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CHAPTER ONE

Friday

Sonia

He comes to me when the chatter of school children along the alley 
has died away. Later, drinkers will troop the other way towards the 
pub, the evening riverbus will make its last journey westwards to 
town, rattling chains and making the pontoon groan. But this is a 
silent time, almost as if the river and I are waiting.

He comes to the door in the courtyard wall.
‘Sorry,’ he says, twisting awkwardly about, such a graceful 

body but he doesn’t yet know what to do with it. ‘It’s just, at the 
party, your husband mentioned about that album.’

I stare past him. Early February, the light in the sky loosening. 
I smell brewery yeast drift on the breeze from downriver. Bitter 
Seville oranges from the marmalade I’m making in the kitchen. 
Along with the bubble of the preserving pan behind me, I hear 
Cat Stevens singing ‘Wild World’ on the radio. Time fl ips and 
catches in a tangle in my head.

I look into his face.
‘Come in,’ I say, ‘Of course. Remind me . . .’
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‘It’s by Tim Buckley. You can’t get hold of it any more, not 
even on the internet. He said he had a copy on vinyl. D’you 
remember? I’ll record it and bring it back.’

‘No problem.’ I speak as if I were his age rather than my own. 
‘Cool!’ Then cringe inside. I can hear Kit. ‘Oh God, Mum, don’t 
try and speak as if you were sixteen. It’s sad.’

He comes in. He steps through the door in the wall. The wiste-
ria’s a black steel scribble like the barbed wire they loop along 
the top of prison fences. He follows me across the courtyard and 
over the threshold into the hall. As well as the oranges there’s the 
smell of the wax fl oor polish that Judy uses. He comes into the 
kitchen. Goes to the window, looks at the river. Then turns and 
faces me. I won’t deny it, the thought fl its across my mind that 
perhaps he’s come because he fi nds me attractive. Young boys 
and older women, you do hear of such things. But I pull myself 
together.

‘I was just going to have a drink,’ I say, turning down the 
fl ame under the marmalade which is bubbling ferociously now 
and must have reached setting point. ‘Have something.’

I never usually drink before six, but I wave bottles recklessly 
at him, vodka – I know teenagers love vodka – Greg’s beer, I even 
hold up a bottle of red wine we laid down, years ago, waiting for 
it to mature so we can open it on Kit’s twenty-fi rst birthday.

He shrugs. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘If you’re opening something.’
‘What would you like though,’ I insist. ‘Go on, say.’
‘Red wine then.’
The thing with boys of this age is they do speak but you have 

to ease them into it. I know that from Kit’s friends who tramped 
in and out, day and night, for several years before she left. Those 
boys were all spots and hair over their eyes and big feet. Silent 
except for the pleases and thank yous drummed into them by 
their parents. You had to tease and mention bands to get them 
to talk. Jez is different. With Jez, I don’t have to try. He’s easy to 
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be with. For a teenager he’s quite unself-conscious. It must be 
to do, I think, with his living in France. Or maybe it’s because 
we feel we know each other, though we’ve barely spoken before.

He moves from the window and sits at the kitchen table, one 
foot crossed over the other long leg, the huge sole of his trainer 
almost in my face. These children today, these boy-men, did not 
exist quite like this when I was young. They’ve evolved since 
then. With their well-mixed genes, they’re more adapted to the 
modern world. Taller and broader. Softer. Gentler.

‘This is a wicked house. Right by the river. I wouldn’t sell it.’
He drinks half his wine in one mouthful. ‘Though it must be 

worth quite a bit.’
‘Oh, well, I’ve no idea what this house is worth,’ I say. ‘It was 

in the family. My parents stayed here for years, all their married 
life virtually. I inherited it when my father died.’

‘Cool.’ His wine’s gone in one more gulp. I refi ll his glass.
‘This is the kind of place I want to live,’ he says. ‘On the 

Thames, a pub to the right, the market there. You’ve got every-
thing. Music shops. Venues. Why d’you want to move?’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ I assure him.
‘But your husband, at the party, he . . .’
‘I’ll never leave the River House!’
This comes out more curtly than I intend. But I’m hearing 

things I don’t like. Greg thinks we should move, yes, but we 
haven’t agreed to it. ‘I never would. I never could,’ I say, more 
softly.

He nods.
‘I didn’t want to leave this area either. But Mum says London 

– Greenwich especially – is bad for my asthma. It’s one of the 
reasons we went to Paris.’

His dark fringe has fallen across one eye. He fl icks it back, and 
looks at me from under long, perfectly formed black eyebrows. 
I notice his sinuous neck with its smooth Adam’s apple. There’s 
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a triangular dip where his throat descends towards his sternum. 
His skin has a sheen on it that I’d like to touch. He’s of adult 
proportions yet everything about him is glossy and new.

I want to tell him that I have to stay in the River House to 
be near Seb. Somewhere in the river’s swell, in its daily ebb and 
fl ow, he’s still there, a fl ash of multicoloured oil on its surface. A 
ripple, a bubble, a shooosh, and he’s back. I’ve never told anyone 
this. It’s something few people would understand, and, to use a 
cliché, so much water’s gone under the bridge since then. A whole 
lifetime. I’m convinced Jez would get it. But I let the moment 
pass. Something prevents me from telling him. It’s something 
that’s so close up, I can’t get it into focus. Instead, I say, ‘Living 
in Paris. That must be exciting?’

‘It’s OK. But I miss my mates and the band. I’m coming back 
soon anyway. Been looking at colleges. Music courses and stuff.’

‘Your aunt said.’
‘Helen?’
‘Yes.’
A fl icker of irritation that he calls her Helen. At the intimacy 

of it. Which is silly. No one calls their aunts ‘Aunty’ any more. 
What did I expect?

‘Found anywhere you want to apply to?’
He pulls a face and I can see he doesn’t want to have this 

conversation, the one where the adults ask what you’re going to 
do. He’s too alive for this kind of talk. Even though I’m think-
ing, I could help you. Drama, music, they’re my areas.

‘Everyone says, “Oooh Paris,” but it’s rubbish, a city where you 
have no mates. I prefer London. It’s like no one gets it when I say 
that.’

‘I get it,’ I say.
I’m aware of the marmalade slowly setting on the stove. I 

should fetch the funnel and pour it into jars, but I’m unable to 
move from my chair, from his line of vision.
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‘You can nip up and get the album if you like,’ I say. ‘It’s in the 
music room right at the top of the stairs.’

‘The room where the keyboard is?’
Of course. He came here once before, I remember now, with 

Helen and Barney, one or two years ago. It was summer. His 
voice an octave higher, pink cheeks. A girl glued to him. Alicia. I 
barely registered him then.

He doesn’t move.
‘You still doing stuff with those actors and all that?’ he asks. 

‘It’s sick.’
‘What?’
When he grins, his mouth is wider than I’d realized. I 

have to clutch the edge of the chair to ensure I maintain my 
composure.

‘Sick. Cool. All those actors you meet. All those TV people. 
What’s your job again?’

I train voices, I tell him. He wants to know what that means, 
what it involves. I try to explain how the voice can emphasize 
meaning when words are inadequate. On the other hand it can 
contradict what’s actually said. This is useful for actors of course, 
but for real life, too.

As I speak he listens in a particular way. I fi nd this more 
disconcerting than anything. He listens the way Seb used to, eyes 
half closed. Reluctant to admit his interest. A half smile on his 
lips.

The bottle of wine is almost empty. The marmalade must 
have solidifi ed in the pan.

‘I guess you know some famous people. Any rock stars? Any 
guitarists?’

‘No rock stars as such. But I know some . . . useful people. 
People who are always looking for new talent.’

He leans towards me a little, and his eyes widen. Brighten.
I’ve found what drives him.
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‘I want to be a professional guitarist one day,’ he says. ‘It’s my 
passion.’

‘Well, when you get the album, you could bring one of Greg’s 
guitars down. There’s quite a selection up there.’

‘I ought to go,’ he says.
Of course he must go. He’s a fi fteen-year-old boy. On his way 

to meet his girlfriend, before he gets the train from St Pancras 
back to Paris tomorrow morning.

‘She makes me meet her in the foot tunnel exactly halfway 
between south and north London.’

‘Makes you?’
‘We–ell,’ he looks at me and all of a sudden he’s just an embar-

rassed teenage boy after all.
‘We measured the halfway point,’ he says, ‘by counting the 

paving slabs. We were going to count the white bricks but there 
were too many.’

‘How old is she?’ I ask.
‘Alicia? She’s fi fteen.’
Fifteen. So. She’ll have no idea that nothing will ever be like 

this again.
‘I’ll go and get that album,’ he says, stumbling a little. The 

wine has gone straight to his head, he’s what Kit would call a 
lightweight.

‘Have one more drink. I’ll pour it while you go up. Go on. Go up.’
I listen to his footsteps taking the stairs two at a time and 

open another bottle. Something cheap this time, but Jez won’t 
notice. I fi ll his glass, and I add a little whisky. A cloud shifts over 
the river and a last sliver of sunlight slides across the table. For a 
second the glasses, the bottles and the fruit bowl are suspended 
in a rich amber glow.

I remember the marmalade again, but do nothing about it.
The phone rings, and I pick it up without thinking. It’s Greg. 

He launches straight in as if we’ve already been talking.
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‘I’ve spoken to Burnett Shaws.’
‘Who?’
‘The estate agents. I want them to do an evaluation. It doesn’t 

tie us to anything. But I want to know fi gures, ballpark, it’ll help 
me choose what to view out here.’

I can’t speak. Jez has come back into the kitchen with Greg’s 
acoustic guitar. He bumps into the table as he sits and the guitar 
reverberates.

‘What’s that?’ Greg asks. ‘Have you got someone there?’
‘No. Nobody. But I’m not talking about this now. You know 

where I stand. You can’t make arrangements over my head.’
‘If we could have a sensible discussion about it I wouldn’t 

have to.’
I bite my lip. It’s always Greg’s last weapon, accusing me of 

irrationality.
I want to protest but he’s put the phone down.
‘Couldn’t fi nd the album,’ Jez says. ‘But I spotted this guitar. 

Can I give it a go before I leave?’ His voice soothes away the 
tension aroused in me by Greg.

‘Of course. Of course you can.’ Nothing feels more right at 
this moment.

The next hour is my favourite this evening. Before the drink 
renders him incapable of leaving – even should he want to. We 
sit and talk and he plays. He tells me about Tim Buckley. How 
for him playing music was ‘just like talking’.

‘It’s like that for me too,’ Jez says. ‘You teach people to express 
themselves with their voices. I play the guitar for the same 
reason.’

He’s good. I knew he’d be good. He plays something classical, 
John Williams maybe, something that ripples and lilts like water. 
The guitar’s an extension of him, the music fl ows through his 
body from his soul. His fi ngers barely seem to move as he plucks 
the strings. His black hair falls over his face. When the drink 
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begins to take effect and he can’t play any more, he rests the 
guitar on the fl oor, the fi ngerboard against his thigh.

He tells me again how he loves my house. The river right 
outside. The smells! The light. The sounds. Listen! And we sit 
and identify the sounds I’ve come to take for granted. The inter-
mittent gush of waves against the wall, the clank and thumps 
from the old coaling pier, the throb of helicopters. Urban music, 
Jez calls it.

‘I want this kind of life,’ he says. ‘Music, wine, a house on the 
Thames.’

I, too, am a little drunk by now. I never want this evening to 
end.

‘It’s OK you know, Seb. You don’t have to go.’
‘Jez,’ he says.
‘What?’
‘My name. Jez, not Seb.’

It’s late when at last he stands up, and almost topples. Grabs the 
chair.

‘Shall I stay and keep you company?’ he slurs, and I almost 
blush.

‘I think,’ I say, in my grown-up mother’s voice, ‘it might be 
better if you got some sleep.’

He’s passed out almost before I can get him onto the old iron 
bed in the music room. I focus on his socks as I lie him down. 
There’s a hole in the big toe of the right one and I think of a 
darning thing my mother had that was the shape of a mushroom 
and how she used to sit and mend our socks in the evenings, and 
I wonder whether anywhere in the world a darning mushroom 
still exists. What an odd thought to have as I roll the socks off 
his feet, then tug his arms out of the sleeves of his hoodie.

I wonder if I should remove the jeans that hang so loose 
around his narrow pelvis, the muscles sloping in a golden 
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triangle towards the buttons of his fl ies. He’d be more comfort-
able when he woke. But I don’t want to humiliate him. So I leave 
them. I fi ll a glass of water in the shower room and place it on 
the bedside table so that he’ll know, if he wakes before I expect 
him to, that I am caring for him.

Before I go out of the room I bend over and pass my nose 
from the top of his head with its whiff of shampoo, to his neck, 
where I can detect his own male scent, of cedar, salt. He wears a 
black horn-shaped thing through one earlobe. His hair lies in 
liquid curls against his collarbone. I lift it gently so I may press 
my nose into the delicate, pale area beneath his ear. Here, I stop.

On his neck, beneath his hairline is the unmistakable red 
mark of a love bite. A hickey, Kit would call it. Bloody specks 
spread out from an angry central lesion. Alicia? Sucking his fl esh 
into her mouth until the capillaries burst and bleed. A red sore 
on his fl awless skin. And suddenly I’m staring at a livid red gash 
left by a rope as it dug its teeth into another buttermilk throat. 
For a few minutes I cannot look away.

At last I bend over and kiss the wound gently. ‘It’s OK,’ I whis-
per. ‘I’ll keep you safe, I promise.’

Then I pull the duvet over him, tuck it in a little at the edge, 
and go quietly out of the room.
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