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  It was the smell that drove him wild. As though the ocean itself was a tantalizing soup made from the freshest ingredients and he couldnt get enough of it. Oh, for a
  crust of bread big enough to sop up that wonderful bouillabaisse  the head of a mackerel, tails of lithe and saithe. As he swam on, each new flavour presented itself: an underlying broth
  soaked from the shells of mussels and winkles; a dash of seasoning from the juice of the sea anemone; a sprinkling of plankton for texture. When he jerked his head it was an involuntary movement, a
  simple greedy lunge for more. Still, it was enough. The cord snapped and instantly the pressure around his neck was relieved. He paused, trod water, understanding coming to him slowly.


  Freedom.


  In front of him lay the horizon, behind him the island bobbed up and down. He spotted a blur of a man, pushing to his feet out of the foaming lines of surf on the beach. The wrestler stood up
  and raised both his arms in salute and yet still he hesitated, torn. He might be a contented prisoner but a rope was a rope, whoever was tugging on the end of it. So he turned his back on the big
  man, dove under the salty waters of the Minch and, oblivious to the storm brewing on the horizon, swam on.
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  Traffic or no traffic, weather good or bad, the journey from London to the island always took three days. For the children to be confined with one another for such a lengthy
  period of time seemed nothing short of collective punishment and Georgie decided shed rather be strapped to the roof rack along with the rest of the suitcases and take her chances with the
  rain and low-level bridges than feel the evil eye of her younger sister bore into her shoulder blades for one minute longer.


  It felt like they were one of those eighteenth-century families being transported to Australia for the theft of a single plum, but at least Australia would be an improvement on what they had
  been condemned to: an unknown future with only the menagerie of gulls and a few lonely sheep for company. Last night, when her mother had turned on the television to check the weather forecast,
  Michael Fish had staked his usual ground in front of a map of the United Kingdom.


  A cool summers evening, followed by a moderately warm day, he pronounced, moving a couple of plastic suns onto southern England. And this band of high pressure will
  mean sun as well for the Midlands and the north. He tossed a few more stickers towards Liverpool. By the time he had finished, the entire map of the British Isles had been covered by
  cheerful yellow suns  the entire map, that is, except for one spot. A solitary grey sticker marred the United Kingdoms perfect day, a cloud symbol hovering like a storm warning over
  their future, and beneath it was the exact place to which they were heading.


  Her mother had been right about leaving early, though. There were hardly any cars on the road. A sudden flash caught her eye and Georgie turned to see the old Peugeots reflection in the
  corrugated metal wall of an industrial building.


  As long as she could remember, theyd had a variation on this kind of car. Always drive a Peugeot, she could hear her father saying. Africas favourite car!
  Theyre built in developing countries and have brought affordable transport to millions. Quite why her father still felt obliged to sanction Africas favourite car after they had
  moved to Bonn, she didnt know. Compared to the sleeker Opel and brand-new sedans driven by some of his embassy colleagues, the 1967 Standard 404 Saloon was something of an embarrassment,
  with its fin-tailed rear lights and jerry-built roof rack. Her father adored it, though, referring to it as a faithful old thing and complaining fondly about its arthritic gearstick and stubborn
  clutch as though it were a decrepit great-uncle who had been graciously allowed to live with the family and was now expected to piggyback them around the city limits in return for board and
  keep.


  Anyway, it wasnt Germany that the reflection of the Peugeot reminded her of. Something about the dirty white paint with all those blocks of suitcases piled on the roof made her think of
  Liberia, her fathers first posting. Exchange the car for a cart, add in the lines of people and the bundles of clothing and they could be any refugee family, fleeing from country to country,
  exchanging one life for another. Packing, sailing, driving, unpacking. She had never minded the idea that life was something you could gather up and take with you. That was the way it was in the
  diplomatic service and she had become used to the edge of impermanence it gave. Georgie closed her eyes. When she had been nine, her father had been posted back to London. They had sailed out of
  the Gulf of Guinea, all their belongings lashed and secured in the hold beneath them. When the packing cases had been unloaded into their new quarters, there had not been an inch of floor space
  left. Now all their worldly goods fitted onto a single roof rack. If you started with a boat and shrank to a car, then by the law of diminishing returns, what came next?


  Are you all right, darling? Her mother was looking over at her.


  Fine. She faked a smile before turning back to the window.


  They were crossing the canal now, zigzagging up through the tree-lined streets of Little Venice into north London. Georgie took in a dozen moving images. A documentary of a city, blinking open
  its eyes at first light. A rubbish truck churned by the side of the road. A taxi driver queued for tea at a greasy cafe. Under the overhang of a garage, a security guard smoked a cigarette. People
  shadowed the streets here and there. What were they doing? Where were they going? Who was lost and who had a purpose? A city was such a mysterious place. All those closed doors, all those lives
  grinding away behind them. And who could say what might happen to turn them upside down? Somewhere right now, two people might be falling in love; the first spark might catch in a factory fire; a
  man could fly into a rage, pick up a paperweight and kill his wife. There was no telling who was happy and who was sad. And, like her, there was no knowing what secrets people were being forced to
  hide.
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  It annoyed Alba that people accused her of hating things indiscriminately. It wasnt true. She had her reasons for feeling the way she did and they were good ones. For
  example, she despised over-polished furniture, easy-listening music and shiny food, as represented by, say, the glaze on doughnuts or the sweaty sheen of a tomato ring. She resented fish, loathed
  any form of sentimentality and strongly believed that doors should be kept either open or shut, but never in-between. This short list, selected entirely at random, did not constitute the sum total
  of Albas wrath at life. Far from it. Alba incubated a fresh grievance for each day of the week. In fact, if someone cared to ask her  and God knows, she often wished they would
   she could dredge up a bona fide irritation for every letter of the alphabet.


  Where these prejudices came from she had little idea, yet she recognized them as immutable  steadfast, too, was the scorn she felt for her fellow human beings. Vegetarians, religious
  fanatics, English teachers, weathermen  at one point or other all these pervs had been in her line of fire. Nevertheless, the person she despised the most, the person who drove her
  absolutely cjubulunga, the person who was to blame for everything that had happened to their family, if she could only work out precisely how, was, without a shadow of a doubt, her brother,
  Jamie.


  There he was now, sitting across from her on the passenger seat. Holy God, what a revolting sight. His breath smelt sour and the chalky residue of night dribble around his
  mouth turned her insides.


  Retard, she whispered.


  Jamie was rubbing his legs. Long smooth strokes, up and down, up and down, up and


  Stop doing that!


  Doing what?


  Fondling your legs.


  But Im not touching you.


  Youre annoying me, which is worse.


  Leave him be, Alba. Her mothers hand snaked through the divide and connected with Jamies knee. Hes just tired.


  Alba scowled. This was it. Exactly it. Excuses were always being made for her brother. In her opinion, if he wasnt babied so much, hed be obliged to grow up. Jamie was nearly nine
  years old but still unable to read or write and the only reason he could count to ten was because hed been born with the visual aid of fingers and thumbs.


  Retard, she mouthed at him as soon as their mothers attention was reclaimed by the road.


  Alba enjoyed using the word retard. In fact, Jamie aside, she enjoyed the company of actual retards. As a punishment for incinerating her games kit the previous term, the school
  had sentenced her to weekend community service and given her the choice of visiting old people or playing games with the mentally ill. Alba couldnt stand old people, with their tottering
  gait and rotting gums. She was repulsed by the milky colostomic smell hovering about their skin, let alone the sparse, duck-down hair, which gave the impression of trying to distance itself as far
  as possible from their scalps. Old people had been born a long time ago and understood nothing of the world she inhabited. Retards, on the other hand, turned out to be a lot of fun: jolly and
  uncomplicated, impervious to insult and physically game for as many rounds of Whats the time, Mr Wolf? as Alba cared to make them play. It was like having a group of friendly,
  pliable trolls to order about and Retard Round-Up, as she dubbed it, became a fixture for the rest of the school term. Jamie, however, was not a pliable, friendly troll. He was stupid, spoilt and
  whiny beyond endurance.


  Jamie, she bellowed. Youre doing it again.


  Im not, he gasped.


  You are.


  My legs hurt.


  So what?


  Rubbing them makes them feel better.


  I dont care. She fashioned her thumb and forefinger into a pincer.


  Ow, he cringed in anticipation. Stop it.


  But Alba had no intention of stopping. Every slap and pinch was a reflex born of her irritation and for every one successfully delivered, she felt that much better.


  Retard, she mouthed for the third time.


  Alba, for goodness sake! Now it was Georgie who turned round. Just be nice.


  Whats so good about being nice? she retorted, then, when no one responded, added, Dada was nice to everyone and look where it got him.


  Where? Jamie asked, immediately alert.


  Alba! her mother hissed.


  Alba, shhh. Georgie threw a meaningful glance towards her brother.


  Oh, for Gods sake! Though gratified by the reaction, Alba was aggravated nonetheless. How predictable. It was always Jamie everyone worried about  as if he had
  somehow acquired sole rights to the familys grieving. What about her? Why did no one seem to care how she felt? Anger rose up through her stomach like milk on the boil. She was sick of being
  shushed before she had finished. She was sick of half-truths and unspoken truths and all the lame excuses in between. She didnt believe in God, she didnt believe in Father Christmas
  or the Tooth Fairy and she was damned if shed believe any of the other lies that parents told their children.
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  It wasnt that he didnt have the vocabulary to fight back  Jamie Flemings vocabulary was far more sophisticated than that of most boys his age
   but Alba unbalanced him. She turned him into a juggler with too many balls, a pobble with a mass of toes.


  Store your words, then. Keep them in your head, Nicky Fleming advised his son. Think of them as your secret army and one day you will be able to do battle with your
  sister. Jamie liked the analogy, but oh, what an unruly Dads Army of words they were. Stationed safely in his head, they kept themselves in an orderly line, ready for duty. But as
  soon as he gave the command to go, it was as if an internal siren had been triggered. However much he implored them not to panic, the words stumbled and butted up against each other in their haste
  to leave and by the time they left his mouth were in too chaotic a state to be of any use.


  Alba aside, verbal communication didnt give him significant difficulties. Books and newspapers were a different matter. Jamie Fleming appeared to suffer a form of blindness, an inability
  to see patterns in words. As he stared at them on the page, instead of joining together to form sentences, they separated into a haphazard collection of jottings which, for all the sense they made
  to him, might have been Braille or Morse code or birdsong.


  Then there were the bodily manifestations of his condition. It was as though Jamies internal wiring had been connected to a faulty electrical socket. Physically his timing
  was sporadic, his reflexes sluggish. Bats and balls fell regularly through his fingers  but if the sports field was a minor skirmish, the dinner table was a war zone. In Jamies
  uncoordinated little digits, knives and forks managed to point themselves any which way except towards his plate. As with most eight-year-olds, he found that food was loath to make the precarious
  journey from spoon to mouth without first detouring to his lap, or parking itself in rebellious gobs on his chin.


  You are repellent, Alba would shout at him. You are useless. You are nugatory!


  What does nugatory mean? Jamie had taught himself to collect words the way other boys jotted down train numbers and he was always up for a new one, however personally
  insulting.


  Who cares? Just say it.


  I am nugatory, he repeated obediently.


  If Jamie sometimes felt his home life was hell, it was still a big improvement on school. There, each hour promised its own level of purgatory. He was the worst on the playing
  field, remedially the worst in class. The teachers attributed his learning difficulties to middle-class stupidity. Jamie Fleming, everyone privately agreed, was just plain dumb. Even Georgie, his
  chief protector, accepted his lack of intellect as a sad fact and told him it didnt matter. Only his parents stood fast, taking him to doctor after doctor in the hope that one might hold the
  key to unlock their childs ability to read and write.


  Of course theres nothing wrong with you, his father reiterated after every specialists appointment. Its just that your brain hasnt been properly
  switched on yet.


  Oh no, youre quite wrong, Dada, Jamie said, my brain is switched on all the time. He grabbed his fathers hand and placed it on the top of his
  head. Cant you feel it? Its humming.


  Jamie knew he wasnt stupid, whatever anyone said. Even as he committed the word nugatory to memory, he could feel his brain growing like one of those miracle carwash cloths
  that boasted a capacity of ten times its size when immersed in water. How he longed for his family to understand the scale of his thoughts. They were big and grown-up but, without the ability to
  articulate them, he was destined to converse only with himself. His war of words frustrated him almost as much as it worried his parents. What if he could never read a book or write a story. Much
  as he enjoyed it in there, he couldnt live in his head forever.


  Dont worry. Theres a word for what you are, his father told him, and whispered it into his ear.


  Is that good?


  Well, I think so, his father said, but then I happen to be one too.


  But if Nicky Flemings polymath abilities were put to use in the everyday world, Jamies breadth of knowledge became the building blocks of a convoluted fantasy life, one peopled by
  an astonishing number of characters all of whom were interested in everything he had to say. Alba might call him what she liked but inside his head he was a brilliant raconteur, a storyteller
  capable of threading together titbits of conversation, snippets from the paper -anything that fired his imagination  into a sweeping plot of which, coincidentally, he was almost always the
  hero.


  In Jamies world anything was possible. Wolves spoke as men and goblins ruled governments. Waterfalls flowed upwards and inanimate objects made conversation with him whenever they pleased.
  And if his parents encouraged him, they were not alone. Childrens heads are a terrible mess of truth and lies, receptacles for conflicting information, fragments of facts and half-formed
  opinions. Misinformation is every parents tool for shielding their offspring from the adult domain. Real life, with its grubby ethics and rank injustice, is not considered a suitable place
  for a child to inhabit. From birth, Jamies baby cage had been padded with fairy tale and strung above a safety net of make-believe, no clues handed out as to what should be accepted as
  absolute or dismissed as whimsy. Even time had been warped and truncated  just a minute, the other day, the concept of soon  a whole lexicon
  of vagueness invented to further smudge the lines of an already blurred world.


  There were so many clues that the crossed wires in Jamie Flemings head would not spontaneously unravel. Somebody should have noticed but nobody was paying attention. If only they had
  been. If only his family had understood the strange workings of that clever little mind, they would have watched him so much more carefully.
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  Letty Fleming was not a confident driver. She sat stiff in her seat, gripping the steering wheel as though scared that it might, in a moment of whimsical rebellion, decide to
  hurl itself out the window and roll merrily along the motorway. In the divvying up of marital chores, Nicky had bagsed driving while Letty had been allotted map-reading, a job she negotiated with
  more calmness and tact than most, considering the mild abuse that came with the position. Even when Nicky wasnt around, he was still dictatorial, forbidding her to drive in bad weather or
  after dark, and it had always suited her to accept this as a sign of love rather than a slur on her capabilities. Now, at the thought of the seven hundred-odd miles in front of her, a trench-size
  furrow of concentration cut into her forehead.


  An atmosphere of quiet discontent pervaded the Peugeot. Surely car journeys had not always been like this? A grim determination to get from A to B. She missed the ragging and the giggles and the
  half-hearted threats that accompanied them. It no longer felt as if they were a family. More like a collection of damaged souls bound by a set of rites and rhythms over which they had little
  control  but then maybe that was the definition of a family. Shed never had to think about it before. Unless there was enough pain to keep them awake, people tended to sleepwalk
  through their lives, disregarding the present to wait for the future, capable only of happiness retrospectively  until something happened that was monumental and only then did life divide
  into the before and after. People were destined to become haunted by those moments when everything was perfect  if only they had known it. Before the bomb, before the flood, before the . .
  .


  Letty felt brittle with exhaustion. If only Nicky could be here, if only Nicky could take over everything for her. If only. These were the words that governed her every waking moment and now she
  was terrorized by the force of her wishful thinking. If only she had known. If only she had done things differently, but the further back she tried to roll time, the more paths opened up to her.
  Painstakingly, she had gone down every one of them looking for a different journey, another road, but in the end they all led to the same place. Fate was fate precisely because its outcome could
  not be manipulated or changed. Who knew why some peoples lives worked out and others did not?
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  Information was Nicky Flemings religion. He respected it, he traded in it, he made his career out of it. He was the missionary who wished to convert all others to his
  faith and so, as soon as the Fleming girls were old enough to read, he announced that each of them should find an interesting story in the days paper and discuss it with him. This new rule
  was an extension of, but by no means a replacement for, his habit of lobbing general-knowledge questions at them when they least expected it.


  What is tax? he might demand as the children sat unsuspectingly down to the dinner table. What does it pay for and is it fair?


  All three children were in agreement. News was a drag, but their father was adamant. They were to take an interest in the world around them. Besides, he argued, there was bound to be one story,
  one headline, however small and insignificant, that would appeal to them, and thus a daily ritual was born. Every morning, along with the General-Anzeiger Bonn and the embassys digest
  of all the main national newspapers, a copy of the London Times was delivered. Nicky worked his way through both broadsheets over a breakfast of boiled eggs mashed onto fresh baked
  Brtchen. After he was done, he would shuffle The Times back into pristine order with the skill of a croupier at a gaming table and the paper would be passed to the children in
  reverse order of age.


  Jamie liked animal stories: the sighting of a grey wolf in the Bavarian forest; the discovery of fossilized dinosaur eggs; the story of a Hungarian dancing bear rescued from its persecutors. He
  was fascinated by pictures of natural disasters and spent long hours planning to save his family from them. He was particularly intrigued by earthquakes and the idea that the world could, and
  sometimes did, open up and swallow whole, people, buildings, cities.


  In the evening, after Nicky returned from the embassy, he would sit in his favourite chair, a chaise longue with matching footstool that had travelled from country to country with them  a
  chair that had absorbed so many chapters of Our Island Story it was almost a historical expert in its own right  and he would invite his three children to sit with him and justify
  their pick of the day.


  So this earthquake, Jamie would say after the article had been read to him. How did it feel to fall? How long did it take to reach the centre of the earth? Would
  everyones houses and cars still be okay when they got there? And Nicky, hardly wanting to think how it might feel to be crushed between the vengeful arms of nature, having no
  intention of describing the agony of a man whose lungs were being filled with pebbles while his bones were ground to dust, abandoned his passion for facts and turned instead to his imagination. No,
  people didnt die! Of course they didnt fall forever! Yes, there was salvation down there, a terra firma, and not only was there terra firma but also entire cities where buildings had
  landed intact and precisely into their allotted space. There was a train station too, just like the one in Bonn, complete with uniformed station-guard who announced in loud staccato German the
  arrival times of new citizens. Herr Henkel, vierzebn Ubr! His lovely wife, twenty minutes later! Every parent does what they can to protect their children from the concept of
  death until such time as they can cope with it, and down in the centre of the earth, Nicky told his son, was a whole new world where people lived and worked and mined the earths core for
  untold riches.


  But what happens if the people want to come home and see their children? Jamie asked.


  They have to be patient, Nicky declared. They must wait for another earthquake to split the earth and then up they climb, quick as they possibly can.


  Whilst he never tired of hearing about natural hazards or the poor maltreated Tanzbdr, Jamies real love, as he grew older, was the Cold War. The Cold War, the Cold
  War, the Cold War. He would roll the words around his mouth, giving them different emphases and inflections, sometimes adding a dramatic little chatter of his teeth for effect.
  Jamies inability to read meant stories had to be picked for him, but he recognized the phrase Cold War when it appeared in a headline and was entirely au fait with all its
  associated acronyms: CIA, KGB, NATO, MI6, SIS. For Jamie, as for most spy-mad boys, the Cold War conjured up a James Bond world of dissidents and traitors  of intrigue and deceit. Of the
  umbrella murder and Markovs fatally unaware stroll across a foggy London bridge. He had little idea that the Cold War was the actual world in which he lived. That a hop, skip
  and one very high jump away from the capitalist excesses of the Bonn embassy stood the physical and ideological divide of the Berlin Wall. And in this matter, as in the matter of those
  long-suffering souls diligently working the earths core, his father was unwilling to bring anything even close to stark reality into his small sons life.


  With Alba, such qualms were a waste of time.


  Albas taste ran to sensationalism. Nothing made her happier than the gory nihilism of a family murder or the brutality of an armed robbery. Her chief aim when choosing her story du
  jour was to find something so subversive, so blatantly unsuitable for Jamies ears that her father would be required to fudge the more sordid details, whereupon Alba, with the
  self-righteousness of the child who catches her exhausted parent skipping pages of a bedtime story, would take a sadistic delight in correcting him. Fortunately for Nicky, Albas preferred
  genre of news was not often to be found in The Times. Nevertheless, she used the newspaper sessions as an opportunity to milk her father for criminal know-how with the fervour of a lifer
  whod suddenly discovered her new cellmate was a habitual escapee.


  Finally, though, it would be Georgies turn. There would be a redistribution of limbs on the side of the chaise longue, Nicky would slide his arm around his eldest daughters waist
  and say, What about you, my George? What has caught your attention today?


  But Georgie was shy. The whole business of preference- stating had always made her self-conscious and besides, she could never dredge up a particular interest in any of the headlines, so she
  would fidget and tug at the piping of the loose cover and say, Um, Im not sure, all the while turning the pages of the newspaper as slowly as she dared, growing increasingly
  miserable, praying that something would jump out at her before it was too late. She knew her father to be a patient man, yet, as the minutes ticked by, the room seemed to go very still with the
  weight of his expectation. How she envied Jamie with his headlines, pre-edited and presented as multiple choice. Why couldnt she be of Albas gothic persuasion? She desperately wanted
  her father to think of her as an intelligent child, but all she felt during these sessions was uninteresting and stupid.


  There must be something, Nicky would urge as she stared in mounting desperation at the newsprint while Jamie fidgeted and Alba sighed until finally, when she could stand it no
  longer, she stabbed her finger arbitrarily at the nearest headline.


  President Defiant in Bucharest, her father read. Why this one, Georgie? he probed gently. What is it about this one you find so intriguing?


  And she would turn her head and blink back the tears while Alba groaned cruelly.


  On 21 January 1979, no papers were delivered to the Flemings house in Bad Godesberg. If they had been, the children would have found only one page of The Times to be of collective
  interest.
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  It was futile, his continued battle with the elements. For as long as he could remember hed been pitted against a single adversary but the sea was an opponent that did
  not play by the rules and he was no match for it. Water was coming at him from all sides  enormous swells tossed and turned him, salt burned his throat. The undertow grabbed at his legs and
  cold squeezed his chest, leaving him no oxygen for the next round. Survival was an instinct lodged into every one of his bones so he conceded defeat, blinked his sore eyes and allowed the current
  to float him towards the island as though he were as weightless as a piece of driftwood.


  It was not the friendliest of landing spots: a stone plateau, guarded by sentinels of rock that buffeted him between each other like the levers of a pinball machine. A wet tumble of seals barked
  at his approach. The swell withdrew, then in one almighty forwards rush propelled him up and out of the water, dumping him on land below.


  There was a frenzy of splashing as the seals streaked by. A lifetime spent lolling on the rocks had not prepared them for such an oddity dropping unannounced into their world. But he was not the
  first creature to have underestimated the power of the northern elements. At one time or another various migratory birds  a snowy owl, an African stork, even a flamingo  had found
  themselves in a gale so powerful that it skewed the delicate compass in their heads, resulting in a dizzying free fall and crash landing. Over the years this barren Hebridean isle had been a refuge
  for all manner of lost souls. Now it was his turn to be blown off course, and it was a late summer slot he was destined to share with an equally adrift family of four.
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  The day after Nicky died, the machinery of the Embassy Wives Club began to turn. The kindness of the women was as overwhelming as it was stifling but the order had come
  from the top. Letty Fleming was not to be left alone, not even for a minute. A rota was formed, food was purchased and cooked, the kettle boiled in shifts. A grieving widow, it was agreed, simply
  could not be made to drink too much tea.


  Every afternoon at precisely the same time, the Ambassadress came to the house in person. Letty stared at the womans ramrod back, at the way her knees were pressed together in perfect
  symmetry, and wondered whether she herself had overlooked the chapter entitled How to Sit Elegantly in a Pencil Skirt in her guidance book of embassy etiquette. The Ambassadress
  poured the tea but, noting that Letty made no move to pick it up, gently took the younger womans hand and placed the cup and saucer in it. Are you sleeping, Letitia?


  A little, thank you, Letty lied.


  And youre eating, I trust?


  Letty nodded. She had no desire to be either rude or ungrateful. She knew she was supposed to find comfort, sanity even, in routine, but heaven knows there were only so many times a day she
  could answer the same questions without screaming.


  And the children? the Ambassadress asked. How is little James?


  Letty turned her head to the wall.


  My dear, you must be strong. The children will take their cue from you. Too much emotion will only upset them unnecessarily The Ambassadress produced a handkerchief. Show
  them you can get through this, and theyll soon find that they can too.


  Letty blew her nose and promised to grieve quietly and considerately.


  There is one more thing, the Ambassadress announced with the delicacy for which she was renowned. My dear Letitia. Naturally, I dont have to explain how these things
  work. You understand that a replacement for Nicky must be found.


  A film of ice began to form around Lettys heart. No, it had not occurred to her. There had been no time to think of England and the blip in its global diplomatic relations. Still, the
  Ambassadress was right. A gap had been opened. The business of Queen and Country could not shut up shop for weddings or birthdays or untimely deaths.


  Of course, Letty murmured.


  Theres a good man just arrived back in London, the Ambassadress continued. Hes spent the last three years as cultural attach to the ambassador in
  Japan. Made quite a success of it from everything were told. Excellent references. He was hoping to stay in England for a bit, but we believe hell be willing to rise to the
  occasion.


  Letty projected herself into the future through sheer need. Nicky had left no will, made no provision for his family. The house, the childrens schools, their entire way of life came
  courtesy of the government. Quite how courteous the government would feel towards them under current circumstances remained to be seen.


  How long, do you think?


  Sir Ian believes we can bring him over by the end of next month.


  Panic rolled through her like a rogue wave. What was she to do? Where were they to go?


  So. The Ambassadress placed her teacup carefully back in its saucer. You can manage that?


  It had not been a question. The Ambassadress patted her arm. Good for you, Letitia. Sometimes the thought of positive action is all it takes to make one feel a little better. I give you
  my word we will help you with any arrangements you might require.


  As always, the Ambassadresss word was her bond. Within a matter of weeks, the Fleming family were out of their residence and on a boat back to England.
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  Scotland
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  Letty had come to resent borders. Those pencil-thin divides where culture, power and religion were destined to grate interminably against each other. She resented them for the
  intolerance they represented, for the secrets and lies they necessitated and above all for the amount of Nickys time they had stolen. How much more pleasant would life be were borders
  treated as celebratory places  auspicious spots where flags were raised and flowers strewn. The Scottish border, however, was not such a place. Distinguished by a commonplace lay-by, it
  offered only a warped sign for Gretna Green and a van whose paintwork was jauntily stencilled with The Frying Scotsman.


  Letty bought bacon baps and sugary tea in stout paper cups. The bacon was spitting hot and salty, the inside of the rolls soft and warm. Even before the children had wiped their mouths of the
  dustings of flour, Letty ordered a second round.


  A few miles short of Inverary they stopped at a petrol station for a lunch of sweets and crisps, and not long after that on the verge of the road for Jamie, whose stomach had suffered the
  consequences. Letty hovered a respectful distance behind, a clutch of tissues in her hand.


  It wont come, he sighed apologetically. I want it to, but it wont.


  Never mind. She folded the tissue back into her pocket. Does your tummy still hurt?


  A little, he fibbed. He waited until his mother began picking her way back to the car before hastily taking the map from his pocket and concealing it under a large stone. It was
  the third such map hed hidden since leaving London. Two had already been safely stowed, one in the petrol station, the other impaled on a fence post somewhere in Cumbria, but this was a long
  stretch of road without distinguishing landmarks and another clue would surely help his father to follow them. As Jamie straightened up and wiped his hands on his shorts, the shadow of a passing
  coach fell over him. To his utter amazement, he saw that its side was painted with an immense picture of a grizzly bear.


  Mum, he squealed, look!


  Mmm. Letty had unfolded a scarf from her bag and was busy tying it around her hair.


  Did you see? He danced an excited little jig.


  See what, darling?


  The bear!


  Darling, there are no bears in Scotland.


  It was on a bus.


  Was it, darling? She smiled indulgently. I do hope it was off somewhere nice on holiday then.


  Come on, Jamie. Georgie wound down the window.


  Did you see it, Georgie?


  Whatever it referred to, Georgie shook her head. She loved her brother, but found him unfathomable.


  I was reading, sorry.


  Do you think theres going to be a circus?


  Jamie, why would there be a circus? Were in the middle of nowhere.


  Get in the Godalmighty car, Jamie, Alba said. Or there will be heavy corporal penalties.


  Dont swear, Alba, Letty murmured.


  Alba rolled her eyes and withdrew to her outpost in the corner back seat. How much patience did one human require? The whole journey shed had to listen either to the inane bleatings of
  her brother or the muffled crackle of the radio. Surely her mother could have fixed it before theyd left? Surely a trip to the garage wouldnt exactly have strained her capabilities?
  Surely she could make Jamie shut up for once?


  Did you see it, Alba? Jamie reached the car and yanked open the door. Did you look?


  Of course. As you know, Im fascinated by every tiny thing you choose to point out.


  You are? Jamie found himself momentarily diverted.


  No, Jamie, Im not. That was an example of the use of sarcasm. Now, I know how keen you are on spelling things correctly, so allow me to help you out. S. a. r. c. a. s.
  m.


  But did you see the bear? Jamie hid his confusion with perseverance.


  Ah, well, if you mean that large brown animal who was running along the road wearing a kilt and playing the bagpipes, of course I saw it. Why do you ask?


  Do you think it was my bear?


  Im sorry, I wasnt aware you had your own bear. Yes! The one from the Zirkusplatz! The one I have the picture of. The one Dada was going to take me to
  see the day he


  Oh Jamie, of course, Letty intervened quickly. I know exactly which one you mean. He did look like an awfully nice bear.


  Then can you drive faster to catch him up? Darling, I cant drive any faster than Im supposed to. Jamie swallowed his disappointment. He stared at the
  road ahead.


  The bear was long gone. Even if his mother went over fifty miles an hour, which she never did, they would still not catch him up. He closed his eyes and concentrated on retrieving the image on
  the side of the coach. The stark-ness of the brown fur against the glossy white paintwork. The big grizzly had been standing on his hind legs, one colossal paw extended in a wave. Hesitantly, Jamie
  raised his own hand.


  Hello, bear, he whispered.
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  Bonn
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  There had never been much to do in the city at weekends. Despite the government institutions, the ministerial residencies, the sub-ministerial agencies, despite the Bundestag
  and the Bundesrat, the diplomats and the policy-makers, despite the journalists, the writers and thinkers and all the newly minted restaurants and cafes briskly opened up to accommodate them, Bonn
  was a town destined never to rise above its provincial roots. Even the glare of the international spotlight comprehensively failed to brighten up those dreary streets. Weekends in Bonn were quiet,
  boring affairs, and particularly so for a small boy. There was the Haribo factory of course, amiable strolls through the Naturpark and those damp, dragging walks along the Rhine, but the outing
  Jamie enjoyed above all others was a visit to the Museum Koenig with his father. As natural history museums go, it was both well curated and surprisingly inspirational, but Jamie was interested in
  neither of these commendations. What he cared about was the outrageously large stuffed grizzly presiding over its foyer.


  Technically, the bear was mounted. Stuffed was a laymans term and one which would have undoubtedly irked the taxidermist in question, who had spent weeks preparing the
  bears skin by meticulously peeling the hide from its body then soaking it in a pickling solution of salt and chemicals. Still, stuffed or mounted, it was an impressive creature, standing
  over nine feet high on its hind legs. Jamie was terrified by the mere sight of it.


  The grizzly is one of the largest of all land carnivores, his father translated off the plaque on the wall, and Jamie could well believe it. Each of the bears claws was the
  length of his hand and sharp as a machete. Its teeth were so yellow they might have been made of solidified poison, but it was the bears eyes which scared him the most. It was five-year-old
  Jamies first visit to a museum, his first grizzly bear, and he shrank behind his father.


  Theres nothing to be scared of, old chap. This ones a nice bear.


  Jamie shook his head.


  No, really. The fangs and claws are only for show. The truth is, he was once a childs teddy who grew too large to keep in the house and so he left home to seek his fortune.
  Hes in this museum today only because he became very famous and made his mark on the world.


  Jamie crept out from behind his fathers back. What did he do?


  Ah well, lets see, shall we? Nicky pretended to consult the museums information leaflet. It says here that his achievements are too numerous to be listed but I
  quite often sneak down here to have a chat with him when youre at school.


  He can talk? Jamies eyes stretched wide.


  Of course. Bears are highly intelligent and this particular one has been well educated.


  Does he talk in English or German?


  He speaks fluent German, perfect English, passable French and a smattering of Russian, which he picked up on a state visit.


  How do I make him talk?


  Well, you have to be introduced first. Like most people in the service, hes a stickler for protocol.


  Can you ask him to talk to me?


  If you like. Nicky stepped up to the grizzly, cupped a hand towards the bears musty ear and began whispering.


  What are you telling him? Jamie demanded.


  That youre a pretty decent fellow and you want to have a quick word. Only dont let Rosa Klebb catch you. He raised an eyebrow towards the turnip-faced security guard
  hunched on her stool in the corner of the room.


  Jamie took a tentative step towards the bear.


  Go on, Nicky encouraged. Dont be shy


  Hello, bear, Jamie croaked.


  Nicky covered his mouth with his hand and pretended to rub his chin.


  Hello, Jamie, he growled.
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  The Highlands, Scotland
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  This looks like it! Letty steered the Peugeot down a muddied track. We came here once before . . . I expect you were too small to remember, she
  added quickly, as Alba groaned on cue. The anger sparking from her daughters eyes threatened to set the cars upholstery on fire and Letty fought a surge of panic. The drive to the
  islands had always seemed like such an adventure but this time she had felt the drag of the childrens apathy at every turn. The previous evening theyd arrived in Fort William only to
  discover that their favourite hotel, the Alexandria, had been refurbished and hiked up its prices accordingly. Shed had to scout in ever-widening circles until shed found a B&B
  that had trumpeted a vacant family room and bilious supper for the extra price of two pounds a head. Still, today would be better, she promised herself. Nicky had always been snobbish about lowland
  scenery, claiming that Scotland didnt really begin until the grass turned to tussocks and the moors raised themselves into hills, but now only a few miles behind them lay the purple heather
  of Rannoch Moor and in the distance, rising into the clouds, was the misty shark fin of Ben Nevis. They had already negotiated the pot-luck timing of the little Ballachulish ferry and the drive
  through Glencoe, where she and Nicky had once blown out two tyres simultaneously and ended up walking for hours through those menacing black hills while Nicky tried to spook her with blood-curdling
  stories of the massacre. As if he could. Shed been driving through Glencoe since she was a girl. Shed been in love with the west of Scotland her whole life. From Glencoe there had
  been the smell of wet bracken and a salty wind to blow them north until finally they were in reach of the coast road, the sea and the promise of the islands to come.


  No, no, I remember. As always, it fell to Georgie to bridge the gulf between her mothers pretence at normality and her sisters mutinous rebuttal. It was hardly the weather
  for a picnic but she understood her mothers need to live in the past. After all, she spent a considerable amount of time there herself. And besides, it was a beautiful spot. The track
  petered out into a circular clearing on the bank of a river. A fish jumped, dragonflies hovered neurotically over clumps of desiccated reeds. The scene had all the ingredients of an idyllic
  summers day  save for any genuine warmth.


  Georgie wandered down the bank, rolled up her trousers and induced Jamie to pitch some twigs into the swirling eddy, but the water was cold, and as soon as she felt everything possible had been
  done to bolster her mothers feelings, she steered Jamie up to where Letty was attempting to make merry by laying their jackets on the heather and spreading a picnic on top. An emergency dash
  into Fort William had produced buns, hard-boiled eggs, thick slices of ham with a crumbly yellow edge and a bag of still-warm sausage rolls. Georgie sat cross-legged on her anorak and squeezed the
  last of the Primula onto her tongue. Jamie had sequestered the packet of Jaffa Cakes and moved to a rock he had deemed a safe distance from his sister. Had Alba liked Jaffa Cakes, no distance would
  have been safe, and Georgie was mildly surprised she hadnt already snatched the biscuits off him, if only for the fun of it, but that was the thing with Alba, just when her level of malice
  had you thumbing through the Yellow Pages for the nearest child-catcher, she would perform a bewildering volte-face, and was now curled into Lettys body, holding her mothers
  arm protectively around her. Georgie relaxed and allowed herself to tune into the near-silence  the rustle and munch of Jamies chocolate fest, the sneery whine of a midge cloud. She
  decided she liked sitting up on the hill, with its prickle of heather, watching the river twist and flow towards the low grumble of the waterfall. It reminded her of Bonn and the first glimmer of
  spring when they would haul their bikes up the cellar steps and cycle to the restaurant on top of the Drachenfels, where you could sit under an immense arch feathered by ivy, admire the smoky
  waters of the Rhine below and gobble down buttery pretzels and frankfurters dipped in luminous yellow mustard.


  Her eyelids had almost drifted shut when a flash of movement brought her back to the present.


  Mum? She frowned at the roof of the Peugeot below them.


  Alba sat up and shielded her eyes with a hand.


  Mmm? Letty rolled sleepily onto her back.


  The car, Alba said.


  What car?


  Its moving. Its rolling backwards.


  Mum! Georgie cried.


  But it was Jamie who was already up and running.


  Jamie, no! Too late, Letty launched herself down the hill after him, but age had her at a distinct disadvantage. Jamies body was oiled by youth. His eight-year-old bones
  were as supple as willows, his every sinew elastic and forgiving. He was not yet a veteran of lifes wear and tear, not even a rookie. Uncoordinated, unsporting he might be, but compared to
  his mother, his feet were winged  and now the car was gaining momentum, its front end slowly tilting upwards as its back wheels connected with the banks incline. Dont
  worry, Jamie had yelled, Ill stop it, and as it dawned on Georgie exactly what her brother was thinking, her heart pulsed with fear. Next to her, Alba was yelling and
  something must have penetrated, because Jamie glanced up, as in  what on earth was all the fuss about? But he quickly dismissed his sisters, because, lets face it, werent they
  always shouting at him? Werent they forever criticizing him, so much so that sometimes it was all he could do to think for himself? And besides, it felt good to have identified a problem and
  be dealing with it.


  Its down to you now, Jamie. The Ambassadress had patted his head with her hard, flat hand. You must be brave and look after your mother. After all, youre the
  man of the family now. Until his father returned, it was the truth. His grandfathers were dead. Jamie had no uncles or brothers. One by one the boughs of the Fleming family tree have
  withered and died, he had once heard his father lamenting, and Jamie, willing to believe that the mystery of procreation began with an acorn, had projected to a time when he would seed a new
  tree. He would plant an entire forest of Flemings! Meanwhile, there was the more immediate problem of the car. The Peugeot was rolling into the river and strapped to its roof was his suitcase and
  inside his suitcase were those things that mattered most to him  the flyer from the Zirkus, the box of IOU promises from his father, his roll of comics  all destined to be lost
  forever. No! He would not let that happen. He would stand brave! Hold the car back from the brink. After all, how often had he witnessed his father jump-start the old Peugeot? Push it along the
  street from a standstill, one hand on the steering wheel? One hand! So he closed his ears to the screaming and powered on.


  The car was almost in the river by the time Jamie caught up with it, but now the closer he drew, the bigger the car looked. Nevertheless, duty was duty. He stretched out his arms, shut his eyes
  and in the same instant felt himself blindsided by the full weight of his mothers body. There was a breath of wind on his cheek, thinner than a razor blade, as the car rolled by. The wheels
  hit water, the exhaust snapped with a muffled pop. The momentum of the cars backward roll drove it ten feet along the riverbed before it jammed to a stop. The current rose quickly,
  surrounded the roof rack and tugged at the elastic octopi, until, with a further succession of splashes, the suitcases slid one by one into the river and embarked on a docile bob towards the
  waterfall.


  On his stomach, his face mashed into the soil, Jamie searched for air while his mothers voice reverberated with anger and fear around him. What were you thinking? How could you
  be so stupid? Finally, she pushed herself off his crushed chest and only then, as oxygen sawed up through his deflated lungs, was Jamie able to burst into tears of rage and
  humiliation.


  I want Dada! he wailed. Where is my Dada?
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  Bonn
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  This much Jamie knew: his father had suffered an accident. Hed gone away for some time, then somehow  Jamie didnt fully comprehend how  his father
  had got lost.


  In the months that had passed since his fathers disappearance, he had turned these facts round and round in his head, examining them for the sharp edge of a clue, a slight fissure of
  information, always on the lookout for something, anything tangible to hold on to.


  That there had been an accident was unfortunate, but not necessarily odd. Accidents were nobodys fault. They were bad luck and you had to grin and bear them. Next, there was the question
  of going away. Jamie didnt like it, but he was used to it. His father travelled all the time. When Jamie had been smaller and noticed the suitcase packed and stationed by the front door, he
  would burst into tears, wrap himself round his father and beg him not to leave. Now, come along, fish-face. Nicky would gently prise him loose. Ill be back before you
  know it.


  But where are you going?


  Ah, well, since you ask, Im going on a mission.


  Really, Jamie breathed. A secret mission?


  Naturally.


  Is it dangerous?


  No . . .


  Jamies face fell.


  Well, Nicky relented. Perhaps just the teeniest bit dangerous.


  Do the others know?


  No, and you mustnt tell them, either.


  Why not?


  Because its to remain between us. He tapped his finger to his nose and winked.


  But you will come back soon, wont you?


  Of course I will, and when I do, Ill come and find you and maybe . . . He picked up his son and swung him around. If youve been exceptionally good, Ill
  bring you a present.


  His father never told fibs. He always came back. He always came looking for Jamie and he always gave him a present. A Russian babushka, a slim waxed package of stamps, a lead soldier on a
  charging horse. This last time, however, everything had been different  and it had made no sense. No sense at all.


  The last time Jamie saw his father had been one Saturday morning in Bonn, the day before the circus opened, and Nicky had been picking at his Brtchen and scanning the papers when
  Jamie asked for help with his homework.


  Whats the subject?


  Jamie pushed over his exercise book. Nicky looked at the hieroglyphics of his sons attempt at the English language and sighed. There was already a mound of paperwork on his desk in the
  embassy that needed deciphering.


  When is it due in?


  Monday, Jamie said dolefully.


  Well, thats not so bad, is it? Do what you can on your own and well tackle the rest before supper this evening. That way it will all be done before we go to the
  circus.


  As luck would have it, the Circus Krone was being erected on the barren area of an as-yet-undeveloped piece of land behind the embassy. If I sneak up to the roof, Ill be able to
  watch them setting up the big top, Nicky had told his son. Ill check every day and give you a progress report.


  Promise youll be back in time?


  Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a needle in my eye, Nicky sang, then, at his sons puzzled frown, scribbled a few words onto the top of his newspaper and ripped away the
  corner. Here. He handed it to Jamie. Happy now?


  Jamie nodded as he folded the scrap into his pocket. His father did not fib and he did not break promises. My work can be hopelessly unpredictable, hed explained to his
  children. Things crop up, meetings drag on, so you mustnt ask me to make promises I might have trouble keeping . . . Oh, cheer up. Hed laughed at their dismal faces.
  Its not so bad. When I do make a promise, Ill honour it. In fact, you can write it down and keep it in a box like an IOU. But he hadnt come back in time for
  homework, or even for bed.


  In the morning Jamie was up early, dressed in clean trousers and his favourite green alligator shirt. He extracted the paper flyer from beneath his pillow and smoothed it out
  onto his bed. The letters ZIRKUS were blocked over a picture of a cheerful-looking brown bear wearing a minuscule top hat and riding a unicycle.


  Can a bear really do that? Jamie had asked his father.


  Oh, bears are wonderful creatures, Nicky had replied. They can do almost anything  and if I happen to see him practising, Ill give him a friendly wave and tell
  him youll be along soon to meet him.


  Jamie wondered whether to take the flyer with him, then, remembering that hed torn it off a lamppost in the Mnsterplatz when no one was looking and that, technically, this
  constituted stealing, carefully hid it under his pillow again.


  The door opened suddenly.


  Youre not ready, Jamie accused his mother.


  Letty touched her hand to her chest. Her heart felt as raw as butchers meat.


  Jamie. She sat heavily down on the edge of his bed.


  Is Dada ready? Jamie demanded suspiciously.


  Letty took his hand and rubbed the pads of his fingers with her thumb. Jamie decided something was wrong. His mothers voice had sounded reedy, thin  as though shed left the
  bulk of it in another room.


  Jamie, she said for the second time. She gulped at some air and squeezed his hand even harder. I have something to tell you.


  Jamie waited for the axe to fall. The circus had been cancelled. Perhaps his father had been detained at the embassy. It had happened before and the apology often came from his mother.
  Something important, sweetheart. Im so sorry.


  But this did not happen where there was a promise. Never when his father had promised.


  Jamie tried to crack the code of his mothers expression. She didnt look particularly sorry. If anything she looked scary. Angry almost. An unpleasant thought occurred to him. Had
  some inadvertent crime of his been discovered for which the circus treat was to be forfeit?


  Daddys had an accident, she said.


  Oh! Jamie pulled his hand away. This was not what he had been expecting. He pictured his father tripping and spraining an ankle. Poor Dada, he said sympathetically.
  A bad one?


  Letty hesitated. Yes, Im afraid so.
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