
Table of Contents

The Proper Bearing (Lines of Power, #3)

Prologue

Part One: Oakridge

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Part Two: London

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Part Three: Aviario

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Epilogue


​Now, I fear, we come to the part of the tale that makes me self-conscious, even after so long.  But I am, to quote Jim Hawkins, “keeping nothing back”.  As naïve as I was, then, I challenge anyone of a matching age to come abreast of the circumstances any better.  The importance lies not in my mistakes, but in the things that were beginning to happen in the world.  

I speak not only of the Troubles in Ireland, or the first chill breezes of the Cold War, but of the things that had a hand in both.  Of the dark minds that had been biding their time for literal ages which were closer than any of us suspected: especially me.

My friends, my dearest and oldest friends.  I know you forgive me and all is well in your hearts.  I know you will laugh and throw this book at me when you read this, and I can do nothing to stop you.  But a part of me shall never forgive myself.


Respectfully,
N. Forsythe
Head Archivist
The Organization
Aviario, CT
November 2023
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“The town of Aviario feels like it should be a real place.  (With) just enough description to set the atmosphere of each new location, the town feels like a character in its own right.” 

~ R.R. Willica, author of the Darkness Falling trilogy






From the Desk of Buster Heywood

“Through a series of humorous and often hair-raising exchanges, author A.K. D’Onofrio takes his unlikely hero on an adventure that will leave him with a confidence he’s never had to go along with the body riding around in his trunk. A funny, quirky and satisfyingly descriptive read.”

~ A.B. Funkhauser, author of the Unapologetic Lives series



In The Cards

“D’Onofrio has crafted a tightly plotted story of fun characters in a town full of possibilities. Well done! We need a sequel very soon!" 

~ L.M. Bryski, author of Book of Birds



The Proper Bearing

“Nick’s journey from wallflower to his place at the end is compelling and enjoyable. (D’Onofrio has) captured English life and dialogue very, very well.” 

~ Timothy Savage, author of Davey’s Savior
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Prologue
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A dry August heat wicked the last of the dew from the unmown grass in front of Shaw Hall. Crickets chirped from its cover, taunting the sparrows that darted and swooped, the only witnesses to the strangeness of the empty boarding school. Not far away, the clock tower tolled the hour, its echo loud and pronounced. Shut windows stared out on the stately, unkempt grounds, and Oakridge seemed not quite gone to pot, so much as comfortable: someone left alone to their own devices with no need to clean up and shave until company was due to arrive. The school was still, quiet, and content, until the screaming began.

“Can you shut her up?” The kohl around Maya’s eyes made them seem even wider as she hissed through her teeth. 

“Why? Ian doesn’t come to mow the grounds until Friday. We’re the only ones here.” Professor Cole Goddard cast a dispassionate eye toward the corner of his study. There, tied down to an armchair by plastic zip ties, a teenaged girl writhed in pain, screeching until her breath ran out.  Two electrodes led a humming, faintly glowing trail from her collarbones to a boxy machine on the empty chair beside her.  From his perch a few feet away on the edge of his desk, Goddard made a few notes, then looked up at Maya. “Relax. She’ll grow hoarse soon enough.”

“How soon?” She gnawed on her lower lip, making it seem even fuller. “I’m going to get a headache if she keeps it up. Can’t you just gag her or something?”

He shook his head, making his crop of dirty blonde curls bounce and sway, and got to his feet. The cut of his bespoke waistcoat and trousers gave him an added length and leanness as he stretched himself toward the machine, adjusting his glasses to look at the dial. “We could miss features if we cover up that lurid little mouth. If there are any to be had, of course.” He raised his voice to be heard over a fresh crop of screams. “You’re sure she’s capable?”

“She was cooling the other girls’ beer bottles at a party. I saw it with my own eyes. Not that they knew I saw.”

“Miss Mahamaya, always the illusionist.” He smiled.

“Ugh. I hate that damn alias. Let’s just hope this is what Sayegh is looking for, so I can go back to Cochin and not have to hear it anymore.”

“Maya Achyuta, come now. You don’t want to be done with everything here, do you?” 

“It’s a rare man who can run an experiment and drop lines on a woman at the same time, Cole.” She him a smile which left no doubts about her feelings on the subject. “How does it look?”

“Nothing at forty. I’ll let her run at fifty a while and see if anything crops up.” He turned a dial on the side of the box, then leaned over and patted the girl’s cheek, smudging the thin trail of mascara running toward her chin. “Come on, darling. The sooner you give us what we’re looking for, the faster I’ll turn it off.”

Their prisoner snapped at Goddard’s fingers, then let loose a fresh scream which broke and frayed early at the edges. She dug her nails into the arm-rests, adding scratches to the litany that already marred the wood. 

“What did those other two peak at, last term?” Maya reached for the notebook, only to have Goddard give her a playful swat on the back of her hand. 

“Sixty,” he replied without pause, taking the notebook up once more. “But you must remember, I’ve been working at them for quite a while now. They built up a resistance. If she doesn’t show anything soon, we may have to call this a false positive.”

She swore in Hindi, nostrils flaring for an instant. “She’s got to be one of them.”

“Five more minutes. Then I’ll go to sixty.”

Both turned to the girl in the chair, watching her intently. Her throat had finally gone raw, her screams only bearing fruit for the first second or two, and her eyes were rimmed in red, her makeup ruined. Her fingers grasped at the arms of the chair, clutching and releasing, and she began to convulse in her seat, straining against the ties at her wrists and ankles. Along the edges of the medical tape at her collarbone, the skin began to blister and blacken. 

“Cole.”

“Shit.”  He slid from his perch and pulled on a pair of heavy rubber gloves, taking the girl by the jaw and holding it still, watching her. “She’s not breathing. Probably fibrillating.”

“Useless.” Maya sneered. 

“Too bad.” He let her go and stepped away, turning his back to shuck off the gloves and retrieve his notebook.  “Another dead end. Sayegh’s not going to be happy about this.”

“Don’t remind me. I had hoped I wouldn’t have to spend another term at that estrogen farm. I don’t see why you do this voluntarily, for a living.”

“Because, meri jaar. It pays.” He finished his notes and glanced back over his shoulder. The girl in the chair had gone limp.  He checked his watch with a glance down his thin nose. “Subject expired at fourteen-twenty-six. Well, that’s that.” Goddard noted the time, then rose and turned off the machine.  “I’ve a bottle of Magner’s cooling in the specimen icebox in my classroom. Why don’t we have a bit of that, then dispose of the body?”

“Take me to supper in Oxford afterward,” she insisted, not even looking back as she stood and moved for the door. “I refuse to feel like this day was an absolute waste of my time.”

“But of course. Don’t fret. One or the other of us will find something soon.” He held the door for her, waving a hand in front of his face to diminish the scent of burnt flesh. “I’ve got a good feeling about this term.”
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Part One: Oakridge
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“Why, good God! you will be deceived just the same,” said Athos, who was an optimist when things were concerned, and a pessimist when men were in question. “... To reach England”—Athos lowered his voice—“all France, covered with spies and creatures of the cardinal, must be crossed. A passport for embarkation must be obtained; and the party must be acquainted with English in order to ask the way to London. Really, I think the thing very difficult.”

“Not at all,” cried D’Artagnan, who was anxious the matter should be accomplished; “on the contrary, I think it very easy. It would be, no doubt, parbleu, if we write to Lord de Winter about affairs of vast importance, of the horrors of the cardinal—”

“Speak lower!” said Athos.

“—of intrigues and secrets of state,” continued D’Artagnan, complying with the recommendation. “there can be no doubt we would all be broken on the wheel.”

-  The Three Musketeers, by Alexandre Dumas
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Chapter One
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September 1st, 1979

Forty-eight hours, dear journal, and finally I will be able to breathe fully again. This holiday has, as you very well know, been interminable. Father knows that this is the last chance for his dream of “moulding me” to take root, and that his plan for public school to turn me into the man he wishes me to be has backfired somewhat... so he has taken every opportunity to remind me of his expectations, when he feels like acknowledging my presence. For the greater part of his time, he is either at the auctionhouse, or hiding away in his beastly office. I consider it a blessing: his business means that I am free to pursue my own simple joys. Yesterday, I looked up from Miss Marple’s Final Cases to watch the sunbeams slanting in through the library window, catching the dust as it drifted onto the Russian rug. It looked like something magical, as though a fairy from Neverland might flutter into it and land, treating it as her own personal spotlight. I got to daydreaming, of course, and forgot all about Miss Marple. By the time that dinner was on the table, I had to put her aside and leave her in peril. (No worries, I found her again this morning: now she is just fine, and the culprit was apprehended.) I regret finishing the book so soon, however, as that vile, caustic Mrs. DeVeldt is coming for a business dinner with Father, and as usual, he demands that Mother and I be there. I have to go and help her clean up the living and dining rooms, but have no fear, I shall recount the entire evening to you upon my return.

The tall grandfather clock in the entryway tolled the hour as Nick and his mother, Rosaline, made themselves busy preparing the dining and sitting rooms. Down the hall, they could hear Gregory Forsythe’s pounding footfalls as he paced the kitchen, his ranting muffled by the walls. 

“He’s not still going off at Mr. Alister, is he?” Nick asked, folding the afghan his mother used to cover her feet while they watched the telly. 

“I don’t think so. The phone rang a bit ago, it may have been Vivian’s chauffeur or someone from the auction house.”

Nick draped the afghan with care over the back of the couch: an overstuffed affair with floral upholstery and scrolling dark trim. “I hope that he goes overseas again, soon, so you don’t have to listen to him carrying on like that all the time.”

Rosalind reached out and laid her hand over his, her fingers cool. “It’s alright, Nick.”

“How is it alright?” He frowned. “He wasn’t this horrid over Easter holiday. He’s getting worse.”

She drew back and busied herself with wiping the last of the ash from the glass trays, her long, dark hair brushing past her shoulders and shining in the lamplight. Silence stretched between them as she set one down, then the next, upon the coffee table. Turning the last tray around in her hands, she let out a soft sigh. “Your father’s work has always been important to him, Nick. I don’t quite know what’s going on, but he got a call while you were away at school: a development which could mean an awful lot of money for the firm if it goes nicely.”

Nick set his jaw, looking out into the twilight at the headlights floating past down the road, his own reflection faint beneath. He stared back at himself - growing into his height and broad shoulders, eyes crimped with thought beneath dark curls and thick eyebrows - and found two and two easy enough to put together. “And Mrs. DeVeldt has to do with it.”

“Yes, exactly. I don’t know all of it: you know how your father keeps all his business talk close to the vest and hates talking to me about it.”

“I’m glad he hasn’t tried to talk me into joining up, yet.”

“He may, depending on how your A-levels go. Best be prepared, dear.”

“But he doesn’t even like me, mother!” Nick plumped up one of the throw pillows on the couch with gusto. “I’d even go so far as to say he hates me! Remember what he used to say, when I first went off to Oakridge?” He straightened himself up to his full height, furrowed his brow, and steepled his fingers over his stomach in a mimicry so adept that his mother had to stifle a giggle. “That place’ll make a man out of you, boy. Something better well had!”

“And so it has,” Rosaline smiled. “You’re a fine young man, Nicholas, no matter what he says. All your professors have written me and said so, and there was that lovely note from your headmaster last year.”

Nick’s anger dissipated at the thought of the headmaster’s bright eyes and easy smile, and he put the pillow back in place before setting to work on the other. “I bet Headmaster Mallory would have a thing or two to say to Mrs. DeVeldt.”

“I’m certain he would. ... That ought to do it. You’d better go and change your shirt before she gets here. Put one of your school blazers on, too, that’ll look smart.”

“Of course.” Nick bent down to give his mother a kiss on the cheek, then padded down the hall toward the stairs. Perhaps, he thought, he’d keep his headmaster and professors in mind during dinner: imagining their commentary on the sequence of events might just be enough to help make it tolerable. 
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Gregory Forsythe emerged from his study at five minutes to the hour, running a hand over receding, mousy curls. The cuffs of a dress shirt the shade of aging brass were shot just so from beneath the sleeves of his charcoal grey Savile Row suit, and a tie with swirls of gold and silver hung in a perfect double Windsor at the base of his throat. Nick watched from the archway as his father uncurled a palm to pick out one triangular gold cuff-link and fix it into place, then set the second. It was a ritual not to be disturbed: he’d asked for pocket money for a school outing one morning many years ago and gone away empty-handed, bearing the burden of a withering glare he’d never forgotten. 

“She’ll be here at two past,” Gregory said without preamble. “Fashionably late, she calls it. I call it a damned nuisance.”

“Two minutes’ less talk between the two of you can’t be a horrific loss, can it, dear?” Rosaline smiled, walking up to make the only adjustment allowed to his accoutrements: a gentle, precise rearrangement of his pocket square.

“I suppose you’ve a point. Less chatter and more time allotted to business. Nicholas. What on Earth are you staring at? Isn’t there something else you could be doing?”

Nick allowed himself the most minute press of his lips to quell his frustration before answering. “The dining room and sitting room are all ready, Father. I was only waiting patiently.”

“I guess that’s better than packing your things like you expect the house to burn down, like you do every term.” Gregory didn’t frown, but the lines on either side of his mouth seemed to suggest it, nonetheless. Even on the occasions when he happened to smile, the frown lingered in the shadows of his face, knowing that its time would soon come again.

“I always find it best to be prepared, sir.”

“Prepared. Ha. You don’t fool me: you just want to run off and mess around in boats and waste your days in their library, the same as you waste your days here. You still haven’t proven to me that thirty thousand pound a year has been worth investing in your future.”

“Please, dear.” Rosaline laid a hand on his forearm, and Nick could have hugged her for it right then and there. “Our guest will be here, soon. Let’s not all be frowning when she arrives.”

Gregory looked over at her, and Nick watched an entire conversation pass between them in the span of seconds. His father’s eyes were still and stern as his gaze traveled the length of her arm, over the artfully draped pashmina shawl and her emerald green sheath dress. She wore the diamond solitaire necklace he had given her for their previous anniversary, and its shine paled in comparison to her deep, dark eyes. 

“Of course, dear.” A small smile cracked through the corners of his eternal frown. “I’m sure you and Nicholas made a fine job of preparing everything. There’s a fine Merlot breathing in the kitchen, so we can have it before supper.”

“The ‘57, I hope. That would go so well with what Perce planned, and I’ve been waiting to try it ever since you brought it home.”

“That was five years ago.” His brow furrowed. “You should have known it would still need to age.”

Just like that, the rare and pleasant moment between them was gone. Nick glanced down and cupped his hands, hoping to hold it like a firefly until it faded. 

Before his mother could manage an answer, the clock in the hall tolled the hour, and Nick saw an opportunity to escape for one more moment before committing himself to the evening. “I’ll go tell Mr. Alister that he should prepare the glasses.” Not waiting for his mother or father to reply, he set out through the dining room and into the kitchen. 

“Nicholas. Blimey, your old man’s on a tear tonight, in’ee?” Perceval Alister looked up at him from his spot at the sink, where he was rinsing sprigs of parsley. “Mind you, if it’s that woman again, I don’t blame him. I only had to meet her face-to-face the once, and that was well enough.”

“Only once makes you lucky, Mr. Alister.” Nick gave him a shy smile. “Are the wine glasses ready?”

“Yep. Tray’s over there. I’d bring it myself, but I’ve got a bit more prep work to do, so. Have at, if you don’t mind.”

“Thank you.” He moved toward the hutch where his mother kept the good china, reaching for the lacquered tray and four immaculate wine glasses perched there. “If ... if I may? Mother told me about your family moving to the States. You must miss them very much.”

“It comes an’ goes.” He shrugged, pain in his wrinkle-lined eyes. “I guess I keep thinkin’ I’ll see ‘em next week, forgettin’ they’re half a world away, now.”

“I felt the same when I started school,” Nick said. “I missed Mother so much.”

“I can see why. Two of you’ve been thick as thieves long as I can remember. ... Your mum, she’s a good woman.” The clatter of the front door stole the grin from his face, and he sighed. “And there’s our bloody study in contrast, right there. G’wan, before one or both of them stripes you for not bein’ there straight off.”

“Thank you in advance for dinner!” Nick drew up the last of himself in one quick, deep breath and locked it all away safe in the hollow beneath his ribs, before sweeping out through the dining room.

Vivian DeVeldt could have been a movie star, if she’d put her mind to it. The sleek, fur-collared coat that Nick’s father slipped from her shoulders was worthy of Elizabeth Taylor. She was all thin grace and sharp cheekbones, her neck going thin with age in a way that somehow seemed to flatter her further, instead of detracting from her beauty. Her blond hair curved out in feathers from her shoulders, and she brushed a lock of it behind her ear before stepping out of the doorway and removing her gloves. 

“The traffic down the Thames was damn horrible, Gregory. After all these years, I still don’t know why you don’t move a little further into the city. It’s not like you actually have one of the big mansions or anything.”

Nick’s eyes widened, and he sought out his mother’s gaze. She gave him the briefest quirk of her eyebrows in return.

“All that trouble just for more noise and people breathing down my neck every time I step out my front door, Vivian? I don’t think so. How many times do I need to remind you that we don’t do things the same way as New York?” Gregory laughed, and that was his family’s cue to do the same. It was a dance Nick had just begun to learn the steps to, and he worried if perhaps he’d laughed too late, or too long. 

“Yes, well. There’s a reason we left all you Brits here in the first place.” Vivian smirked, pulling off her glove as a silent tally mark in her favor, then tucked the gloves away in the clutch purse hanging from her arm. “You’ve got all the pretty old things, but you kept all the old ways of thinking, too. That’s why you need me, to breathe some life into that musty old auction-house of yours.” She smiled wide and thin, showing no teeth, and reached up to pat Gregory’s cheeks as she breezed past him down the entryway. “Rooooosaline. Dear. That is a fantastic dress. That shade makes you look like ... oh, I don’t know. A leprechaun’s less redheaded sister.”

Nick bristled and carefully bit the inside of one cheek to keep from frowning. 

“I do have a little bit of Irish blood,” his mother said, and the gracious patience in her tone made him wonder how much she’d had to practice to turn it to an art.

“That would explain how pale you are, I suppose. You look like a china doll. No wonder he doesn’t let you out of the house, he wouldn’t want you to break. I tell you, the day my Christopher died, I nearly danced for joy because I could do anything I wanted. Then again, I didn’t really have any fetters around my ankles.”

Rosaline cleared her throat.

“And hello, Nick.” She turned to him with an icy smile, and he knew full well that she’d meant the last barb for him. “Still at mother’s side, I see.”

“Until I’m needed elsewhere.” He nodded, careful not to tip the tray in his hands. “Welcome back to our house. You’re looking well.”

“That school’s raising you just the way your father wanted, isn’t it? British and full of bullshit.” She gave a disdainful wobble of her head. “Well, what are you going to do. You’re not turning out half bad, though. At least in that department, you got the best of both your parents. Just don’t start losing your hair like your father until you’re at least forty.” She flashed a smile at Gregory, and to Nick’s disgust, he smiled back.

“I only lost it because I was tearing it out over MacKinnon, you know that. Shall we go into the sitting room?”

“Only if there’s booze to go in those glasses. I haven’t stopped moving since I got off the damn plane. I only had time to drop off my bags at the hotel, haven’t even broken the seal on the mini-bar.” She took a glass straight off Nick’s tray and minced down the hall to the sitting room, her high heels clacking against the stone floor in perfect time with the grandfather clock. Nick was mesmerized by the seams up the backs of her sheer black stockings - watching them switch and cross was almost like watching the wake stream from his paddles when he and the other house boys would row. Then he realized that his staring could be interpreted in a far less harmless manner, and let his mother and father follow Vivian down the hall before taking up the end of the line. 

“Was it a good flight, at least? Smooth?” Rosaline took a seat on the couch, crossing her ankles before pulling one of the pillows Nick had plumped earlier into her lap. 

“Most of it. I managed a nap before the turbulence woke me up somewhere like ... oh, God, I don’t know, forty minutes out?” Vivian went straight to the cut glass tumbler of whiskey on the sidebar at the back of the sitting room and filled her wine glass from it. “I tell you what, though, I got a good look at that catalog of yours before I dozed off, Greg. There are a few things that you could stand to price a little higher, and I have some leads on things in the States that you might want to try and bring in for the next round.”

“Which things did you want to mark up?” Gregory took a glass of his own from the tray, but set it on the coffee table. “Nick, go get us the wine, won’t you?”

“Oh, God, you could have said there was wine.” Vivian rolled her eyes. “No matter, I’ll have plenty of room for it.”

As he ducked into the kitchen to retrieve the bottle, Nick wondered if Vivian would still be sober enough to remember all the price changes and potential sales she’d thought up on the flight, by the time she’d been through that glass of whiskey. He caught Mr. Alister’s eye long enough to signal that he was taking the wine, then hurried back out to the sitting room. He managed to pour glasses for both his parents without spilling a drop, tilting them into the neck of the bottle to not splash. 

“Thank you, Nick,” Rosaline murmured, patting the couch beside her. “Come sit by me, she’ll take the other chair like she always does.”

The conversation bled into talk of depreciation and rarity with alarming speed. Though Nick had little interest in his father’s antique business, he was glad for the slow, boring talk of money and markets: when Vivian talked fact, she kept her coarseness to a blessed minimum, and he and his mother settled back against the couch cushions, each tuning out the conversation to focus on their own thoughts. At one point, his mother offered him her glass, and he took a sip of the wine to find it very strong, but not offensively so. “So, it’s bound to pay for acquisition even on minimum bid, once you put that juicy little bit up on the block with it.” Vivian found the glass in Nick’s hand with the eyes of a hawk, and stopped short. “Pour me some of that, huh, Nicky? Are you even old enough to drink?”

He relinquished his mother’s glass and got up to take the last clean flute off the tray. “Yes, I have been for a year, now.”

“Lucky you. Mind you, I was drinking at eighteen even if the law said I couldn’t.” She flashed him a smile and stretched out a graceful hand for her glass.

I bet you were, he thought, finding it in himself to smile back as he served her. “Weren’t you afraid of getting caught?”

“Nah. It’s all in knowing all the secrets, the little tricks.” She winked, then took a sip of the vintage. “Damn, Greg, that’s good. What is that, a Merlot?”

“Yes, it’s a Chartres ‘57.” He sat up a little straighter in his chair. “We’ve been holding on to it for five years now. My Rosaline was just saying earlier this evening how much she’d been looking forward to it.”

“Aw, honey, I wouldn’t have been able to wait.”

Rosaline flashed her a short smile. “Some things are worth patience. Though, if you’ll allow a mother’s candor, I’m not sure I appreciate you encouraging my son to break rules.”

“He wouldn’t dare,” Gregory snapped. Nick nodded, not wanting to raise the point that it was more that he wouldn’t care to.

“Didn’t spare the rod on him, then, I guess.” Vivian took another drink from her glass, and Nick fought back a wince as she put it down half empty. “When do we eat?” 
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The meal did not come soon enough, even with Mr. Alister’s expert preparation and timing. Nick wasn’t sure what he was more pleased with: the dinner, or the fact that it made a drastic cut in the number of horrible comments volleyed between his father and Vivian. 

“What is in this gravy? It’s delicious, I’m gaining ten pounds just smelling it.”

“Alister’s secret recipe, I’m afraid.” Gracious as ever, Rosaline smiled and lifted her glass. “Shall we toast the chef?”

“Yes, to the chef,” Nick agreed, picking up his own. Four glasses clacked together above the table, and Nick saw his father directing a small smile in his mother’s direction. 

“He knows his way around. This is the same man who’s been cooking for you since the dawn of time, isn’t it? I need a full-time man like that.”

“He’s invaluable,” Gregory said, and Nick made note of the fact that he didn’t correct her with the chef’s as-needed status. “I count my blessings every day that he doesn’t go off and work for some five-star Michelin place like his son just did.”

“Oh? Where? I’d love to visit before I go home.” Vivian said, loading up her fork with rosemary roasted potatoes. Nick found himself hoping that one of the pieces got stuck at some point during the meal to ruin her perfect smile. In that moment, he knew exactly what his friends would think of her:

“Got the stick so far up her arse that even her teeth stand at attention.”

“Put a jar of milk near her, Nick, we can have clotted cream by dessert.”

The smile spread across his face before he could think to stop it, in just the instant that his father laughed.

“Oh, no, Duncan’s gone across the pond. I think he’ll probably be somewhere in your neighborhood. If you ask me, he’s trying to get away from ghosts.”

“Dear...” Rosaline frowned. But it was too late: Vivian had caught the whiff of something juicier than the meat on her plate, and leaned forward.

“Do tell.”

“Not much to tell, really: Mrs. Alister died of cancer last year, and now that everything’s all in order as far as the estate, away her son goes to pursue his livelihood. As well it should be.”

“Cancer, ugh.” Vivian recoiled in her chair with a sort of demure disgust usually reserved for dead animals. “I’d rather get caught by the Manson family than die like that. You remember Carson, Gregory? The fellow that used to run my Human Resources department?”

“Oh, yes.” One of his nostrils crept up his cheek, bringing wrinkles to the bridge of his nose and the corner of one eye. “Ghastly fellow. Always telling you the latest about his disease, how far along it was, how much time he had to live. Parading it around as though it were something to be proud of. Whatever happened to suffering in silence?”

“Dear...” Rosaline repeated, and Nick glanced beside him to see his mother shifting in her chair, her face tight and strained. 

“That’s not very... I mean...” Nick coughed, then took a sip of water to try and pull together something that sounded adult and professional enough for a dinner table. “I didn’t know Mr. Carson, Mrs. DeVeldt. I’m not sure this is my business.” Beneath the table, his mother reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze of silent gratitude. 

“There you go again.” Gregory speared another slice of the roast, laid it out on his plate, then savaged it with his knife. “What do we care if it’s your business or not? The man’s been dead for years, and there’s no one you could tell who’d actually care, is there?”

“It’s not exactly the sort of thing you tell around the locker room, anyway,” Vivian offered, waving her fork at him in consolation. “Tell a room full of half-naked boys that you heard a story about a man wasting away to a sack of bones in a loose bag of skin, and they’re not exactly going to feel like rushing out and kicking the ball around, are they?”

Below the table, his mother tightened her grip on his fingers, but above it, she was the picture of composure. Nick fought to follow her example. “We ... I row, Mrs. DeVeldt.”

“I don’t care what you do, the point is, who cares if it’s your business? It’s your father’s business, and mine, and we’re talking about it. If you don’t want to listen to it, you can go up to your room and ... cry over a Carpenters record or something.”

“Vivian DeVeldt!” Caroline gasped. 

“She’s right, Caroline. If the boy doesn’t want to participate in the conversation -”

Nick was already on his feet. “I’m sorry, but all this talk of death and sickness doesn’t suit my appetite. Mother, are you well?”

“I’ll manage,” she answered. “Thank you, Nick.”

Gregory’s eyes flashed steel. “I didn’t say you were excused, Nicholas. But if you’re going to behave this way, you’re dismissed. This is a dinner for adults, and you’re acting like a spoilt little boy. So, go to your room at once.”

Rosaline’s eyes widened in dismay, but one glance from her husband cowed her, and she returned her gaze to her lap. 

The sour taste at the back of Nick’s throat forced its way out in two words: “Yes, sir.” Swallowing the rest of his anger, he padded back out of the dining room, taking care to still tread light enough not to disturb the china on the walls. 

The kitchen, however, was fair game for the full brunt of his displeasure. He closed the door behind him hard enough to make the colander hanging by the door fall from its hook, and a few cupboard doors rattled. 

“Mount Forsythe stirs.” Perce looked up from the steel bowl tucked in the crook of his arm, where he was whipping cream into perfect peaks. “I take it dinner conversation was as pleasant as it usually is. Don’t tell me, you don’t need to live it over. Come on and try a custard.”

Neat rows of pristine ramekins lay out on the counter, their tops golden-brown, and Nick’s appetite came crashing back into place. “They’re beautiful. I ... should eat something else first, though.”

“Your mother raised you too well,” he laughed. “I saved aside a plate with the end slices, since your father’s got that thing about presentation. Have at that, and I’ll give you some’ve the potatoes. I’m going to finish whipping this up and toss it in the icebox, then step out for a smoke while you eat. Give you a moment to settle yourself.” He shot Nick a wink, then went back to his work.

The roast was even more delicious in the calm of the kitchen, and Nick treated himself to an extra drizzle of gravy and a second portion of potatoes. By the time his belly was full, he felt a bit better about things in general, but guilt still tugged at him. He cast his eyes around the kitchen, trying to find something to keep his mind off the picture of his mother sitting in quiet tolerance while Vivian and his father nattered on about whatever they wished. When he saw the telephone mounted on the wall, inspiration struck at once. He laid his empty plate in the sink along with the rest of the dishes, washed his hands, and picked up the receiver. 

“Mrs. Godwin? ... It’s Nicholas Forsy— yes, Nick. Hello. Is it a bad time? ... No, thank you, everything’s alright. May I speak to Terry?” 
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Within the hour, there was a knock at the service door of the kitchen, and two thin, eager faces peered in through the curtains. 

“You’ve got company,” Mr. Alister said, elbow-deep in a pot full of beef drippings and soap suds. 

Nick looked up from the book he’d managed to sneak from the library and heaved a long, deep sigh. “No,” he moaned, taking care to set the book aside on a clean part of the kitchen table as he got to his feet. “No, no, I didn’t — ugh.” He pulled the door open a crack and hissed out into the night. “I just wanted to tell you I was having a bad night. I didn’t want you to come over!”

“We want to see this harpy of yours.” Cris stood up on his toes, trying to see past Nick into the kitchen. “She in here?”

“She’d turn you to stone,” Nick said. 

“Well, then, you’re in danger, aren’t you?” Terry’s glasses caught the kitchen light and shone, making him look like some sort of wild animal. “Come on, let’s get you out of here. It’s a rescue mission.”

“I don’t want a rescue mission. I just want to calm down and have a quiet night, doing something I enjoy. Getting out with you two and running around doesn’t sound like relaxing.”

The Godwin twins exchanged glances, and Nick knew they were having a very lengthy conversation. He watched for the second that it took, before their eyes were once more upon him. “Well?”

“How about a gallery?” Terry said.

Skepticism drew Nick’s mouth into an uneven line. “There’s a gallery open at nine on a Saturday?”

“There’s that one place, yeah.” Cris nodded his head to one side, and Nick could see the headlights of their family’s Volkswagen in the through-way beyond. “Come on!”

Behind him, Vivian’s sharp cackle drifted down the hallway. There was always the possibility he’d be given a reprieve for good behavior and invited to dessert. Nick looked at the tray of custards with longing.

“I’ll save out three,” Mr. Alister promised. “G’wan.”

“You know what?” Nick sniffed, tasted the fresh, clean air of a world without so much vitriol in it, and nodded. “Sod it. Let’s go.” 
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That One Place, as it turned out, was actually the name of the establishment: a two-story concrete building with a plain, flat front and the name done over the double doors in Krylon. Nick could see thin wedges of colour where the paint had overstepped the boundaries of the stencils, and litter collected in the crease where the building met the pavement.

“This place.” Nick’s gaze was flat behind his glasses. “You think this is going to be fun.”

“We don’t think. We know. Throw a little honey in that pitch-black tea.” Cris winked at his brother, and in a flash, the Godwin twins had Nick by his elbows and were dragging him inside.

The air in That One Place was thick and hazy. Nick smelled tobacco, incense, and above it all, the sharp, nostril-stinging presence of aerosol. He realized the source within an instant: the concrete walls and floor themselves were the gallery. Swirls and jagged points of graffiti bloomed across a vast expanse of stark white primer. Scenes of incredible detail and craftsmanship rubbed elbows with crude, dripping peace signs, anarchy stars, and stick figures. Numerous iterations of “Mr. Chad Was Here” stuck their bulbous, prominent noses up over brick walls. 

Next to the door, a crude shelving system made from two A-frame ladders and several planks held a rainbow of aerosol cans with a missive scrawled on the floor beneath: “Grab A Can + Have At It!” The tick-tick-tick and hiss of cans all around them were proof that four would-be artists were doing just that. One, a girl close to their own age, had at least a dozen cans of different colours at her feet, and was working on a perfect stretch of twilit sky.

“This...” Nick’s jaw worked for a moment, trying to fit itself around his thoughts. “When you said ‘a gallery’, I thought...”

“We figured you would!” Terry laughed, picking up a can of grey paint and tossing it up in the air. 

Cris snatched it before it could be caught, and began to shake it up. “Come on, Forkspit, grab some wall.”

“I’m not an artist,” he insisted.

Instead of springing to the argument, Terry scanned the other artists present until he spotted whoever he was looking for, and raised his voice up above the Sex Pistols album thumping from the 8-track player in the corner. “Oi, Topper!”

On the far side of the gallery, a thin, pale man with blonde hair turned on his heel. “Terror an’ Crisco. Welcome back.” He crossed the distance between them at a jog, making the pins on his leather vest clack against each other. With a wide, crooked smile, he extended a weathered palm, which both twins slapped in turn, then turned to look at Nick. “And a new face. ‘Ello, ‘ello.”

“Hello,” Nick said, transfixed by the bright orange mushroom cloud blossoming across the man’s t-shirt. The words Have A Nice Day were scrawled around it in fabric paint. 

Cris threw an arm around Nick’s shoulders. “Topper, this’s our very best mate Nick, who just had himself the worst dinner since Jesus Christ himself, and doesn’t think he’s an artist.”

“Not an artist! Bloody lies.” 

Nick gaped at the man, easily twenty years their senior, yet swearing worse than Avery Baines after a losing cricket match. “But - I’m not.”

Topper crinkled up one eye and scrutinized him for a moment. “Sure you are. You got somethin’ eatin’ at you, yeah?”

It was hard not to think of the scene his father had made at the dinner table. Heat rose to Nick’s cheeks, and he still felt his mother’s trembling hand in his. “Well ... yes.”

“Then you’ve got art needs making.” He plucked up another can, bright orange, and held it out. The paint took on an aura of potential, and Nick almost reached for it. 

“I wouldn’t know what to do. I’ve never ... well.”

“Hasn’t set a toe out of line for longer than a few minutes his whole life,” Terry volunteered. Nick cast him a black look over his shoulder.

“Gee whiz, I couldn’t well tell,” Topper drawled, then unleashed a grin on Nick that showed off every single one of his crooked white teeth and insinuated, just a bit, that he might eat him alive if he didn’t take the can and spray just a little something on the walls. “We’re not gonna cart you away. Unless, well, you put something like ‘fascist pigs are the dog’s bollocks’. Then I guess we’d have to throw you out on your arse.”

The twins cackled with laughter as they picked out their own cans of paint. Though something about Topper still didn’t seem quite right to him, he accepted the orange can and turned to find a blank swath of wall. To his surprise, Cris headed straight over next to the girl painting the patch of sky, and began making a show of shaking up his can. 

“He’s been fancyin’ her since the first time we came here, start of hols,” Terry said below his breath. “Let’s see if he actually gets anywhere.”

“What, him an’ Scrib?” Topper snickered. “Ooh, that’s the cat’s whiskers. She might just stomp him clear into the floor f’he’s not careful. I’m going to go start selling tickets. F’you’ll excuse me.”

Nick shook his head, then spotted a wide, blank space on the opposite wall. “How about over there, Terry?”

“Looks good.” He stuffed a few more cans under his arm and gave Nick a thump between the shoulders with his free hand. “Don’t worry about gettin’ anything just right. Just play ‘round, get used to the way it works. Then you can just paint right over.”

“O-okay.” He stared down at the can in his hand: cold, heavy and foreign. 

“Here, start with a light colour. You can see that orange from space. Trade you.” Terry swapped him for a can with a cap the pale colour of new wheat. 

“What’s this for?”

“I was gonna do Frenchy and Baines as plover birds on an alligator.” He grinned. 

“Luc’s hair,” Nick realized, smiling. “It’s a perfect match. And they really do just ride on Professor Goddard all the time. How’d you come up with that?”

“Oh, all that talking you were doing about how much you loved Roald Dahl as a kid.” Terry shrugged. “Made me want to dig out all my old books, and I found the one about the crocodile and the Roly Poly Bird.” He pulled a rumpled sheet of tracing paper from his back pocket, and one of the illustrations grinned out at Nick with angry eyebrows and sharp teeth. “I figure I can make the scales all lumpy like broccoli.”

“That’s brilliant!” Nick smiled. “You’ve always been good with the arts. I know you want to run a boat shop, and you’ll be just as fantastic at that, but ... I enjoy watching you create things.”

“Thanks, mate.” Terry’s smile chased some of the evening’s chill away, and he popped the top off the can with ease. “But really, you can do it too. Just think about what happened tonight. Seriously, though, what did happen? All Cris said was you were under attack from a vicious hag and the Musketeers needed to sally forth to the aid of their gentler brother.”

As Terry laid down the first tentative blocks of colour on the wall in front of them, Nick gave him his account of Vivian’s visit, sparing no detail. By the time he’d reached his own dismissal, Terry was slashing the can across the wall, his paint lines dark and thick as he painted a deep pool of shadow beneath the drifting alligator. 

“What an utter wanker your father is! I think even a blind man would’ve noticed your mother was gettin’ upset. You did the right thing gettin’ out of there.”

“Did I, though?” Nick, who had shaken his own paint can almost to powder during his storytelling, wrenched off the cap and began spraying a deep, wide dot onto the wall. The paint bubbled and dripped, and the hiss of the aerosol was a pressure valve to his anger. “She should have been able to leave, she was the one upset by it. I didn’t want to abandon her to deal with Vivian by herself.” He brushed the stream of paint up into a swirl, careful not to let it come near Terry’s work. 

“She’s a big girl, though, your mum.” Terry shrugged, moving on to paint the birds’ bodies with quick blasts of white paint. “I bet she does the same thing with your Dad that you do when Broccoli lays into us for being...”

“You,” Nick finished.

“Well, yeah. But you always go off in your head, someplace, and you get this look like you’re listenin’, at the same time. You’ve gotten real good at knowing how to come back from Nick Land at just the right time.”

“I had to,” he said, finishing another arm of spirals. Unsure what to do next, he capped the can and set it on the floor. “I would have been expelled years ago on the demerits for that alone, otherwise.”

“Two points for leaning back in your chair,” Terry intoned, his voice flat and crisp in a perfect mockery of Professor Goddard. “Two points for not rinsing out your gradiated flasks after lab. One point for slouching. One point for smiling.”

“Three points for not liking cricket,” Nick volunteered with the ghost of a smile.

“This that rotter you painted last time you were here?” Topper’s voice from behind them made Nick jump.

“Yeah. You should’a seen, Nick, I did this great nasty thing -”

“It’s still up. Have a look.” 

Nick followed the line of sight from Topper’s thin, rough fingers to a portrait on the wall: a grim caricature, all sharp angles and fast lines. A tall, thin man with the unmistakable cheekbones and devil’s goatee of Professor Cole Goddard, and a mop of curly, bile-green hair stood on a step-stool in blood-red robes Nick recognized from a text they’d read on the Spanish Inquisition. His blue eyes were points of gas flame behind the round frames of his glasses. Two raccoons were bound by their rear paws, and the demonic icon held them over a large cauldron with flame roiling beneath it. 

“I knew you didn’t like all his taxidermy cases in the hall,” Nick breathed, “but I didn’t realize you hated them that much.”

“He’s a monster,” Terry said, with a conviction that Nick had never heard before. 

“Maybe someone oughta stuff chloroform up his nostrils, rip his insides out, replace ‘em with polyfil, an’ stick him on a wall,” Topper growled. 

Nick’s eyes widened. The Hell’s Angels patch on the back of the leather vest was a stark contrast to such a statement in defense of nature. “You’re a naturalist?”

“No. I’m against bastards, is all.”

“But you’re a -”

“I’m against bastards without a purpose. Not all bastards. Some bastards have a very good reason for existing as such.” 

Nick was perplexed. “That’s why you let people spray on the walls?”

“No, they’re completely unrelated.” The wide, toothy grin returned. “I do this because if people wanna be heard, they ought to be. When I’m not at this, though, well.” Something dark crept into his voice. “I do other things.”

Fear tingled at Nick’s scalp, surging for an instant down his neck before subsiding. 

“Other things.” Terry laughed, nudging Nick in the ribs. “Isn’t he a crack-up?”

“Oh yes,” Nick said, though the cracking he had in mind involved cricket bats and other people’s bones.

“See you made the start of something. Good. What is it?”

“I - it’s ... uh. I don’t know.”

Topper gave it a glance. “Looks like a sun, t’me.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured you were doin’, Nick.” Terry agreed, picking up the orange he’d discarded earlier. “Give this one a go, see how she comes out.”

He looked past them, to where Cris was making animated conversation with the short girl with the spiky hair. Both had abandoned their painting and were gesturing back and forth. Nick smiled, and decided that no matter how suspect their host was, he may as well not be the only one not enjoying himself. “Alright. But I still don’t know what I’m doing.”

Once Topper had gone back to checking on the other artists, Nick went back to his spirals, adding layers of orange, as Terry picked up the wheat-coloured spray and made a few delicate curls on top of one bird’s head. Then he reached over and took the orange can straight out of Nick’s hand as he stood there contemplating his next move. 

“Hey.”

“You’re not using it. Besides, it’s Avery to a tee.” The paint can nozzle hissed twice under his finger, and the careful ginger coifs of Avery Baines’ hair appeared on the other plover. “See?”

Nick laughed. “It really is. Did you see Cris and that girl? Looks like she’s not very mad at him after all.”

“Yeah, guess not. We were gonna drag you out for chip butties after this. Maybe he’ll ask her along.”

Despite the plate of roast, braised asparagus and potatoes he’d devoured not an hour ago, Nick’s stomach gurgled in reply, and he flashed an embarassed smile. “You know me too well.”
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The smell of frying oil came out in a blast of warm air as Cris opened the door. Scrib stood in the open doorway for a moment and breathed in deep. “Oh, this smells ace. What’s the best thing they do here?”

“Everything,” Nick said.

“He’s biased on account of his massive stomach.” Terry pointed toward the menu over the counter as they edged forward across the scuffed tile floor. “I always go with the fish and chips - it’s haddock. Usually all flaky and crisp, no grease.”

As the twins bickered over the menu, Nick watched Scrib. She’d seemed well enough at ease around the three of them at That One Place, but here she shifted from foot to foot, eyes, on the other diners around them. Every few moments she would nod, and her smile never failed, but there were gears turning beneath her stockinette cap. To prove the point, she reached up and tugged at its brim, as thought to keep them all in.

There were a few people ahead of them in line, and Nick realized Scrib was going to great lengths not to make eye contact with any of them. 

“Hey, he said, ducking down and keeping his voice low. “Is there something wrong?”

She gave him a tiny shake of her head in response, not losing the smile for an instant.

Cris touched her arm. “Scrib?”

“I’ll tell you once we’ve got a table, okay? Promise.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Thanks, I just - I need to keep my mind off it.”

“This, I can do.” Cris smoothed down his t-shirt like a tuxedo front. “What say you, lads, should I tell her about the frogs in the lab class, or the time I caught garden duty with Baines?”

“Really? You’re gonna lead with those two?” Terry groaned.

Cris pointed at him. “Well, what’s your brilliant idea?” 

“Um.”

“I figured. Forkspit, you got any suggestions or am I free to proceed?”

Not for the first time, Nick marveled at his friends’ ability to put anyone at ease. “Why make me choose? Any case of Crisentery ends out in about the same way. The only thing that varies is the severity of the symptoms.”

“Crisentery!” She shrieked with laughter. “I love it! You almost do Cockney slang better than they do.”

“Comes of bein’ around us Northerners for so long.” Terry gave him a mock jab to the arm, “He’s a hard nut to crack, though, our Nick. Took us nearly all first term.” 

“No, it didn’t!”

“Ah, how memory fades.” Cris blew out a wistful sigh.

“I think that’s the story I want to hear: how you three got thick as thieves.”

“Oh.” Nick edged closer to the front of the line. “I...” 

“Terry and I were haulin’ our trunks up the steps into our house when we saw our boy here standin’ in the middle of the foyer. Mind you, this was six years ago. He wasn’t quite the human wall you see before you, but he was still nothin’ to sneeze at.”

“And he was standing in your house, e’n though you didn’t know him?” Scrib stared up at Nick. “I would’ve been afraid he was gonna pull a Clockwork Orange. No offense.”

Nick grimaced. “Why would you think I’d rob my own house?”

“But they said it was theirs!”

She looked so genuinely confused that Nick wondered if Cris had gone and developed an interest in some sort of spray-painting idiot savant. Then it clicked for all three boys at once.

“Public school,” Cris said. “I forgot that bit.”

“You go to one of those big posh places?” Her eyebrows reached for the ceiling. “I never would have guessed it looking at you, and you don’t act it, either.”

“Well, Avery does.” Terry snorted. “Rude ginger twat whose dad’s got a fair chunk of money to spoil him rotten with. We walk up the steps and...”

“And he’s givin’ poor Nick here absolute bloody hell. For just standin’ there in the hallway with his trunk. Didn’t say boo to him or anything!”

“Wanker,” Scrib squawked. “You give it right back, Nick?”

“Well, no.” He sighed, then held up a hand as they reached the front of the line. “Good evening. I’ll be paying for myself and these three orders behind me. I’d like a large fish and chips, and some of the cabbage slaw, please.”

“Make that two.”

“Chip butty with a side of the slaw, please.”

Scrib squinted up at the menu for a moment. “Chicken and chips, please, with gravy.”

Nick paid for their order, and the four of them stepped off to the side near the bins to wait for a table to clear.

“So you didn’t stand up to him?” Scrib leaned against the wall, paying no attention to the push pins on the bulletin board as they dug into her shoulder. 

“Well, uh, not exactly. At the time, I was mostly confused as to why he was so angry at me for just standing there.”

“He wanted a target,” Scrib said without hesitation. “Some people make them when they can’t find them.” Her voice was quiet but steady, and she looked at Nick with a depth of sympathy so complete that a chill washed over him. How, he wondered, could this tiny, no-nonsense girl with fire in her hair and in her veins have understood it so quickly?

“We were all dealing with being new. That’s what Roy said - our prefect. Uh. Do you know what that is?”

“I seen ‘em in books and such.” She shrugged. “But what ‘appened with this tosser of yours?”

“I walked up and asked ‘im what the big deal was,” Cris said. “When he said Nick was in the way, well. We were in a foyer that’d fit in this shop. I felt the sudden an’ shall we say pressin’ need to teach him the meanin’ of the word ‘around’.” His usual cheeky grin gained a few watts at the sound of Scrib’s laughter.

“Needless to say, he didn’t like that much,” Terry put in. “I never seen a blue-blood turn so red.”

“I couldn’t believe the two of you were just giving it back to him.” Nick shook his head. Across the room, a family got up and abandoned their table.

“Bagsy,” Terry blurted, making a run for the worn green vinyl booth.

“He was bein’ a bint,” Cris’ tone was matter-of-fact as he slid in across from his brother. “Godwins don’t stand fer that.”

“Never ‘ave.”

“No, siree Bob.”

“Bob’s your uncle.”

“Funny, mine too.”

Nick, who had heard variations of the exchange for the past six years, simply smiled as he sat next to Terry, but Scrib was shaking with laughter as she took her seat. He waited for her to recover before bringing the conversation back on track. “I think Avery would’ve punched you both if Roy hadn’t shown up just when he did.”

“Good old Roy.” Terry picked up a straw wrapper that had been left behind and began to fold it into a tiny accordion with a precision unfitting of his short fingers. “This year’s gonna be so weird without him ‘round.”

“What happened to him? He’s okay, I hope.” Scrib bit her lower lip as she looked to Cris.

“Oh, yeah. He was a year ahead’ve us, so he graduated, is all.”

“Order up!” The short order waif behind the counter crowed, her white curls trying desperately to escape her hair net.

“I’ll get it.” Nick maneuvered himself up out of the booth.

“Thanks. ... But yeah, you don’t wanna know who’s prefect now.”

Scrib narrowed her eyes. “Not the blue-blood?”

“Got it in one.”

“Oh, fuck that,” Scrib said, as Nick approached with their food. 

He thought of sharing the opinion that ladies should keep their language in check, then took another look at the row of studs down the edge of her ear, her ripped jeans and paint-stained tank top, and had the better thought of keeping his mouth shut.

“Anyway,” she continued, “how’d someone the old perfect didn’t like -”

“Prefect.”

“Yeah that.” Scrib was already grabbing a chip and shoving it into her mouth, regardless of the steam still rising out of her red plastic basket. “Ow. Shit. ... How’d he end up the new one?” 

The boys pulled their dinners off the tray as Nick compacted himself back into his seat beside Terry. “Well, each house’s got a Master, see,” Cris explained, “a professor what looks after things so we don’t burn the place down or any’ve that. And ours is the worst of all. We got Professor Broccoli.”

Scrib fanned her mouth, even though it did nothing for the temperature on the inside, and swallowed. “That guy Terror painted on the back wall? Eesh, I remember hearin’ you two go on about him while he was doin’ it. He must think a guy like that’s the best thing since corporal punishment.”

“Pretty much. And he’s a brown-noser, too. I’m surprised his whole face isn’t covered in shit by now.”

“What d’you think the freckles are?” Terry quipped, unwrapping his fish. 

“Please,” Nick said as he prised the lid off his container of cole slaw. “We’re eating.”

“Disgusting. I mean. I’m not callin’ you disgusting. You’re cool, you’re my mates. It’s the whole system, it’s buggered.” Having said her piece, she bit off half a chicken finger. Though her table manners were more vulgar than Vivian’s, Nick found himself much more receptive to her bluntness.

“Yeah, a lot’ve things are,” Cris agreed. “Every time our folks turn on the news, there’s somethin’ happening ... strikes, attacks, picket lines.”

“I just want to go back to school,” Nick said.

“What, so you don’t have to deal with it?”

“Scrib, s’arright.” Cris shook his head. “He cares, our boy Forkspit. Don’t doubt it for a second. He just can’t stand bein’ in the middle of it. Innat right.”

Nick was thankful for his food in that moment, and took a bite so that he would only be able to nod his agreement, rather than elabourate. 

“You know that cartoon about the bull what’d rather sit under a tree and smell flowers instead of fight matadors?” Terry flicked out his paper napkin and waved it in front of Nick. “That’s our Nick.”

“Toro, toro!”

“It was a book first.” Nick’s voice drifted out from behind the napkin.

“’Course it was.” Cris rolled his eyes, smiling. “But that’s us, that’s our grand story for you. Professor Jennings calls us his Three Musketeers.”

“It fits.” Scrib grinned. 

“Most days I’m glad I met them,” Nick said, snatching the napkin from Terry’s hands and using it to wipe his mouth. “Others, I remember why I call them Crisentery. How did you meet them?”

“Oh, they just came in the gallery once,” she shrugged.

“Yeah, Aunt Minta made us bring her, last time she came down to visit. Said she wanted to see it.” Terry tossed a piece of fish into Cris’ basket. “She spent most of the time talking to Topper, and we spent most of it mucking about with the paint.”

“You mean, you made art and I just mucked,” Cris shrugged.

“So you go to the gallery a lot, Scrib?” Nick asked.

“I live right upstairs.” Scrib pushed a chip around in her ketchup. “With Crowley.”

“Who’s Crowley?” 

“Topper,” she clarified. “His real name’s Crowley.”

“Crowley what?”

“Dunno. But he gave me a place to crash.”

Silence settled around the table for a moment as the three boys exchanged glances. Terry looked over at Nick, who shrugged, raising his eyebrows in helplessness, and both, in turn, caught Cris’ eye. Terry cleared his throat, and Nick read his message to Cris loud and clear: you’re the one who fancies her, you say something.

“Where’s your family?”

“South Armagh,” she said, and that said it all.

“You don’t have a place?”

“Well, I was stayin’ with a few other folk from the neighborhood who left to find a safe place. But ... they got arrested, last year. There was a riot.”

Nick stared down between his chips at the newsprint lining his basket, and remembered headlines of previous years: stories of the violence in Ireland, the body counts in Belfast, his mother’s flurry of sudden activity at groups and gatherings for peace. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “That’s ... the whole thing, it’s awful.”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “What’s even more awful is, my friends? My neighbors? They weren’t even doin’ anything. They were tryin’ to get the rioters to calm down, to stay peaceful ‘bout it. The cops didn’t care. They saw Irish, they arrested Irish. I was lucky I was able to run off without ‘em comin’ after me. Crowley was in the crowd: he helped me get out.”

His mouth too full to reply, Nick simply tilted his head at her, puzzled. It was difficult to think of the rough-edged gallery owner as a good Samaritan. “Rrrh?”

“I think what Nick means t’ say is, ‘seriously, that guy?’” Cris snickered, stealing a bite of his brother’s haddock.

“Well, yeah. He keeps the roof over my head, I help him primer the walls every month and keep an eye on the gallery while he goes out to do other things, he pays me enough for food and a little to set aside. It works for both of us. Sort of a symbiosis.”

“Still, though,” Cris said. “That’s a lot to have to - well - how long ago was it?”

“Last year.” She wiped ketchup from her chin. “Honestly, sometimes I think my friends are safer in jail than they were on the streets. Some people really, really don’t want us here in London.”

“Is it ‘cuz your friends are IRA or something?”

Scrib sighed. “No, and it’s actually PIRA, thanks. Extremist lot of bastards, the whole faction. But really - we just wanted to be safe, so we left, because things haven’t been right up home since Sunningdale collapsed.”

Nick winced. “You must have been scared.”

“Yeah. I didn’t really follow politics, you know? I was a kid. I’m still a kid, kinda. A couple’a my girlfriends got really mad about it: said they should be playin’ MASH and sneakin’ cigarettes, not checkin’ the streets ‘fore they go out the door, all that. I guess that’s why bein’ at the gallery doesn’t bother me: I know it’s safe. I get to make art. And I get to meet good people.” She gave Cris a pointed glance at that last statement, and Nick took an interest in his
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