remembered, Donna had lured Gayle (God knows how) to the hairdressers and brought her back with a mane of corkscrew curls. ‘All natural,’ Donna had announced as she showed her sister off in the doorway, ‘just finger-dried and scrunched.’ He had been briefly impressed, but Gayle had been straight into that bathroom, messing it with her fingers, brushing it, tearing out the curls. ‘People pay money to have hair like yours,’ Donna shouted miserably as Gayle left the house.

What it boiled down to was selfishness. Gayle had no sense of humour. She was prickly, edgy, chippy, charmless. In her heart, she probably did make an effort to get on with him – for Donna’s sake – but all her questioning about his work (which she clearly despised) only made him less likely to tell her anything. Something about Gayle made him want to run a mile, be wordless and abrupt, misbehave.

But anyway, he told her business was good, even briefly referred to the LexCom pitch, though not by name. She widened her eyes, shivered. ‘American,’ he explained, not intending to give much away, ‘computer games. Big bucks.’ The account was in fact massively lucrative – would be if they won it. He wondered idly whether she understood – whether she had any idea how much money might be involved.

‘Oh,’ she said.

‘We won’t know if we’ve got it till the autumn,’ he added.

‘The autumn?’ She pulled a miserable scrap of pink tissue from her pocket and blew her nose on it. ‘That’s ages. What do you do in the meantime?’

‘Well,’ he was bored now, sick of this walk, of the cold, didn’t know why he’d agreed to come, ‘we pitch.’

‘Ah,’ she said.

In his pockets, his finger ends were numb despite his calfskin gloves. When he got back, he would turn up the heating, roll a joint, lie on the sofa and zap the TV channels, close his eyes. Get pleasantly stoned.

*

Donna – the lovely, delicate young woman with the twisted spine and the walking stick – stops and stands over him.

He senses the unsteady lopsidedness of her walk, the muffled vibration of the stick. Clouds of white escape from her mouth. From down here, he sees the two dark pinpoints of her nostrils, the glittery movement of earrings. She’s pulling the kiddy against her. In a moment her voice will crack with concern.

He knew she would get to him first.

The walk was all her idea. Despite her so-called disability, she is the lively one – well, isn’t it always so? ‘Fresh air,’ she’ll have said optimistically, responding to his call without knowing why – and they will have headed up Clapham High Street, past the Burger King Drive-Thru, through a landscape of dustbins and satellite dishes, over a stained and filthy pavement – littered with discarded takeaways and bird carcasses.

The child will maybe have picked up a wishbone still tufted with brown flesh and her ma will have yelled at her to drop it. Naughty, dirty, let go. Tears, and then someone will have had to pick up the tot and carry her. Ought to be the fancy young man, but no, he won’t do anything to please the tot’s mum. And Donna – lovely, frail Donna – can’t carry anything, so Mummy will have gathered her in her arms and they’ll have continued towards him in all innocence – tricycle squeaking, sticks snapping underfoot, exhaust from the street circling their legs. Fresh air, what a joke!

Come on, come on, he’s had a long wait – he’s tired, he’s an old man of seventy. Blood tickles his mouth, his eyes. He’s live bait.

‘Hey!’ Donna shouts (there you go). ‘You two! Over here!’

The ground hums then with their approaching feet.

When he gets to Heaven’s Gates, he will say, ‘I preached the Gospel, healed the sick,’ and the Lord Jesus Christ will give him a big rib-crunching hug and say, ‘Well done, my good and faithful servant.’

*

Something was going on. Donna was shouting at them to come. There was a long black shape spread on the ground at her feet.

Gayle began to run.

‘Oh God, oh God,’ Donna was saying.

A man’s inert body was stretched out before them on the frozen ground. Kitty could not stop moving her legs in her excitement. Her nose was running, a clear shining line from nose to lip.

Gayle caught hold of Kitty’s duffel hood to stop her poking wildly with her stick, then bent to the body. Just then a pattern of geese or ducks passed overhead, breath and feathers, loud crying, then sucked up by gloom. Kitty screeched and danced as they passed. ‘It’s all right,’ said Gayle, ‘he’s breathing,’ – and then Will caught up.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he said, ‘what’s wrong with him?’ and Gayle thought, Yes, that’s the thing about Will – he never acts, he always stands there on the fucking sidelines and waits to be told.

*

‘We are sure, are we, that he’s not just drunk?’ said Will after a moment. If it was up to him, he’d have gone on walking. He saw his joint on the sofa slipping away from him. But the girls ignored his comment. They were on their knees around the man. He kept his hands in his pockets.

The man had thick white hair, snaked with grease. He was big, sturdy. It was impossible to tell from the back of his head, his clothes – heavy black coat, grubby nylon trousers, newish trainers – what sort of person he was. How old, how clean, how sober or alive. Big, solid fingers curled on the concrete path, black-rimmed trampish nails.

‘I’m going to turn him over,’ Gayle said, with an officious eagerness he found unnecessary. Drama and accident attracted her, even off duty. He’d noticed before.

‘Go on then,’ he said, so relaxed as to rile her.

‘Careful.’ Donna moved back, pushed her fringe from her face.

‘Hold on.’ Gayle dropped to her knees and placed her gloved hand on the man’s shoulder, rested it there a moment. She pulled off her glove, felt for a pulse.

‘Hello,’ she said, ‘hello there? Can you hear me?’

*

‘Hello, have you been born again?’ the pastor asks him on 23rd September 1958, the year fat, disruptive Tommy is born.

He wanders into that church by mistake – takes in the muscular arcs of wood, the ordinary plain-glass windows. No angels, no fuss of velvet, no flowers. He has no purpose in coming in – strays in by mistake, sick of Daddying, sick of all the crying and Lola’s pink, pleased face. Wanting peace. Well, that’s exactly what he gets.

Born again? ‘I suppose so.’ He rolls pocket fluff and grit between his thumb and first finger. ‘Somewhere along the line.’

He is afraid to move away. The pastor’s shoes rock on the tiled floor. Sweat polishes him, gives him an angelic shine. He has a whacking great mole the size of a sultana on his chin and his beard has been forced to grow around it. ‘Somewhere along the line? You don’t get saved somewhere along the line. It’s an Act of Conscience, you know.’

He wasn’t interested, of course, not then. He supposed himself to be a Christian – what else could he be? – but beyond that he hadn’t the faintest idea. Personal Redemption was not something he was looking for – no sir! – not something he was aware he needed.

But the Good News jolted his heart.

He’d always up to now lived in terror – of his life, of his stored-up death. His mum warned him wolves would come for him in the night if he misbehaved – break his neck and strip the flesh from his bones. Why did she want to frighten him like that? He has never known the answer – and she died with him still fearing her, still thinking she was right.

Until the pastor told him the Good News – of how Christ climbed willingly up onto that cross for him – and for his mum. So they need not fear. Such News! He’d have hammered on her pink granite stone and woken her and told her, skeleton in muck that she was, had he been able to.

Instead, he went to Patel the newsagent’s and blew up some snaps of her angry sepia face on the photocopier (six for one-fifty, not bad) and pinned them on the living-room wall. She glared down at him and he laughed because she couldn’t stop him – and anyway, now his wife’s dead, he can have what he likes on his wall. So what if he wants his mum back? (Even if he never had her.)

An Act of Will, ha! Sometimes the world kills him, it is so comic. You don’t keep secrets, they keep you. He can tell you that for nothing. Lying there, with the pretty, crippled girl standing over him and her lean, sulky boyfriend, and bossy big sis trying to say hello right into his ear.

*

No reply. ‘OK,’ said Gayle.

Donna watched her strain against the weight, careful not to let the head fall back and hit the path. You knew she was a nurse, you could tell, because there was no awe, terror or smugness in the way she touched him. Then she rested back on her heels and a face lay at their feet.

‘Come here, Kitty,’ Donna said because of the blood which was all over his eyes and nose. But she was already getting a good look.

‘Is that how babies come out?’ Kitty hopped, furious with excitement. ‘All blooded up?’

The man moaned. ‘I thought he was going to be dead,’ said Donna, ‘I really did.’ It was a strong face, as far as she could tell – elderly but defined, large nose, large mouth, clean-shaven. He moaned again. She felt inexplicably frightened.

‘Better not move him,’ Gayle said. ‘Where’s the nearest phone box?’

‘Will,’ Donna pulled at his sleeve. Why did he stand there so quietly?

‘Over there,’ he said.

‘Go phone an ambulance, quick.’

‘I’m going,’ he said, turning slowly.

Kitty had lost interest and had sat down on the path and was pulling her boots off, then her tights. Beyond them, beyond the leafless web of plane branches, street lights were coming on. The grass by the path was sparse, mostly mud. On a nearby seat, next to the bin, a baby’s bottle had been left behind, mud and grass on the teat, half full of pinkish water.

‘What’s the matter with Will?’ Gayle said almost to herself and rocked back on her heels. She sighed and without looking round, said, ‘Put your clothes on please, Kitty.’

*

Soon after he buried his wife – soil chucked on polythene, by the way, no ashes or dust involved – he sat and wrote a letter to Tommy:


Dear Tommy,

I did not know it was Lola’s wish she should leave all her money to the Church after Funeral expenses. But I don’t see why not, after all she saved it out of her housekeeping money and her pension so it was her own to do with as she liked. I thought she had about £450 and I thought that this together with the grant would be enough for a GOOD FUNERAL. I do not mind in the least for after all you can do what you like with your own.

But as far as her already wealthy Church is concerned, I have preached the Gospel for years and been a Pastor myself and have never charged a penny for my services or my tracts, although I have often paid out for postage etc and made gifts towards expenses of printers.

Oh, one correction! I once preached in a church in Arizona, nothing to do with Brother Wilson’s message, and they sent the Collection Plate round and gave it to me. I didn’t want it but thanked them – it was their custom for a visiting Preacher and it is ‘more blessed to give than to receive’ etc etc and it was a rich church and they couldn’t return everyone’s money. But this is the ONLY TIME.

Still, I don’t mind IN THE LEAST. I’m very well off on my £63.61 a week and NO RENT TO PAY. But I’m going on too long. It’s twenty past midnight,

God Bless you,

 (officially) Your affectionate father

Frank F Chapman

and love ‘DAD’ or ‘DADDY’

(don’t know what you prefer)

PS I have no opinions. I say what He says which just shows I agree. I’m trying to stop. You will have to forgive me if I’ve said Too Much. I’m going to bed.

May the Lord bless you and all my offspring. By the way, Isaiah declared that he saw us True Believers in Heaven and all our offspring with us.

PPS I can’t include my (Roman Catholic) in-laws in this, but I hope of course that they will come too.



When he’d finished the letter, he sat there staring, appalled by the silence. The electric fire had heated his left trouser leg and the smell of hot nylon filled his mouth and nose.

The clock said ten to four. He was so alone that the hands barely seemed to move. He tried to think about Colossians 3:17 which declares, ‘whatsoever you do in word or deed, do All in the name of Jesus Christ’ – but for the first time it didn’t work. He laid down his biro and wept.

*

The ambulance arrived in twelve minutes. Two men ran towards them over the grass and, after examining the man and commenting briefly, lifted him onto a stretcher. He moaned loudly and gripped randomly at one of the ambulancemen’s wrist. ‘Hey, now, matey,’ said the first one, who was red-haired and freckled like a child, ‘hey.’ There was a wet smudge of blood on the tarmac where the old man’s face had been, and the red-haired man stepped around it.

‘Police will want a word with him,’ said the other one, who was black and older. He laid a blanket over the man and tucked it so his arms were held to his sides.

‘I’m surprised anyone could mug him here, so close to the road,’ Gayle observed, ‘and it can’t even have been dark at the time.’ She mentioned that she worked at the hospital. One of them muttered something and she laughed loudly. When they reached the ambulance, Donna and Will, who’d been following behind with Kitty, watched as she climbed in with the stretcher and the red-haired man. ‘You don’t mind?’ she called, mainly to Donna. ‘Someone really ought to go.’

‘Oh,’ said Donna, ‘right.’ Great, thought Will, we get to spend the rest of the afternoon babysitting. Kitty minded too – flung herself down on the frozen pavement and cried.

‘I’ll see you at your place in an hour,’ said Gayle as the doors closed.

‘Fine mother she turned out to be,’ said Will.

‘Oh, come on,’ said Donna, and she squatted to speak to Kitty, promising her videos and marshmallow fluff on bread and to paint all her finger- and toenails red. Kitty stopped crying. ‘Can you pick her up?’ Donna said to him, levering herself up with the help of her stick. Pain ghosted for a moment over her face.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked her, holding out his hand.

‘Let’s get home,’ she said. Then everything was drowned by the vehicle’s tearing screams.

*

Gayle had to grip the rail as they dodged through traffic, as the blue light and alarm noise rolled all around them through the streets. The man with the red hair said he was called Jeshel.

‘What?’ said Gayle.

‘Jeshel. My mum made it up.’

In front, the driver laughed. ‘Believe that and you’ll believe anything.’

Gayle was looking at the old man. ‘Don’t worry,’ Jeshel said, ‘he’ll be fine. The wounds look pretty superficial.’

‘I don’t know him or anything,’ Gayle explained.

The driver looked at her in the mirror. ‘I thought he was your dad, you know?’

Jeshel chortled.

‘Christ, no,’ Gayle said, ‘we just found him. He was just lying there. There were people all over the place, but no one seemed to have noticed him; I suppose he just blended in. Anyway, we couldn’t leave him.’

The old man lifted his head and looked at Gayle. Beneath the blood, his eyes were very pale, his gaze hard and discerning. When he spoke, what he said was, ‘Where’s Donna?’ – and let his head drop back again.

‘What?’ Gayle froze, a gust of blood rushing through her body. ‘What?’

‘Not much of a weekend break for you – on tomorrow, are you?’ Jeshel was saying, but she wasn’t listening. She was staring at the man who had just called her sister by name and was now saying, ‘Hallelujah, hallelujah, Holy Spirit, Holy Angels,’ over and over again, like the nagging whine of a machine just plugged back in.

*

He hoped for Donna, but he’s got the other one, the nurse. Too bad, can’t be helped, he will have to make do.

Memory is exploding in his head in delirious technicolour: boiling yellow sun on the concrete slabs by the outdoor toilet where the washing blows. Dull green stinging nettles which push through the broken slats in the toilet door, furry-burning your knees when you’re sat there doing your business. Every summer he hacks them down, every summer they grow back.

When he brings his wife Lola to Lassingham Lock in 1957, her thick accent and blue-black hair scare the villagers – whisperings about gypsy blood. Not true. Hungarian blue blood. ‘Show them what’s what,’ he urges, ‘tell them your father was a general. Tell them about being presented at court in a white dress. Tell them you like Cliff Richard.’

But they won’t have her in the WI. Full up, his elbow! She comes home and rants that it’s all his fault, that he should never have married her. She never gets over being an orphan and only five foot in her stockinged feet.

When he bends to kiss the tawny skin on her neck, standing there among the catering tubs of ketchup and salad cream, she pushes him away. It’s 1957 and he does not yet know the Lord. She’ll beg him later, for his physical favours, sure she will (forgive his modesty here).

He remembers the Princessita, her deck treacly with varnish, slipping over the brown water on the Broads. And the Holy Ghost laying a cool cheek against his. Like balm.

He, meanwhile, lays the back of a hot teaspoon on his son’s bare thigh at breakfast time, to make him jump. It’s a joke. It leaves behind a mark crimson as sin.

Now, there are three things which can ruin a minister:

1 Giving your affections to someone other than your wife.

2 Wanting to be a Big Name.

3 Going after Money.

Many are guilty on all three counts. But not he.

Christianity began on the Day of Pentecost, but he’s gone beyond any old ordinary redemption. He knows things he shouldn’t – things no one should have to know. The vortex isn’t black, as you’d think, but multicoloured, like an oil slick, a sherbet rainbow sweetie.

The frizzy-haired nurse jumps out of her skin when he names her sister – his Chosen One. Donna, Donna, Donna. The word rocks and wobbles in his mouth – speaks of woman’s flesh waiting to be healed.

*

‘He’s been in before,’ the duty nurse told Gayle, ‘several times. Though from what I can gather never this bad.’

She punched some buttons on the computer and brought up his file. ‘Frank Fergus Chapman. Yes, in and out like nobody’s business. Three times since November.’

‘Really? Three times?’ Gayle looked down at him and was going to speak to him, but he grabbed her hand suddenly, thick, horny nails digging at her flesh. She drew back.

‘Look, love,’ he said – hand frisking the air to find her again.

‘Heavens,’ said the nurse, stepping sideways to answer the phone. ‘I’ll get some help, shall I?’

Gayle pushed him off again.

‘I baptize you,’ he cried, lifting his head heavily, eyes rolling, ‘in the name of the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End,’ and his fingers fluttered and snapped at the air, sought her again. She moved right away. People were looking at them now.

A man was wheeled in in a chair, his head doubled over his legs, his foot weeping black blood. He was groaning. A young woman with long blonde hair and a fur coat and no tights or shoes on was standing next to the fire extinguisher, crying.

‘Calm down, will you?’ Gayle whispered to the man, Frank whatever his name was. ‘You’ve had a shock. How do you know my sister’s name?’

He clasped his hands, looked away, closed his eyes.

Another nurse came up and felt his pulse. He did not grab at the nurse. In the background, the blonde woman had now taken off her coat and was shouting something to the people waiting on the seats.

‘Mr Chapman?’ The nurse bent close. ‘Are you in pain anywhere? Can you remember what happened? Are you his daughter?’ she asked Gayle.

‘No bloody fear,’ Gayle said. She saw that he was looking at her again. His eyes were rapt, unseeing. The skin was stretched white and tight around the edges of his mouth. He had a strong face, big, even features. She could not think why such a strong and well-preserved face should be so physically repellent. ‘No,’ she told the nurse, ‘I just brought him in, that’s all.’

‘A piece of pie the cat dragged in,’ he sniggered as the nurse walked away again.

Gayle shivered. ‘Pardon?’

‘I can heal her.’

She looked at him and he adjusted his grin, toned it down. ‘What do you mean? Who?’

‘I’ll tell you something interesting. Christianity began on the first day of Pentecost. So you can forget your good works, your penances, rosaries and indulgences. You can’t substitute the Church and the Virgin Mary for Christ—’ His voice had changed. He was murmuring, rapt.

‘I’m not religious,’ Gayle said quickly. ‘What do you know about my sister? How do you know about her? I don’t see how you could know anything.’

‘Aren’t you a Roman Catholic?’

‘No.’

‘Oh,’ he looked abashed, ‘I thought you were one of the Pope’s girls.’ He closed his eyes. ‘This is a plain invitation to come to Jesus. So Donna isn’t a Catholic?’ He stared at her, excited.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Gayle said, ‘you’re concussed.’

‘If he’s being a pain, do go,’ the duty nurse called from the counter, ‘it was good enough of you to bring him in.’ Gayle nodded. She thought she’d been there long enough. She ought to get Kitty to bed.

‘Donna needs the help of the Lord Jesus Christ,’ he said then and once again the sound of her sister’s name in his mouth made her shudder. Donna, Donna, Donna. ‘He works through His Messenger, Frank Chapman.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She picked up her bag. ‘I haven’t got time for this,’ she said, ‘I told you, I don’t believe. I’m an atheist.’

‘Well, it’s better than a Catholic,’ he said. From somewhere on his dirty, bloody person, he produced a small card, printed with the words Something Real. He put it into her hand. She looked at it. ‘Grace and Truth came by Jesus Christ. What must I do to be Saved? Remember John 3:16 and obey Acts 2:38. Then see yourself in Luke 12:32.’ On the back, it said Frank F. Chapman and there was a phone number.

‘My calling card,’ he told her, ‘you can take it or leave it. I only preach the word of God as found in the Bible. I have Donna’s good in mind. The Bible could not be more clear on the healing of the sick.’

‘What makes you think she’s sick?’

The nurse came back. ‘OK, we’ll take him through now,’ she said.

‘Jesus came to me with a diagnosis,’ he said.

Gayle laughed, despite herself. ‘Jesus is a GP, is he?’

He ignored her. ‘I pray for Donna,’ he said, ‘all those devils twisting her spine.’

How did he know about Donna’s spine? She felt suddenly angry. ‘You can leave Donna out of your prayers,’ she said. ‘It was us who wanted to help you. We did and that’s that.’

‘If you’re ready, Mr Chapman,’ said the nurse, who was feeling the man’s pulse and ignoring their conversation, ‘we’d like to do a wee X-ray now.’

He turned his head to Gayle. ‘Cheer up, young woman. Come for a chat another day. No extra charge.’ As he smiled she saw how large and white his teeth were, with flashes of silver.

‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘but I won’t.’ She realized he had already stopped listening. His eyes were fixed on a far point of the ceiling and he was licking his lips and saying, ‘Praise the Lord!’ over and over again and, as the trolley began to move, he raised his bunched fist in the air in a kind of salute.

‘Watch him,’ she told the nurse as he was wheeled off. ‘He’s angry – like a great big baby,’ she added loudly, and specifically for him to hear.

*

His wife’s a nice enough girl when he meets her, but she’s a foreigner and a worrier and never gets used to the city filth and the monotonous city cold.

Some days, lying in the dark in his (joyfully) thin bed, he still sometimes forgets and waits for her to drop her hairpins in the dish and set the alarm clock in its chubby pink shell.

He could have been an adventurer – could have seen the world, had it not been for her.

And she’s so chicken-boned and weightless that she can’t take him on top of her for long, and if he pulls her onto him she just lies with her lips touching the outer flesh of his ear and he knows she’s secretly picturing the larder shelves and making shopping lists.

I haven’t got a wife, he used to think, I’ve got a list maker, an egg-timer. He’d congratulated himself on the neatness of marrying an orphan – no baggage, no ties – and he converted her from Catholicism, easy as pie, but still she wouldn’t worship at his church, had to choose another where they all held hands and forged fellowship with each other instead of with Christ. Well, it’s no skin off Jesus’s nose. He’s not short of a disciple or two, is he?

At her graveside, in the driving rain, he opens up his carrier bag and tries to give out sandwiches – potted meat, Hartley’s seedless jam on Mother’s Pride.

‘Rejoice,’ he tells the mourners (all, of course, from her upstart church), ‘she’s with Jesus, yes, sir, out of the rain, what’s more.’ But they don’t recognize the Truth when they hear it. He unscrews his thermos and offers coffee, made that morning by his own fair hand (pouring boiling water on granules, reading the jar, unsure of everything now she isn’t here), but no one wants refreshment or to look on the bright side. Coats flap open, damp hair snakes across mouths, great gusts of water chuck themselves from the roof guttering.

‘Hallelujah!’ he shouts. ‘May Jesus shine His Holy Light on these sandwiches!’

‘Shut up, Dad,’ hisses Tommy from under his big black umbrella. ‘Go away, get lost, shut up.’

And, yes, Tommy’s still insisting upon wearing his girl’s T-shirt with the lace-up front, but he looks fine. Back from the dead, but nothing would surprise Frank now. Tommy always loved his mum best. Frank blinks his eyes and finds tears there, digs his nails into his palms and discovers it hurts.

He saw her top-to-toe naked on the day she died, his wife of thirty-six years. The nurse bullied her to stand so she could change the sheets on the sofa bed in the front room, peel off her soiled nightdress. She could barely hold her body straight, but he watched, frozen by the back door, as she raised her arms in the air like a kitten punching at string, saw her sway slightly as the failing heart pumped its last rounds, did its last brief shift.

Four hours later she was dead on those clean sheets, her lips pulled tight, her body still privately hot.

‘She married me because she was an orphan,’ he dictated into his tape recorder that evening, ‘for my nationality and because I had a gas-fired home with twin beds.’

But now when he leans back and shuts his eyes all he sees is Tommy’s umbrella over the open grave – a winged shadow, waiting.

*

It was past eight that same evening by the time Gayle finally came to fetch Kitty, who had cried and cut up rough and refused to eat any tea. Overtired and unmanageably hungry, she’d coloured in Donna’s drawing of a shark and then burst into tears again. In the end, they let her watch a programme about monkeys on TV, gave her crackers and milk, wrapped her in a blanket. Donna had fallen asleep on the sofa and eventually so had Kitty.

‘She’s been great,’ Will lied in the freezing hallway, ‘really good.’ He hoped Gayle would go quickly.

‘Thanks a lot.’ She stood there in the semi-dark in her coat, an unlit cigarette in her hand, her fist held bunched to her as if she were worrying about something. ‘I appreciate it.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. He was tempted to wake Donna. He was too shattered to make an effort with Gayle. He offered her a drink which she thankfully declined, but she stood instead and smoked the cigarette in the cold kitchen, bending to light it off the cooker. He shook some matches at her, but she waved them away, already inhaling. She’d left a little charred mark on the ring.

‘So was everything OK?’ he asked her finally and reluctantly. ‘Did they sort him out?’

She stood there with the smoke curling loosely from between her fingers and said yes, the man had been admitted. She’d left him there being X-rayed. Presumably the police would talk to him – assuming it was a mugging. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘he was incredibly uncooperative. He’s some sort of a born-again Christian – can’t stop saying hallelujah and going on about Jesus and all that.’

She laughed and then frowned.

‘Uh, great,’ said Will, with little interest. He didn’t want to get into having to discuss the whole thing with Gayle – as Donna no doubt would have, had she been awake. ‘I’ll wake Donna,’ he said, ‘she didn’t want to miss you.’

‘No,’ Gayle said quickly, ‘don’t. There’s more. Something else.’

‘Oh?’ Will folded his arms, leaned against the table and waited. Some of the felt pens Kitty had been using rolled and fell on the floor. Gayle bent to pick them up.

‘His name’s Chapman. Frank Chapman. He lives in Brixton. The weird thing is, he seems to know something about Donna.’ She put a lid back on a pen.

‘About Donna?’

‘Yes.’ She stubbed her cigarette out on the edge of the sink, then held it in the air while she looked for the bin. He took it from her. The end was still moist from her lips. ‘He knows her name and – this is weird – he seems to know about her back. He said various things. Said he wanted to cure her.’

‘What?’ Will said.

She told him everything the man had said.

‘I don’t see how he could possibly know anything about any of us,’ Will said, ‘I mean, we just found him there.’

‘Quite.’

‘So what did you say? Did. you ask him how the hell he knew?’

Suddenly, she blinked and laughed. ‘Look, it’s not that important, I wouldn’t worry.’ She hooked her hair behind her ears, picked up her bag, Kitty’s coat. ‘He’s a bit of a lunatic. He’s making it up, he must be. It’s all nonsense. I just felt I should tell you.’

She was backtracking – why? ‘But if he said it, he must have got it from somewhere,’ Will said.

She touched his sleeve, nurselike. ‘Look, Will, don’t you see, he’s got a problem. He’s not all there. I deal with people like this all the time. It means nothing.’

Will found her sudden dismissiveness infuriating. ‘So what are you saying? It obviously means enough to tell me. You can’t have it both ways. Either it means something or it doesn’t. Christ, it might be a matter for the police.’

‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake. He must have heard us say her name or something – there are a million ways.’

‘Oh, yeah, and we all discussed her back problem as we were standing there on the Common – like you do?’

Gayle laughed, unruffled. ‘Well, maybe he knows someone we know?’

‘Maybe,’ Will said, furious at being drawn in and then dropped like this.

‘I don’t see why you’re so annoyed.’

‘I’m not annoyed.’ But he was. As usual, she annoyed the hell out of him. He let out a long breath, looked at the clock.

‘Let’s not mention it to Donna,’ she said.

‘I don’t see any point,’ he agreed tersely. Not that he was going to play her game and make some big dramatic secret of it either. Then Kitty wandered in, imperious and sleepy, clutching the blanket to her chin.

‘I’d drive you,’ Will said without looking at Gayle, ‘only my car’s at the garage.’ It was less than a mile to where they lived in Stockwell.

‘Sure,’ she said, and dug in her purse for a mini-cab number, swept the yawning Kitty over her shoulder. As they waited for it to come, he heard Donna shift on the sofa next door and sigh. ‘How’s she been?’ Gayle asked him, as she stroked Kitty’s hair.

‘So so. The same.’

‘Is it hard for you?’

He shrugged. ‘It’s worse for her.’

‘I am sorry,’ Gayle said. Then added, ‘It was good of you to have Kitty, I’m sorry it took so long.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ he said as coldly as he could, relieved to hear the cab outside.

‘Don’t give that man another thought,’ she said as she went out of the door. ‘He’s not worth it, right?’

He said nothing. He shut the door and as he did so, Donna’s stick, which had been propped in the corner, clattered loudly to the floor.


two

DONNA’S STICK HAD a silver handle, a rounded knob with a loveheart stamped on it, a present from Will two Christmases ago.

He’d given it to her in bed, this long, thin gift wrapped in scarlet tissue paper and tied with a dark green ribbon like foliage. She’d known before she’d unwrapped it what it was. She’d fingered the loveheart engraved over the spherical end, cold and smooth and hard. ‘Just in case,’ Will had insisted, because he knew what a jump it was for her, ‘think of it as ornamental.’

But of course she’d used it. Once she’d grasped what a help it was, once she’d understood that it didn’t have to mean she was branded a cripple for life, then she’d cursed herself for not giving in before. All that unnecessary pain – or extra pain, anyway.

They – Will, Gayle, her mother, doctor, friends – had all put it down to vanity. Just as she still tried now and then to wear high heels and to dance at parties (well, it seemed a reasonable enough thing to want to do, at twenty-eight, though next day she would be tearful, hunched over with muscle spasm, which was hardly glamorous). But it wasn’t vanity that had made her refuse the stick, it was optimism – the idea that help might be just around the corner. Every day, she seemed to read somewhere about something which might make the difference, which might mean she didn’t have to give in. ‘Queen of the alternative therapies’ Will called her, and certainly she took a million vitamins and did yoga stretches, had tried massage, acupuncture, shoe inserts and relaxation tapes, as well as osteopathy, kinesiology, chiropractic. The list was endless.

But she was still waiting for someone to sort her out. To diagnose her and prescribe relief. Because the truth was, though it had been called a scoliosis, no one really knew why her muscles forced her spine to twist like a sketchy letter ‘S’. And because no one knew, there was still hope. There was no point acting disabled if you might be cured at any moment.

Not that she was actually disabled of course, far from it. But certainly there were good days and not so good days. On a good day, she was a little stiff, a little achey, but her body was relatively straight and strong. She could bend down and bring in the milk off the step without thinking twice. But on the whole her sacroiliac joint had a mind of its own and, on a bad day (well, she tried not to call them ‘bad’ – her hypnotherapist had said it wouldn’t help) it moved around so much that her pelvis tipped over to one side and she could not place one leg in front of the other without a lot of pain. Some mornings she woke and hurt so much that even rolling out of bed and getting
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