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Praise for
CITY OF ALL SEASONS
“Deeply different, strange and fascinating - a study of hope against all odds of environment or society.” — Adrian
Tchaikovsky
“A moving ode to the power of creativity, and its ability to connect us as humans across space and time. It’s also a cleverly-painted portrait of a family whose creations divide as well as unite. Rich and imaginative, this novel brings together two of the best voices in modern speculative fiction. I loved it.” — Lucy
Holland
“An excellent read. A strange and atmospheric tale that immerses you so thoroughly you wake up in a different world altogether.” — T.
L. Huchu
“Vividly hopeful while set within a frighteningly real post apocalyptic world, a poignant, heartrending, and haunting read of a family’s love and trauma, coloured with a mysterious enduring magic. This is a deeply humane work, a reminder of community and societal repair, that stayed with me long after I put it down.” — Kritika
H. Rao
“A lyrical and kaleidoscopic novel reminiscent of both Piranesi and Gormenghast. The mysteries of summer and winter, love and loss, fiction and reality in this evolving landscape pulled me in and wouldn’t let go. As inventive as its cast of characters, City of All Seasons will stay with me for a long time.” — Eliza
Chan
“A lush and dazzling fantasy. A story full of wonder and magic, about family, hope, and fighting to repair what’s been broken.” — A.
C. Wise
“A masterclass in dual worldbuilding … Whatever the season, the warmth of Whiteley’s and Langmead’s characters stand out.” — Tim
Major
“Dreamy and tender … The worldbuilding is an endless delight! Perfect for fans of the Letters of Enchantment duology and a Darker Shade of Magic trilogy.” — Julia
Vee
“Elegantly woven and alive with fascinating characters … Aliya Whiteley and Oliver K. Langmead have long since earned their reputations for inventive fiction; writing together, they might well be unstoppable.” — M.
T. Hill
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One of my favourite movies is called Moon Voyage. The reel I have is so old that it’s sometimes difficult to see the actors through the artefacts, but I like it that way. The distortion gives the recording more distance, as if the movie really was filmed on the moon.
The film is silent, and the astronauts sit quietly in their rocket, communicating using hand signals. When they arrive on the moon they go out and explore in big, bulky suits, and they don’t find much, but that’s not really the point. What makes the movie special is their gentle, meticulous curiosity. They overturn moon rocks, and dig samples, and take pictures of craters. Near the end of the movie, the reel becomes so distorted that the astronauts become shadows; the artefacts are a blizzard that consumes them. We never find out if they make it home again, and sometimes, on clear nights, I study the moon and think about them.
Tonight, the sky is not clear. Tonight, the snow is so thick that I feel as if I too am in an old distorted black-and-white movie. Flakes fall like artefacts, blanketing everything, and I have to stride like a lunar explorer, bundled up in my thickest coat, with old tennis racquets strapped to my feet. Henry is with me, and he is dressed from head to toe in black wools and leathers – the uniform of the city’s authority – making him look like a silhouette against the white of the street. He uses a ski pole to keep himself balanced, and there is a rifle strapped across his back.
To anyone else, I’m sure that Henry would be intimidating. The uniform that he wears is designed to be intimidating. But he’s still my cousin: there is a slip of fair hair, protruding from beneath his hat, and his height makes his movements through the snow awkward, no matter how assured he pretends to be. He keeps having to adjust his rifle, which bumps his shoulder blades.
“You need warmer clothes,” he tells me, his mask muffling his voice.
I am wearing so many layers of tough, worn clothing, but he’s right. The cold is getting in, and I have to keep my hands in my armpits for warmth.
The silence is profound – there is nothing quieter than falling snow – and even the crunch of our slow progress feels distant. Tonight, my cousin and I are astronaut explorers together.
There are not very many working streetlamps left in Fairharbour, and we pause at each one. The drifts are high enough that if I stretch out I can press my gloves against the glass and feel the warmth of the bulb. I keep an eye out for anyone else, but we are alone. Anyone with any sense will be bundled up at home.
The streets are so close together in the cathedral district that there’s a little more cover from the elements, but the going is still slow all the way to our first stop of the night: the Shining Heart Cathedral itself. Tremendous icicles hang from its recesses, and its spire is completely obscured by the low sky. We shelter in the doorway of a crypt and peer up at the shattered stained-glass windows, where there should be colour but there is none.
“What do you need from here?” asks Henry.
“A bit of glass.”
“You can get glass anywhere.”
“You have no imagination.”
Henry’s brought a heavy white-bulb torch, and he lights it as we venture up to the wall of the cathedral.
I dig with my hands where the snow is shallow, and Henry aims his torch to help. The cold stings, even through my gloves, and I think about the gloves of the astronauts in Moon Voyage, which are so thick and insulated that they don’t give the actors much grip. They handle their tools clumsily, but I imagine that their hands must be warm.
Then, suddenly: colour. It’s so vivid that it feels as if I’ve fallen into a different movie. Technicolor, beneath the snow! These are shards of stained glass, fallen from the cathedral’s window – blue and red and yellow – and I gather the smallest pieces with the same reverence I would use for sapphires and rubies. When I have enough, I pack them away, and the world is black-and-white once more.
There’s a bit, later on in Moon Voyage, where one of the astronauts gets separated and wanders the desolate moonscape all by himself, and I think about that scene as we head deeper into the city. I am glad Henry is with me, tonight, even if we don’t talk much anymore.
* * *
I think, to understand Fairharbour – the way Fairharbour is today – you first have to understand the weatherbomb. When the weatherbomb struck, not long after my tenth birthday, it killed nearly everyone in the city.
We were taught about weatherbombs in school, back when they were just used as an agricultural tool. Need rain to water your crops? Need sun to dry the ground? Need a cold snap to help your raspberry bushes grow? Set off a weatherbomb and fix the weather the way you want. There’s an odd history when it comes to using weaponised terms in agriculture – seed bombing, rain guns and the like – but in this case, the name turned out to be a portent.
At school, we were also taught about the wider world, and all the nations in it, quarrelling in the way that nations do. It’s an odd thing, learning about war as a child, because it feels so benign. You learn about war before you really understand what death is, so it feels more like a playground game. I remember playing at war with my cousins: shooting at each other with finger-pistols, and crossing sticks as swords. Henry was always the best at it. Anyway – the point I’m trying to make is that the precise politics of it all never really sunk in for me. I understood that there was a big wide world beyond Fairharbour, where nations warred with each other, but they were never really more than places on the classroom globe. I understood that our island city was part of a bigger country, and that that country was on unfriendly terms with some other countries, but, of course, I had never left Fairharbour. The mainland, and all those other countries, were no more than fictional places I saw on the TV and at the cinema. When the weatherbomb struck, none of those places seemed to matter; they were still unreal. I couldn’t tell you who dropped the weatherbomb on Fairharbour, or why. I only know that it killed most of my family.
It was a winter weatherbomb. The blizzards shattered windows, and buried the city so deep in snow that we mostly live on the upper floors of our homes. It froze the surface of the sea into terrible icy shards, trapping us here. The phone-lines went down, and we could no longer receive any radio signals. We became entombed in our winter city. Even when those first blizzards dissipated, and we emerged into the cold light of the winter sun, we could no longer see the mainland; cut off by a haze of storm clouds that have never lifted.
Sometimes, people leave the island, but nobody ever returns, and nobody from the mainland has ever come to rescue us.
We were taught that most weatherbombs dissipate after a week at most, but it has been eight years and Fairharbour remains resolutely wintery; the temperature has never risen, and the frozen sea has never melted. Some of the island city’s brightest remaining minds occasionally scribble down sums and shake their heads at the yield of the weapon that must have been deployed. They cast their eyes to the sky, in search of a spring that never comes.
The rest of us grieve, each in our own way, for those we lost.
* * *
One of the people I miss the most is my grandmother, who was a famous film director.
Grandma Pike’s first Technicolor movie was a short film called Lavender. It’s one of my favourite movies because it was filmed a couple of decades before I was born, when Technicolor was first being introduced, and there is something indulgent about the way it focused on colour. There isn’t really a plot to Lavender – it feels more like my grandmother taking the time to experiment with the Technicolor format before doing anything more ambitious with it – but it is certainly a love letter to its subject matter: Fairharbour’s very own Lavender Theatre.
The film opens with a shot of Magnolia Court, just outside the box office. It’s spring, and the magnolia trees are in bloom. There are close-ups of petals and flowers, and the branches move gently, jostled in the wind. Voices gradually become apparent, and the camera shifts from the trees to the people gathered beneath them. They are a diverse selection – young couples, elderly folk, and parents with their children, all queueing for tickets. The fashion at the time is floral, and everybody is illuminated by the sunshine.
Today, in my winter Fairharbour, almost forty years later, Magnolia Court is empty. The trees are all gone – cut down for fuel – and their stumps are buried beneath the snow. Henry scans the entrance with his torch. The city’s authority – the people who employ Henry – bricked the Lavender’s doors up years ago. If a building is no longer finding use, they seal it shut. They tell us that they are bricking shut the city to protect it from scavengers and the weather, ready for when spring arrives, but spring never arrives, and so much of the city has been sealed that I find myself crawling through more windows than doors these days.
We call them Doormen, the people Henry works for. It was a joke, to start with, but it seems to have stuck.
“Are you sure you want to go inside?” asks Henry. And this is the reason why he has come with me, tonight. The front entrance may be bricked shut, but there is a back way in, and he has the key. A Doorman always has keys.
“There’s something I need.”
Henry shivers. “You can go by yourself, then.”
“You don’t fancy it?”
“It looks like a tomb,” he says, and I think he’s right. These days, the Lavender Theatre is an opulent, windowless tomb. “I’ll let you take my torch, if you like.”
“Thanks, Henry.”
He shrugs and gives me the torch, along with the key. “Don’t be too long. I need to get that key back before anyone notices it’s gone.”
The truth is, I’m not sure why Henry is helping me. He’s meant to be keeping scavengers away from all the sealed up buildings or finding new sources of food and heat to hoard. The Doormen live well while the rest of us freeze. I eye up the rifle he carries, and wonder if he’s ever shot anyone for a tin of beans. Maybe it’s our family that makes tonight’s uneasy alliance possible. We are still Pikes, after all: Jamie Pike and Henry Pike, grandchildren of the great Carmen Pike herself.
In Grandma Pike’s film, the Lavender Theatre’s box office is busy. The vividly red carpet makes everyone look as if they are queueing up for a premiere. The staff are dressed formally, wearing white shirts and red waistcoats. Children carry pink whirls of candyfloss, and adults pluck from boxes of popcorn. There is a bar, and behind the bar are bottles of liquor in every colour. The camera idles on a couple sat at the counter, so focused on each other that they feel to us like the eye of the Technicolor storm.
Today, the box office is dark. The bar and confection stands were picked clean years ago, and the wallpaper hangs in ribbons from the walls. It’s warm in here. I remove my mask, hoping to catch a sweet scent on the air, but all I get is a stale mustiness. I cast Henry’s torch over the bar stools and try to figure out where the couple from the film were sat.
Over beside Screen One is a poster for Carmen Pike: A Retrospective. There is a list of her films on it, and I trace them with a finger. Her experimental early years; her big break, with her notorious musical; her heady blockbuster years, adapting famous novels into visual masterpieces; her return to Fairharbour, and final few local features. I think I’ve seen most of them, except for the last: the autobiography, Swimming Pikes!. I was deemed too young to attend the premiere.
In the film Lavender, Screen One is spectacular. The camera spends a while trained on the chandelier and its glittering crystals. The stalls are made from an ornately carved wood – part of the Lavender Theatre’s legacy as a live theatre, before it became a cinema – and we are treated to close-up shots of grotesques and gilded railings. The camera pans around, showing us the circle, the balcony, and the boxes, before coming to a halt above the orchestral pit. There is an enormous organ in the pit, and a member of staff sits at it, playing something jaunty for the audience as they filter in. Finally, when everyone is seated, the stage curtains part, and there is the screen itself: an enormous, empty white oblong.
Today, the screen is not white. There is a spray of blood across it.
The blood is old: eight years old. And it belongs to Carmen Pike. Because it was here, in her beloved Lavender Theatre, that she was murdered.
I keep Henry’s torch focused on the blood and consider it. I think about the relentless blizzards during the first days after the weatherbomb struck, keeping us all indoors. It was during one of those blizzards – or maybe just before them – that my grandmother was killed. We only found out about it weeks after the fact, once the city began to move from surviving to counting its dead, and the authorities – what few of them remained – could give us very little information. Her murder remains a mystery.
The chandelier has fallen, and I have to climb around it. I lower myself into the orchestral pit and appraise the organ, glad to see that it has been well preserved. The lead is slightly tarnished, but a bit of polish and it will gleam again. I take a wrench and remove some of the tubes. Then, I pause, and turn my torch back to the stage, in search of answers.
There are no answers to find, here. My grandmother’s body was removed shortly after she was found – only her blood remains.
In her film, Lavender, we never see what movie is showing in Screen One. The camera cuts away to the projection room. It is dark, and there are stacks of reels beside the bulky projector. The camera focuses on the light beaming from its lens, lingering, before cutting to black.
There are no credits at the end of Grandma Pike’s movie.
I stop in the projection room before I leave the Lavender, and sift through the reels that remain. Most of them are labelled, but a few are blank where a name should be, and I have to hold them up to the light so that I can see what’s on them. I find a couple of blockbusters, and one of my grandmother’s movies that I haven’t seen in years, and I put them away in my pack to enjoy later.
Outside, the snow is still falling, and Henry is exactly where I left him. He dusts the snow from his shoulders, and I return his torch and key.
“Find what you were looking for?”
“Yes and no.”
“Time to go, then.”
Henry turns his back on the Lavender, and so do I. We leave it together, in silence.
If you look carefully, there’s a shot about halfway through Lavender, in the box office, where the camera is visible in a mirror. Sometimes, I will pause the reel and see my grandmother there. She looks young, and she holds the camera with confidence, and I miss her with such an intensity that I can’t leave the film paused for very long. And sometimes, when I see her, I think about Esther, too. Our cousin Esther, who didn’t survive the weatherbomb. I wonder if she would have grown up to look like my grandmother. I wonder if she would been tall, and stern, and brilliant too.
* * *
I’ve only ever met one person completely unimpressed by the work of Carmen Pike, and that was Pawel. I first met Pawel the day that Aunt Fi’s radio broke.
Once a week, before the weatherbomb, I would be deposited with my cousin Esther and her mother, Aunt Fi. On rainy days we would bake together in Aunt Fi’s tiny kitchen – mixing and kneading and pouring, all while listening to her antique radio. The radio was made of wood, and had a big brass dial, and sometimes we had to spend a while delicately positioning and repositioning the aerials until it picked up a signal. Esther and I would dance to the latest hits, and Aunt Fi would hum along to the classics, and we’d all listen to the news solemnly together, all the way up until the day that the radio failed to pick up any signals at all. No matter how much we manoeuvred the aerials, all we got was static, and it was clear: the radio was broken.
Aunt Fi put her radio in a big plastic bag, and we put on our raincoats. We went out together into Fairharbour in search of repair. The first place we tried was the sleek modern radio and TV shop in the cathedral district. The man behind the counter tinkered while Esther and I ogled the colour televisions, mesmerised by the new technology. But eventually he shook his head: the radio was just too old, and he didn’t have the parts to fix it.
Next, we went to the record store, and the girl at the desk took a screwdriver to the radio while Esther and I flicked through the latest releases, delighted to see some of the songs we’d heard in Aunt Fi’s kitchen. No luck, though: the record store girl didn’t know what to do with it either. But she did recommend a shop a couple of streets over, called Radio City.
Radio City was fairly unassuming from the outside. It only had a small window, and it was at the end of a cobbled alleyway. It was starting to rain more heavily outside, so we all trooped in and dripped on the welcome mat, confronted by shelves upon shelves of wireless sets in various states of disrepair. Among them sat a broad-shouldered man with a thick beard, who spoke with a heavy accent and introduced himself as Pawel.
There was nothing to distract Esther and me, so we stood quietly and watched as this strange man, who we could barely understand, took apart Aunt Fi’s radio with a dexterity that defied his thick fingers. His tools were weathered, just like his hands, and he whistled a jaunty tune while he worked, and when he noticed us watching he turned the radio around and slowed down, revealing all the parts on the inside and explaining them to us one by one, showing us what was broken and how he was going to fix it.
We returned to Aunt Fi’s house in a daze, and went through the motions of baking some biscuits and listening to the radio. But when my father came to pick me up I was distracted. Part of me, I think, was still in Radio City, watching Pawel’s repairs.
Next week, Aunt Fi was delighted to report that the radio was broken again, and we three returned to the shop. Pawel was surprised, but got right down to work. Again, he showed us exactly how it needed to be repaired, and this time he let us use some of his tools, and we fixed it together. When, next week, the radio was broken for a third time, Pawel was less surprised. The week after that we brought him some biscuits, and Aunt Fi wore one of her nicest dresses, and a perfume so strong that it made my eyes water.
As weeks turned into months, we slowly learned more about him.
Pawel came to Fairharbour as a refugee midway through his life. He never told us much about the place he came from, but I’m pretty sure it had a lot of evergreen trees. There are very few evergreen trees in Fairharbour, and those few that remain were planted by Pawel, who arrived in the city with no more than his clothes and a bag full of pinecones. The first thing he did after he was given a small apartment in the shadow of Cherry Mount was to plant those seeds wherever he could find space – at the edges of parks, up among the hills, and even in his neighbour’s gardens. In the years that followed he took odd jobs and worked with borrowed tools, patiently nurturing his saplings until the trees grew tall enough that he could take branches from them without killing them. And with those branches, stripped of their firs, he whittled tools of his very own – the tools of his trade.
The radio business was what paid the bills, but the truth was that Pawel could repair just about anything. I saw him fix a bicycle that looked bent out of all proportion, revive an ancient, rusted lawnmower, and repair an outboard motor so tangled with seaweed that Radio City stank of the sea for days afterwards. He would even make some things from scratch. His speciality was tools – hammers, and saws, and screwdrivers – but every so often I saw him turn his creativity to something more precious, like a kite or a compass. And sometimes, on rare occasions, Pawel’s creativity gave an object an unexpected property. The bicycle he repaired was completely silent – it never rattled at all – and the kite would fly even when there was no wind, and I once saw him make a hammer that could strike the stone from a cherry with a single tap.
One of the best days of my life was when Aunt Fi and Pawel got married. Sunlight blazed in through the windows of the Shining Heart Cathedral, and after the vows had been exchanged we all went outside and threw handfuls of rice over the new couple, following them through the streets in a procession to the base of Cherry Mount.
Instead of taking the gondola, Pawel lifted Aunt Fi in his arms and carried her, one shaking step at a time, all the way to the summit. It was a tradition, he told me, breathless at the top: where I come from, a new groom must carry his bride all the way to the peak of the nearest mountain.
They are all gone, now. The weatherbomb took Pawel, and Esther, and Aunt Fi, and nearly all of my eccentric, feuding, beloved family from me. But I still have a workshop. And I still make things.
* * *
My own workshop is in the ruins of the Fairharbour Patent Office.
When I was eight, I dreamed about robbing the Patent Office. I was going through a phase of watching every wild west movie I could find, and I’d practice, with a handkerchief over my mouth and my fingers as guns, holding up saloons and banks. I thought that the Patent Office was the most bank-like building in Fairharbour, and every time I passed it by I’d imagine riding a horse in through the big double doors and firing a pistol into the air, forcing the bank manager to open the vault, or maybe blowing it open with a stick of dynamite. Then my horse and I would ride down the steps and away into the city, to hide from the sheriff and await the final showdown.
As it turns out, I was almost right about the Patent Office. It was a kind of bank, a bank to which people from all over the world would send their inventions to keep them safe. Today, it juts from the snow, an enormous, half-collapsed ruin of a building, and even though the big double doors have been bricked shut it’s easy to get inside because there are so many gaps in the masonry. Some of the windows are still intact, secured with reinforced glass and metal bars, but there’s no keeping me out.
I pause with Henry at a gap in the wall.
“Does anyone know I’m living here?” I ask him.
“I do.” I can’t figure out the tone of his response.
“Well.” I never know how to say goodbye to him. I should invite him inside, but I won’t, because I’m a bandit outlaw and he’s a sheriff’s deputy. “Thanks, Henry. For your help.”
He nods, and I can’t read his expression behind his mask. “Take care, Jamie. Give my best to Bea.” And with that, he vanishes into the snow, becoming a silhouette.
I wonder where he goes. He’s never invited me over to his home, which must be a cosy house. All the Doormen have cosy houses. I imagine a living room with ticking radiators, and a kitchen stocked with groceries, and maybe even a cat, demanding food. The Doormen have generators for when the city’s electricity goes down – as it regularly does – and I imagine them burning fuel to run VCR machines, lounging on sofas and sipping at hot chocolate. I imagine the coat stand by the front door, where Henry keeps his rifle.
I linger a few moments longer outside, feeling the cold. Then, I head in.
I think eight-year-old me would have been delighted to learn that I live in the vault.
The vault door features both an enormous wheel and gigantic metal bolts. We mostly just leave it ajar, and today is no exception. I slip through to the interior security office where we have our living room set up. The two-bar heater is on, which means that Bea is home, and I warm my hands on it before going to find her.
Bea tells me that the Fairharbour Patent Office is the only Patent Office in the world that has a vault. Usually, they’re a lot more stuffy – locked cabinets, and rows of numbered scroll-tubes. Fairharbour’s Patent Office vault was the result of a maverick architect insisting on literalising the idea that patents need to be protected. It was one of the reasons Bea moved to Fairharbour – to be in a place so full of creative minds that it could produce a place as peculiar as its bank-like Patent Office.
First, I knock on the door of Bea’s office. There’s no answer, which means she might be absorbed in something. Bea is the last of Fairharbour’s patent engineers, which makes her simultaneously one of the smartest people left in the city, and one of the most distractible. Her engineering expertise is so broad that she is not only able to understand most of the patents we share the vault with, but she is also one of the few people able to help when the power station goes down. That is, when she can be persuaded to leave her office.
I check a few other places anyway. She’s not in the archives, where thousands of scrolled-up patent blueprints are stored in little alcoves. She’s not in the cafeteria, where I find half a tin of peaches that I quickly finish off. And she’s not in our little cinema, either. I’m taken by surprise when I find Bea in my workshop. She’s hunched over a workbench, furiously scrubbing at something.
“What are you doing?”
Bea’s face is bright red. She is a small woman, and has heightened a stool to work at my bench. I have always loved the way that there is usually a smudge of something somewhere on Bea’s face. Before the weatherbomb, it would be a bit of eyeliner, or a fallen eyelash, but these days it is more likely to be ink. Right now, there is a smudge of grease on Bea’s chin. “You wanted wingmirrors, didn’t you?” She huffs. Wiping away at her work, she shows me a bright, mirrored surface. “There. Good as new.”
There are four wingmirrors in total, and they are hardly scratched at all.
“Where did you find these?”
“I went for a walk to the factory district. Still a few trucks parked up out there.”
“But they’re pristine!”
“They’re pristine because I’ve been polishing them all evening.” Bea wipes her hands on a rag. “How was the theatre?”
“Spooky. I got us some new films, though. Want to watch one later?”
“That sounds lovely. Did you find the parts you need?”
“I did.” I show her the shards of stained glass and the brass tubes.
“Well. Don’t let me stop you.” Bea shuffles out.
“Bea?”
“Yes, love?”
“Thank you!”
Bea is almost family, in an official sense. She dated my father for years, and there were so many times when I thought he would propose to her, but he never did. She seemed to keep him in a state of permanent uncertainty – so absorbed in her work at the Patent Office that he was never quite sure how serious their relationship was.
These days, official or not, she’s the best family I have left. I go to the hallway and watch her return to her office, humming a half-remembered theme tune from one of our favourite movies. We watch a lot of movies together. Or, rather, Bea sleeps while I watch them.
I shut the door to my workshop, take a deep breath, and get to work.
All of my tools are my own. A few years after the weatherbomb struck I returned to Radio City to see if I could salvage any of Pawel’s, but the place had been scavenged so thoroughly that there was nothing left. So, I did what he did. I went and found his evergreens, and cut down the branches they could spare, and whittled them into shape, one tool at a time, until I had enough to work with. I could have raided the hardware stores with everyone else, but it wouldn’t have been the same. I needed the right smells – the same as Pawel’s workshop.
Usually, I make trinkets and devices by following diagrams, so that I can trade them for food. In fact, I have been collecting parts for one particular patent, which Bea found for me a few days ago. When I open one of Pawel’s old pine oil mixtures, and the scent of it hits me, I am reminded of the days I spent in his workshop, learning how to make things with Esther, and I find that I don’t need the blueprint anymore. The device comes together so easily, a thing made of memories, and instinct, as much as craft.
By the time I am finished, Bea is asleep. Slumped over in the chair beside the two-bar heater, she looks her age: greying at the temples, crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. Her old blue boiler suit is getting threadbare, too; I make a mental note to patch it at the elbows, before she wears right through them. I gently wake her and show her what I made with the stained glass, and brass tubes, and the wingmirrors she salvaged for me.
She holds it so delicately. “Is it a telescope?”
“It’s a kaleidoscope.”
None of its components are ideal. The tubes are not quite flush, letting in flickers of light, and the mirrors are uneven. The pieces of stained glass are still sharp, limiting its lifespan because they scratch the interior with each tumble, blurring it into gradual uselessness. But Bea holds it up to her eye, and turns the tubes, and cries out in delight at what she sees. “The colours!”
When she lowers it, she smiles warmly at me. “You make wonderful things, Jamie.”
“Should get us a few tins of food.”
Beatrice nods. “Someone will love this.”
I take it from her and wrap it carefully in cloth. “Want to watch a movie?”
“What time is it?”
“A few hours before dawn.”
“That sounds good.”
I help her to her feet, and we wander through to the vault’s own little cinema. A long time ago, when the vault was designed, its architect was thoughtful enough to install plush, comfortable sofas for those poor engineers forced to watch hours of dull technical patent footage on the cinema’s projector, and Bea settles into one while I sort out the movie. In the end, I decide to watch the one by Carmen Pike. From what I remember, it’s a silent ethnography of a small island nation that no longer exists, filmed during her earlier, experimental years, and though it is lengthy and meticulous there is something haunting about it. I must have last seen it when I was six – entranced by the idea that it was of my own famous grandmother’s making – but I still remember the smiles of the children in the footage, each entranced in turn by the camera being pointed at them.
By the time the reel starts spinning and the titles appear up on the screen, Bea has already fallen back to sleep. I shuffle into the comfortable chair beside her.
I watch my grandmother’s movie and consider her murder. It’s been so long that I doubt I will ever find out what happened. But I’ve always wondered if a member of my family might have been involved. For all the happy memories of weddings and parties, I have just as many of bitter, heated arguments.
The clicking of the projector is a comforting lull, and as I watch silent conversations exchanged between distant peoples long dead, I, too, drift away.
* * *
At dawn, I set off for Fairbright Fountain. It’s not far from the Patent Office – the centrepiece of a broad plaza. With sunrise, the snow has stopped falling and the air is calm enough that I can raise my goggles to see the blue sky properly, without the wind stinging my eyes.
This is where I go when I want to remember what summer was like.
The fountain is frozen. From the open mouths of its gargoyles and the urns of its cherubs spike jagged icicles, and the depths of its pool are white with snow. Once upon a time it was painted with gold leaf, and the remnants of that leaf still cling to the edges beneath the silvery ice, making the whole thing glimmer.
Before the weatherbomb, Aunt Fi would sometimes take me and Esther to the fountain to play. It was a strange choice given the city’s quay and beaches, but I think Fi liked the city noise: the calling of the pigeons; the footfalls of all the people passing through; the endless jugglers, and fire-eaters, and entertainers that would play for the crowds. And there, just beyond the plaza, was the Cathedral of the Shining Heart itself, visible from a bench she coveted. She would arrive early to get that bench and sit there with a novel while Esther and I chased the birds, watching as we splashed in the gold-leaf fountain. There were so many coins in the fountain – I remember the way they felt beneath my toes – but it was bad luck to take any because each was a wish.
It has been so long since the last summer in Fairharbour. Sometimes, spring shows up in the margins of the city, but it never lasts long: daisies beneath a post-box, or ripe pears at the base of a barren tree, or sharp, melting rain that washes a street free of ice for a day or two.
I have come to Fairbright Fountain to test my kaleidoscope, but I am filled with thoughts of distant summers – of a city that was green instead of white.
I raise the kaleidoscope to my eye. The tubes slide, and the stained-glass shards tumble, and the effect is everything I hoped it would be. I hear my own laughter as I make the fountain turn, reflected in all the mirrors of the mechanism, and like a vision, as if I have conjured it there, I see something alive and green in the depths.
I blink, trying to clear the memory from my vision, but what I am seeing remains. The edge of a vividly emerald leaf. The curl of a crisp stem. I lower the kaleidoscope and study the plaza, but there is nothing green for it to reflect, and there are no green pieces of stained glass inside it.
I turn in place with the device to my eye, sliding the tubes and aiming it in a wide arc. There is white and white and white, but sometimes, at the edge of the mirrors, is something green again. The more I turn, the more glimpses I am given until, at last, I see what I think might be a person. I only catch the very edge of a sleeve, a small patch of heavily tanned skin, but it’s unmistakable – the kaleidoscope has shown me someone wearing a ragged T-shirt.
I spend the better part of an hour turning the mechanism and building up a picture from the snatches I am given. I was wrong to think I was glimpsing a memory. The city I can see in the kaleidoscope is overgrown in a way that the city I knew from before the weatherbomb never was, and only Fairbright Fountain itself is familiar. There is shimmering water, and it remains vividly, vibrantly gold, reflecting the fierce fiery glow of a hot sun. I train the kaleidoscope on the cathedral and its spire, which here has been rendered crooked by years of snowfall, and in the mirrors it has a tree growing from it. A tall, robust growth in the full bloom of a season I barely remember.
The kaleidoscope is showing me Fairharbour, but not my Fairharbour.
It is showing me a summer version of my city.
* * *
There are plenty of mysteries in Fairharbour. There always have been.
Around about a decade before I was born, a new mayor was sworn in, who changed the very fabric of the city. Fairharbour was always a place where creative people gathered – there was, maybe, something about its relative remoteness, and peculiar history, that inspired strange ideas in its inhabitants – but when the last mayor of Fairharbour took office, he made sweeping strides towards turning the city into a vibrant creative nexus. A few tax allowances here, a few new creative bursaries there, and suddenly so many bizarre and brilliant new pieces of architecture were being erected; internationally-renowned photographers and composers were moving in; gorgeous new mosaics and fountains were being installed. And all these wonderful, brilliant new artists made new mysteries in the city, overlaying all the old ones.
We still trade tales about the mysterious Smiling Knight, and wonder about some of the more knotted lanes in Silverside, but these days we have mysteries upon mysteries in our winter city: who keeps clearing the snow covering the mosaic of the giant squid in Firmament Square? Why has the Maritime Museum been quarantined since the weatherbomb struck? And – most importantly to me – why do ripe pears keep appearing in Cavalier Heights?
The pears I keep finding at Cavalier Heights have been bothering me for years, and I go there now, striding through the city with such burning purpose that the snow feels as if it melts beneath my boots. The pears might be an answer to a question I didn’t know how to ask until now.
The tower blocks of Cavalier Heights loom taller than the highest spires of any of Fairharbour’s churches. They were one of the last pieces of extraordinary architecture to go up in the city before the weatherbomb struck, a design meant to bring us into the future, where whole communities might live together in awesome, sky-scraping, concrete wonders. Though all their doors have been bricked up, the chill winds have cracked and smashed their windows, and now those very winds whistle through the gaps they have made, making a music that has rendered the apartments unliveable.
This is one of my favourite places in the city. The music of the towers tends to keep most people away, making it a good place to be alone, and there is a sheltered courtyard at the very centre of the blocks where there is a shaded stillness.
I used to live here, on the sixteenth floor of Gallant House with my father, back when the towers were new. The best bit was the roof. The fire escape was never locked, and on clear nights my father would take me up and we would study the planets through his telescopes. My father was an astrologer, and though there was never very much money in it, I feel privileged to have grown up being cared for by someone doing what they love, watching the planets whirl around above and interpreting their influences.
At the centre of the courtyard is an old pear tree, surrounded by an octagon of benches. It’s a wonder that it ever grew before the weatherbomb because it only received slivers of sunshine, and it’s even more impressive that it still seems to be alive today. Most of the time, when I come here, the tree is leafless and inert. But sometimes, on warmer days, there will be tiny green buds in the branches, and ripe pears among its roots.
There are buds in the branches today and there, in the snow, a single ripe pear. I remove my gloves to pick it up, feeling its rough skin. It’s warm, warmer than it should be. I take my kaleidoscope and aim it at the tree. Among the tumbling reflections of its bare branches are glimpses of another pear tree in another city, heavy with leaves and fruit.
I don’t know what it means. I know what it could mean – that there is another version of Fairharbour somewhere out there, maybe next to ours, or below ours. It could mean that, couldn’t it? The small patches of growth that break the snow from time to time aren’t promises of spring, but places where my winter city and their summer city intersect. Places where pears might fall through.
But it might not mean that at all. These thoughts, these wild ideas, might be little more than my imagination, conjuring images in a device I’ve made. Bea always tells me that I have enough imagination for ten people, and that all the movies we watch only fuel it. It would be easy to imagine another place, just beyond the boundaries of the cold, grey familiar, where a person might be warm and well-fed, because that is what I want more than anything in the world to be true.
Only the pear holds me back from complete self-doubt. It is warm, and when I bite into it, it is juicy and delicious and real.
I should tell someone, get a second opinion. But the truth is that I don’t want to. I don’t want Bea, or Henry, to look through my kaleidoscope and tell me that I’m mistaken. I don’t want to be wrong. Some days, I feel as if we are all as bitter as the endless winter.
No, what I want is for my dream to be real. I want there to be a summer Fairharbour. I want the visions through the kaleidoscope to be showing me a warm place that I might go to, or at least reach out to. I want…
I want this to be like a movie.
I finish the pear, savouring every morsel, and imagine what I would do if this was a movie. My next step would be to get in touch with the summer city. So that’s what I decide to do. And I think I know how. It’s obvious, when you think about it in Technicolor.
I find a place among the pear tree’s branches to wedge the kaleidoscope, where it won’t fall. I’m not sure if what I’m doing will have any effect at all. I fully expect to return later and find the device exactly where I am leaving it. But if a pear can pass from a mysterious summer version of Fairharbour into mine, then there is a chance, the smallest chance, that I might be able to send something back.
Satisfied that the kaleidoscope is safely wedged, I turn and make my way over to the tin market, to trade for food.
* * *
Here, then, are the remnants of Fairharbour.
There are tents set up in the gardens of what was once the city newspaper’s offices, the renowned Fairharbour Report. At school, I was taught that the Report began life as a means of distributing the week’s weather to the city’s fishing population. Slowly, articles were added – about the city and beyond it – until the weather was little more than a small column, consigned to the back pages. We were taken on a school trip there, and got to see the reporters in action, converting scribbled notes into typed-up articles, scrutinised by teams of editors. The printing presses in the great halls beneath the offices were so loud that we had to wear ear-guards. I remember being fascinated by the streams of paper, running like rivers from machine to machine, accumulating texts and images as the sheets hurtled through. These days, the Report is empty, and its machines are still.
The tents in the gardens are bustling, however.
Every year, there are fewer people at the tin market. There are plenty of survivors still, huddling in the depths of their houses through the cold, dark nights, but Fairharbour’s artist population were never meant to weather such weather. When the tin market was first raised, it covered half the district – a busy network of tarpaulin tents with enough of a population that it kept a fair amount of warmth; enough to melt the snows all the way down to the hard ground. These days it reaches the edge of the newspaper’s gardens and no further.
There is a heavy Doorman presence.
They check my bag as I enter. There is something about them that makes them feel taller than they actually are – their dark, well-kept uniforms, and warm black masks making them avatars of the city’s authority. A few years ago, the checks were routine and careless – anybody could smuggle anything into the market – but nowadays the Doormen rummage thoroughly, turning over every morsel, and weighing its potential use. They take a fuse from me, and I let it go, passing by with my head bowed. If I put up any fuss, they will accuse me of scavenging and take everything I have. That is the paradox of the market – scavengers are prohibited in the city, but we are all scavengers.
I am glad that I never brought any of the Cavalier Heights pears here. The Doormen would have uprooted the whole tree and taken it back to one of their greenhouses, I’m sure.
I trade the rest of my fuses for a handful of anonymous tins, once I’m inside. I shake each one, but I’ve never been very good at guessing contents, and I am distracted anyway. There are children playing along the aisles, and the smell of hot peaches in the air, and though the faces at the stalls, and the faces that I pass, are grim, it is always warmer at the market.
I am quick with my trades. I can always return with the kaleidoscope and flip it for some more food – oddities are very welcome among the city’s artist scavengers – but I am daring to hope that it might be gone. If it is gone, then my dream can live on for just a little bit longer.
* * *
By the time I return to Cavalier Heights, night is starting to fall.
The winds have started to pick up, and the towers are singing. By the last remnants of daylight I make my way back over to the pear tree, only to find it completely frozen. Winter has reclaimed it. But there is no sign of the kaleidoscope, and there are no boot-prints here except for mine. Nobody has come to take it. The kaleidoscope has vanished.
I spend a while longer checking and double-checking, but it’s nowhere to be found.
Strapping my pack tighter to my back, I begin to make my way home, feeling light of step. Without the kaleidoscope to trade, Bea and I will have to eat sparingly for a few days, but we have always eaten sparingly.
Maybe someone light-of-foot took my kaleidoscope. Maybe it rolled away, in the wind. Maybe it was buried beneath the snow. Or maybe – just maybe – there is another place beyond my city, where there is warmth, and light, and my kaleidoscope is there.
In the twilight I see a figure among the snowdrifts of the main road. Steam rises from his enormous brass diving suit, which he wears like armour, as he tears off chunks of chassis from a rusted motorcar. Cars were a rarity in Fairharbour before the weatherbomb – a novelty and status symbol for the wealthy – but the snows have been so thick for so many years, rendering the streets undrivable, and I can’t remember the last time I saw one run. I wonder what he’s looking for. Around the figure’s neck are the heavy gold medallions of his office, and he has his ceremonial tricorn strapped to the top of his helmet. On anyone else the effect would be comical, but we people of Fairharbour have grown used to his appearance. It has been many, many years since anyone has seen him outside his suit, but he is always present, making mysterious excursions across the city. Today, the mayor of Fairharbour looks as if he is searching for something, and where his gauntlets touch the ice it hisses and melts away, surrounding him with steam. When he notices me watching he pauses, his helmet revolving so that he can see me clearly through his porthole, and he raises one steaming hand in greeting.
I return the gesture, and we stay there a while, mayor and constituent, watching each other. Then he returns to his work, and I return home.




My stepfather Pawel used to say, We make to give. We leave a part of ourselves in what we make. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, I listened. I loved his voice. I loved watching his hands at work, creating his inventions, toys, tools. He gave me many gifts.
I don’t have time for gifts since summer came and just about all my family, including Pawel, left me behind.
“Compliments of the house,” says Theo, holding out a bunch of flowers, by which I mean a collection of weeds with colourful heads that he’s gathered from the overgrown walls. I have no idea why, except that occasionally he gets these moods, these desires, to tease me. To pretend romance exists in a time when it’s obviously too hot for such nonsense.
“What house?”
“It’s a thing people say.”
“What people? Not Fairharbour people.”
“Miss Esther Pike: the enemy of flowers and good times everywhere.” He lifts his handsome chin, stands up tall, and holds his arm out straight like a command. “Just take them, okay?”
“I told you before – don’t use that name.”
“Esther?” He’s trying to annoy me into stopping work.
“Pike,” I tell him. I carry on working, trying to snap the cog back into place on the bike I’ve been rebuilding – it won’t go, why won’t it go? Snap into place, snap, I command the lightweight cog in my hands. I want to feel how an object that is broken today will stay mended tomorrow. Progress, I might name it. Not all days have to be the same. It resists me with stubborn will, like everything else in this overheated city.
Eventually Theo drops the weeds as if he never cared whether I’d take them or not. They fall to the stone floor, lying there in a scattered pattern like Pick-up-sticks. He says, “All right, then. I’ll give you a new name. Esther Grumpy-Guts.”
“I think that suits me.” I can’t help it. I feel myself smiling.
“How about an ice, then, Grumpy-Guts? To chill out your bad mood?”
This is why he’s the only person I’ll admit to my factory for idle chat. He never holds a grudge when I tell him to shut up, and occasionally he comes up with excellent ideas.
“Let me finish this, and you’re on.”
The heat of the day is beginning to penetrate this grand old hall of machineries and mechanisms. Sunshine beams in through the empty window frames; all the glass was smashed and the shards removed years ago. It slants across the rusting hulks, regularly spaced, and turns dull weed growth to vibrant green. The bees hum by my bench, drawn to the lavender patch I planted beside it for the sake of the scent: calming, medicinal. Lavender holds its own against weeds, too. Even the flowers spring up with their faces turned away. Everything strains for the windows. When the weeds succeed, and start to snake through the openings, the people who run this island will turn up and ruthlessly cut them back again. It’s a no-win game.
“I hear the Fenestration swung by this morning,” Theo says, kicking the flowers. I think of the three officials who arrived with new plans for this place, drawings made on paper, and I tell Theo about them as I work, their way of talking down to me, of looking at the walls as if they own them.
“Stupid vests and shorts, you know that uniform they wear, and they pretended to know things about load-bearing structures and what’s best for ventilation so that people don’t die of heatstroke. But ask them why letting in sunshine rather than keeping it out will help with that, and they can’t answer. They’re all crazy. They just like knocking holes in things.”
“Where are they going to make windows this time?” asks Theo, kicking the weeds to pieces with his sandals.
“They said at least three more in the south wall.”
“It’ll fall over,” he warns, as if that hasn’t occurred to me.
“Then it’ll be one really big window,” I say, willing the cog, snap, snap, and so it does, breaking clean in half, and I throw the two pieces away, into the weeds beyond the lavender. Begone.
“You going to let them do it?” asks Theo.
“Of course. Then they’ll go away again. They always do. I mind my own business, and they mind theirs.”
The truth is, I don’t know how much longer that will work. The three who visited were troubling in a new way, so sure of themselves. But what are my options? Has anyone stood up to the Fenestration since they took over this city? It’s an organisation that’s grown in power like the weeds that surround us, springing from the desperation people felt when the weather got stuck, and now it’s too late to tear them down. My grandmother, the great Carmen Pike, would have done it. She would have turned her camera upon them and captured all their ridiculousness, and they would have withered.
I have one of her cameras, a still one, but I never was able to mend it, and I suppose I don’t want to. I’m not my grandmother. I don’t document things. I make them. I follow in the footsteps of Pawel, who could make wonderful things, surprising things. No doubt this is the fantastical memory of a child, but I recall a harmonica that played itself, somehow creating its own breezy tunes, and tools that could split wood with a touch. There was a compass that my mother treasured, made for her. It points only to love, she once told me. It disappeared when the endless summer came. I searched and searched, and never did find any trace. I wanted proof that such objects could be real. That a person once existed who would have been capable of creating something that solved bigger problems.
Sometimes a client comes by with a bike to mend, and they want to chat. They talk of how a weatherbomb chased away winter for good, and they speculate about which side of the mainland war did what. They might even whisper about the state of Fairharbour, and the people who now run it. I never listen. If I can’t mend it, I don’t want to know about it.
The first thing I ever tried to mend all by myself was a tower fan.
This was back when the electricity stopped. Before that the refrigerators in the nearby supermarket ran all day and all night, and people sat in the aisles on the hottest days like an act of worship. It was as close to order as we got, in the first shock of endless summer. I suspect that the act of gathering, getting used to being as one in the presence of the tall white cabinets, is what gave everyone a taste for the rhetoric of window-making. Light, open coolness. Everyone signed up to smashing holes in things, as if that would help, and they didn’t see where the fervour could lead.
But when the power station ceased, refused to run? I remember that despair so well. I was still young. Pawel was freshly gone, disappeared with so much of our family, and it seemed to me my mother, small and defeated, did not weep for him in the way she wept over the loss of electricity. She cried and cried, stuck to the leather sofa. She said she could feel the heat seeping into her, melting her bones. After a while I couldn’t listen to that sound anymore and I went outside, sat in the street, no matter the temperature.
Valiant Street used to be a neat, cherished part of the cathedral district, but living in God’s shadow was already beginning to lose its appeal when it didn’t offer any real protection from the punishment of the sun. The residents had thrown their useless appliances out on the pavement, and the old microwaves and televisions lay there like defeated beasts. Among their number was a tower fan. I picked it up, carried it into the house. My mother griped about the noise as I took it apart, put it back together. Pawel never made things in the house, she said. No, I was not Pawel. Inside, there were so many small pieces. I couldn’t see how to fit them all back in, at first. Then it came to me: they overlapped, occupied the same space. I had to think beyond the plane of the kitchen table, and up, down, around, into my imagination.
I knew I couldn’t make it work. But the act of trying made me feel like Pawel was near. He was our shared loss, my mother and I, among all the losses. She had been a distant figure before he came into our lives; he brought the capacity to love to her. He brought the ability to work with my hands to me. Taking a thing and dismantling it, to understand how it might once have jumped to my touch, is as close as I can get to him now.
Is it enough to follow in his footsteps, even if I’ll never be good enough, and half of what I remember is impossible? On some days, it is.
Maybe not today.
“But hey, it’s a lovely day,” says Theo, the master of watching my moods. He has scuffed his collected weeds to pieces.
“Come on,” I say. I hold out my hand, and he takes it. Let him have his romantic fantasy for a moment. We walk through the factory together, flanked by the great old machines that once churned, separated and packaged chocolate. The machine closest to the south wall still holds shiny red wrappers between its rollers.
A happy ending comes back to me. I found a space for batteries in that tower fan, and I managed to track some down that were the right size. My mother was delighted for a few hours, until those batteries ran out. I told her to go easy, but the relief of that cool wind was so pleasurable. I don’t blame her.
It may seem that time is not moving here, but it is. All the batteries are done with, and the few generators that are left are getting older and breaking, one by one. My mother, Fiona Pike, third eldest of the Pike heirs, is five years dead. Past broken, to dust.
* * *
We climb over the weeds, through the large arch in the south wall, and out to the yard where the plants are at their happiest, I think. I haven’t tried to control them in years. Up, over, down, around, in knots and tangles of delight, they are a law unto themselves, and I’ve learned not to bother trying to tame them.
The floating gondola is working.
“Look!” cries Theo, spotting it rising into the blue sky. It’s been part of Fairharbour for longer than I have. An aerial tramway, one large cabin suspended from steel cables, taking residents up and down from the peak of Cherry Mount. The cabin is shaped like a long, curved boat, and it can hold twenty people, maybe? Pip, who lives in it and is forever tinkering with it, keeps it painted a gleaming black, with red stripes. The top part used to be glass, giving those travelling inside a spectacular view over Fairharbour, but the Fenestration smashed that, of course. It hasn’t worked in months. I wonder how Pip managed to get it moving again this time. It’s a good sign. Something mended. “Let’s go up! Enjoy the view. Live a little.”
“Maybe. I need an ice first.”
“You didn’t say no! This is my lucky day,” he says. He says that practically every day that I see him, which is not a regular occurrence; he has learned to live for summer, for love, for the people he woos from street to street. I don’t ask him how many conquests he has. I like the thought that I’m the only one who resists him, and that’s why he keeps returning, putting in the extra effort. There must be moments when his mind returns to me and what I won’t give him, and he comes back to gnaw at the problem of me once more: of how I am determined to belong to nobody, know nothing, and be left out of anything that might bring me pain.
The trick to getting a decent ice is to find a secret, pristine patch, and Theo is the master of that. He leads me around the side of the factory, down an alleyway close to the supermarket, piled high with trolleys filled with seagull nests, and we emerge in a courtyard dominated by a long-familiar tree that groans with fruit.
How tired it looks, branches skirting the ground, stuck in the act of permanently producing pear after pear. Apartment buildings create the sides of the square. Cavalier Heights: they were brand new when the weather stuck, and my grandmother considered them an eyesore. Now they are ageing fast. So many windows, the ones smashed and the ones knocked through. I’ve never liked their eyes on me, but under the branches there is a patch of snow that nobody else has found. Theo and I crouch down and crawl to it, then sit side by side.
Here it is, the blessed drop of degrees; the cold begins to seep into my skin. I won’t think of it as a gift. I can’t picture it that way. It’s the opposite of that. It’s a small down payment towards all that I am owed and do not have.
“You first,” I tell Theo. I take two spoons from my work belt and hand him one. He scrapes just a little snow from the patch into his mouth, pursing his lips as he savours the frost, the tightening of the tastebuds to the point of pain. It’s melting, turning to water. I will know from his expression when it’s gone. There: done. He scoops up another spoonful, and the process begins again. I wait. The waiting is sweeter than the ice.
Over our heads, the thick leaves on the lower branches of the tree are browning, curling. The cold is reaching them. I catch a glimpse of something silvery: two metal cylinders, joined together. It looks like one will slide into the other, turn smoothly within.
I reach up and take it. It is the coldest thing I’ve ever touched.
Time and care have gone into the making of it. I recognise those qualities. It makes me smile simply to hold it, even though it’s already burning my fingers.
How could someone abandon an object like this, so cold and clear and not of the summer? It feels as if it has come from far away. It won’t warm easily. I’m defeated; I wrap it in my shirt to save my smarting fingers. It retains its icy clarity, even when I take it out again in sunshine, after crawling out from under the pear tree’s branches.
It is a delicate delight.
I move the cylinders tentatively, then put one end to my eye to see what lies inside. There is only white at first, not unlike sunlight, but it has a different quality. Thicker, textured. Snow. I remember that, from childhood winters. Snow, on the ground, on the buildings. Covering the courtyard. I’m seeing snow everywhere, as if it was winter, as if everything had moved into shorter days, darker skies. At the edges of my vision, colours. Yellow, blue, red, jutting out like shards of shining glass, forbidden throughout the city. They turn with the cylinders.
I take the device from my eye.
Theo says, “Can I see?”
“No.”
He sulks. But he will forgive me. He always does.
* * *
I want to take the kaleidoscope apart to see how it works.
What if, this time, I can’t put it back together again?
The colours remind me of when the Cathedral of the Shining Heart used to have glass windows like rainbows, the shards arranged in patterns to show the faces and bodies of saints, the holy men with white skin and upturned faces. This was back before the Fenestration turned to meaningless destruction, gleeful in their power, before they smashed all the glass, everywhere, and disposed of the pieces so carefully, never to be found again.
If a window contains glass it is not a window. It is a dead eye.
That’s what the leaflets say, scattered everywhere, fluttering out to the water, up to the roofs. Everything is tainted by their beliefs, except this object, and they would destroy it in a heartbeat. It’s probably illegal to even hold it in my hands. Theo once said something about prosecutions for glass protection, and I shushed him. Ignorance won’t shield me if that’s the case, and it’s an uncomfortable realisation.
The kaleidoscope reminds me of something I try hard not to think about for the pain it will cause me. It reminds me of Jamie. It’s the kind of toy he would have loved. We were a little family of our own, Jamie and me. Two of the smallest branches on the family tree.
I remember sitting in Pawel’s workshop, side by side on two high stools so we could see the bench, and Jamie, very serious, with his deft fingers twisting in his shirt front, saying, “Let’s make a tree.”
I thought I knew everything that was possible, back then. “Make a tree, silly! You can’t make trees, can you?”
“Yes you can,” said Jamie. “A family tree. We were meant to make one at school, but I couldn’t – I couldn’t put people in the right place.”
It made sense. Such a proud, demanding family, we Pikes, with a complex history: how to understand it?
“We can write everyone’s names, and…” I saw him realise his mistake. Words were never my friends. The alphabet still runs away, even now, rather than giving up its secrets.
But Pawel took down one of the many large jars from the shelves behind his workbench. It held pinecones from the trees he had planted in Fairharbour. We counted them out. Nine in total.
He took the largest of the cones and placed it at the head of the bench. “This is your grandmother. Carmen Pike. Descendent of the great Pikes of Fairharbour, who started the fishery, the first trade route to the mainland, the Island Bank, the university, and much more, bringing wealth to the city.” And it seemed to me that the pinecone threw a shadow, stood a little taller, taking on an implacable air. Then Pawel sat two smaller, paler cones on either side.
He pointed to the one on the left. “Solomon: the first husband of Carmen. Your grandfather, Esther, may he be at peace.” We followed his movements, rapt, as he pointed to the one on the right. “Jericho: the second husband. Jamie, your grandfather, may he also have found peace. These are men you did not meet. They both changed their surnames to Pike, as is the custom of those who marry into this long and proud family. We know little about them except they died young. But then, all families are filled with those we do not get to know well, living and dead.”
Pawel chose two pinecones of similar size and shape to sit close together: our uncles Jan and Remi. The cones rolled closer together to touch, suspicious of all but each other in their prickly forms. We recognised them instantly, and laughed.
Next, a cone looking a little thin, a little worn, but Pawel held it close to his chest before he placed it. “Who is this?” he asked, and I said, “Mumma!” It was obvious.
The next three cones from the second marriage were placed: the three youngest children.
Jamie put his hand on the cone that represented his own father – the scales wide open, somehow haphazard – and pronounced it, “Eric Pike, my father,” with a solemnity only the young could muster for a game. Next came Uncle Harry, squat and dependable, and finally Aunt Belle, with a graceful turn to the crown of the cone. Pawel said, “Your family.”
“Where are we?” I asked, and Jamie took over then. He helped me down so we could find objects to represent us, our cousins, and the people who had married into the family. Sycamore seeds were used, and small crosses made from the lightest sticks, tied with twine, marked the dead. One cross for Jamie’s mother, long gone, was placed with ceremony. We had no memory of her, and the cross felt like a symbol of mourning for the idea of her. We even placed one for my father, some mainlander who my mother would not talk about beside to say he was a summer regret; he’s as good as dead to me, anyway.
Jamie produced one last cone: to this day, I don’t know where he found it. I could have sworn there were only nine in the jar.
“Who is this?” Pawel asked him.
“It’s you,” said Jamie. He placed the cone upon the bench, next to my mother’s.
“Done!” I said. Two halves of the family, laid out on the bench as one, with Carmen Pike at its head.
“Done,” said Pawel. He swept his hand across the cones, breaking the pattern, and we returned the cones to the jar.
I learned that day how families can both grow and shrink in surprising ways.
I will not believe Jamie is dead, just as I won’t listen to talk of things beyond my control, so I have long thought of Jamie as alive. Alive, but elsewhere, just like that extra pinecone. I wonder where he is now. I would take this kaleidoscope to him, show him. I would let him put his eye to it and enjoy the different world beyond.
I retrieve the two halves of the cog from the lavender patch. I unite them with my home-made glue, made from ground cereals and water, which will not last forever. But it will do for now, and perhaps this object I’m making shouldn’t last forever, but come apart when the glue fails. That feels right to me. I take other cogs from the bike, abandoning one project for another. I fit the cogs together, then make a handle. I take the two spoons from my belt and bend them into place.
“The floating gondola,” says Theo, “Come on, Esther, before it breaks again. Let’s get out there.” He expects nothing to last long, and he seizes what he can get. Perhaps that’s the best way to be.
“Just watch.” I take a ball bearing from the big pottery jar on the back shelf. I put it in the cradle of the top spoon and turn the handle. The once-broken cog spins, and the spoon moves. It tilts, tilts – and the ball falls into the waiting cradle of the spoon directly below it. It is caught, and held, and delivered to the bottom, ready to be picked up and taken for a ride again.
Jamie used to own a toy like this. He let me turn the handle, sometimes. We’d both be entranced by the movement, the cycle. The way the pieces interacted, creating a whole intent.
“Done?” Theo says, hopefully. He has no interest in my creation. None at all.
I take some lavender stalks and thread them through the holes of the central cog, partly to help hold it for a little longer, and partly for the scent that is released as the handle is turned and the mechanisms rub together. I feel a kind of contentment I haven’t experienced in years. Since that first tower fan, maybe, when the batteries slotted into place.
“Done,” I tell him.
I pack up both objects, wrap them in paper, and put them into my backpack. We will all ascend to Cherry Mount.
* * *
Cherry Mount is not a mountain so much as a central hill, the high point of the city, but it does have cherries, at least, dripping from the many trees. This means it attracts hundreds of seagulls, and it’s a fight to get the fruit from the branches. But I have no intention of gorging today.
“How did you mend it?” I ask Pip, as we ride up, the gondola heading on its track over the city, drawing level with the ivy that covers the sapling atop the cathedral spire. It’s been growing there since summer came, somehow embedding its roots through the tiles and gutters. I wonder how much bigger it can get, and why it lifts its young branches high, happily, when its situation is so precarious.
She mutters, “Hard thinking and back-breaking work. How does anything get mended?” She must be over forty, but there is an ageless strength to her, and she is sturdy, in shorts and vest top with muscled arms and legs on show. She’s drawn a face on her vest in black marker. Two short vertical lines for eyes, and one long curve for a smiling mouth. I’ve never seen her smile myself, and I’ve known her for years; I think she came to the city when the car first opened. Her job has always been to maintain it, and she has tried her hardest to do that. I admire her for that.
This tension between Pip and myself – I have tried to break it. We have been neighbours since my mother died, and we have much in common. When I moved into the factory, determined to leave the Pike name behind, I went through a phase of making up things to confide in her. I told her once that I’d pulled a muscle and asked her for tips to get better. It wasn’t true, but I wanted to bind her to me: her way of being self-sufficient, untouched. As if that could rub off. She never did respond with more than veiled annoyance. Rest it in the sun, she said, as if that was obvious. I know no more about her now than I did on the day we met, on my first trip up the mount in the car, holding on to my mother’s hand, with Grandmother beside us. It’s not that I need Pip’s approval, or conversation. It’s only that I feel she understands the joy of taking something broken and making it work.
I’d forgotten how good it is to be above Fairharbour, riding the gondola. The lack of windows makes it unnerving, but the cool breeze it brings is wonderful on my face, in my hair. The city is beautiful, vibrant, thriving in the sun. My home, newly remembered, but also changed.
There are so many windows. The Fenestration has been busy. Roofs and walls all bear evidence of their dedication, so much so that the busy city could be mistaken for a ruin, good only for abandonment. At some point it will become more holes than buildings.
But it’s still my Fairharbour, and I see things that bring me joy: the many-coloured fishing boats, the gold-leaf fountain, the rows of streets I know so well. Tiny figures going about their business. The Catchmarket, by the port, and further inland, the cathedral. Idlemire House, grandiose, with its pillared portico facing the city and the weathervane on its roof, built on the last solid ground before the marsh to the west begins. The two tall chimneys of the factory that became my home when all I wanted was to grow my own business, be my own person. Down by the theatre I can make out, even at this distance, someone I know: the inexplicable and much-loved mayor. He wears his tricorn hat, and beneath that, his brass diving helmet is glinting in the sun, as if throwing out charged sparks into the air. How stuffy and enclosed it must be, inside that suit he refuses to take off. Whenever I see him, at a distance, living his strange life, I take it as a sign of good luck.
The gondola jerks, the metal body shuddering. I see annoyance on Pip’s face for a moment – as if her good work might suddenly be undone – but then the gondola passes the last stanchion and moves onwards, upwards. Upon arrival at the mount she slides the door back without expression.
“Thank you, lovely one,” says Theo, with a mock bow.
“Any time,” she says. She nods at me as I pass her, and I nod back. How careful we are around each other, as if there can only be enough room for one maker in a city. I wish I could tell her differently.
It’s late afternoon by the time we reach the slope of the mount. The trees are busy with birds.
“So beautiful,” says Theo. “You know, my dear old mum used to love it up here.”
He’s never talked about his family before. “Really?”
He nods with solemnity, then side-eyes me, and I see he’s weighing up what effect his words are having. It’s a new approach to getting what he wants, that’s all. “She was a special lady,” he says, and suddenly I don’t care for him and his games.
“I doubt you ever had a mother,” I tell him.
“Well, you’d be wrong. Are we walking to the top?”
“I am. Are you?”
“Maybe I’ll sit this one out,” he says, “considering your attitude problem today.”
Have I really hurt his feelings? It’s easy to think he has none, sometimes, but I know that’s not true. I feel a pang of guilt. Still, I don’t give apologies. I don’t give anything. “Fine,” I say. I walk away a distance, then dodge behind a tree trunk and take a sneaky look back at him. He’s not there. I spot him further down the mount, where couples and families often gather to picnic. He’s talking to a woman in a bright yellow dress, trotting out his lines, making her laugh. So much for his companionship today. Good for him. He’s right; I’m not pleasant company, anyway.
An ocean of pink blossom in spring: my mother spoke of it often. This was one of her favourite spots. I push on to the peak, and I am rewarded with the best, the only view: the blue-green sea surrounding the high cliffs to the south, and the fenced zones of the east; the great spire above the mazes of close streets in the cathedral district; the long lines of residential roads and the squat, fat commercial buildings that were once Pike property: all of it overgrown. Sometimes people leave for the mainland, sick of the summer. They sail into the thick haze of heat that surrounds us, sitting on the water from about two miles out, obliterating any view of what might lie beyond. They never come back. I will not risk that. It is my home. I know no other. For the first time, today, the view through the kaleidoscope has made me suspect that there might be more to know.
I check I’m alone. I take the gift from my rucksack and hold it up to my eye.
This frozen world is also my place. I can only see it, touch it, in the smallest of patches. Sometimes it’s inside me, so cold, when I eat its ice.
I could not have given this object away if I had made it, but I’m glad its maker did.
In the winter city, the spire is black, tall, unfettered. No tree grows at its summit. The city has no windows. It is not porous. It lets through no light at all.
Cogs snap into place to move as one, and this is the same. Winter city and summer city are two cogs turning together, creating movement, but never being in the same place at once. This could be a mechanical problem, and those I can appreciate.
The glass has scratched.
Ah, I see: this glimpse into the winter city won’t last forever. Every use will damage the surface further. I must limit my usage. I put it away, so carefully. I tell myself I won’t use it again, but I know I will. I will turn the cylinders, take look after look, until it is beyond repair. That’s what people do.
There’s so much to think about and no way to say any of it to the one person who might understand it.
I realise what I need to do next. Maybe I can speak to the maker of the kaleidoscope. I, too, can speak the language of invention.
* * *
I weave through the trunks on the side of the mount and emerge to a view of the spire once more. Ahead there’s a small hut with a straw roof, the cracked walls painted blue. It has no windows. The Fenestration hasn’t found it – yet.
There’s a heaped patch of snow in one corner, undisturbed. Pristine. Maybe nobody has been here since the summer came. Or before that, even, since the time I was here with my three cousins. It was the reception after my mother’s wedding to Pawel, and the Pikes were on their best behaviour at first. But that started to wear thin in the afternoon, as drink flowed, and we children were adept at picking the right moment to escape. We snuck off from the gathering and explored. Look, a house. Let’s go in. We scratched on the walls, very low down, in this very corner. I move the piled snow and find the names – still there, still there! Straight lines drawn with sharp stones.
HENRY
MyrA
JamIe
3ST
That’s right, we got found. I was interrupted halfway through my laborious scratching, before the process was complete. It was taking me an age to conquer my own name, to remember the direction of each stroke. Myra was urging me to speed up. I can’t remember who found us. A man stood, framed in the doorway, looking cross. One of my oldest uncles, maybe, Jan or Remi. In a dark, sharp suit. I was so annoyed at the extra letters of my name, and having to go last, as the youngest. He was carrying my mother’s bouquet – small white flowers dotted with lavender – in one hand, carelessly, and he waved it at me. Why did he have it? I’ve never known why he’d taken it from her that day. Why are you crying? he asked me, and I said, I don’t get to finish.
Then you shouldn’t have started, he said, Never start something unless you intend to finish it. He threw the bouquet, but not at us. Into the corner of the hut, where it fell in the dirt. And I could sense his meanness, directed at us, in that way children can when an adult doesn’t care for them much. It must have been Uncle Remi. I think Jan, at least, liked us. He was good with children.
That evening, when my mother tucked me up in bed, she was unusually gentle, as a bride can be, I suppose. She said, “I wanted you to have my bouquet, to dry, press and keep, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. Never mind. Pawel will make you something better instead.” As much as I loved Pawel’s makings, at that moment I couldn’t think of anything better he might have made. But I never did say what happened to the bouquet.
Myra lives down at the harbour now, and we see each other every now and again. She still sounds like a Pike when she tells me I should care about the city more. She doesn’t understand I love it in my own way, without a surname to make me feel responsible for it. We have both learned not to talk about certain things, and my visits to her never last long. It’s too painful to stand together without Jamie and Henry beside us. We were a team, a collective, four weedy sprouting growths tangled together as one. Henry was tall, with a wisp of blond hair, and the desire to look responsible until something went wrong, at which point he’d command us all to run away, and fast. Myra often ignored him, then, and took to mopping up whatever mess we’d made. She was quiet, clever, but steely if you looked hard. She still contains that strength of purpose that reminds me of my grandmother. We spent months searching for clues as to where the missing had gone. So many families in pieces. She was the coordinator of search parties, and the hub of information. I gave up before she did.
And Jamie. Jamie, where are you now? Look at what I made.
I dig in the snow in the corner of the hut with my bare hands and make a pit just large enough for the toy. I take it from my rucksack and put it down, then cover it over, making sure to leave nothing visible. I must dare to make a gift of this. This object, and this feeling of not being quite so alone.
How cold it will be, until it is found.
Please, let it be found.
* * *
I walk back from the gondola ride down the mount after exchanging a few more uncomfortable pleasantries with Pip. Theo has abandoned me for his new obsession, the woman in yellow, and that is fine. Let him enjoy the moment. He’ll return, unlike so many people I have loved.
There are a few people waiting to get things mended. I take on the jobs I can do, commiserate about the ones I can’t. Once I’m alone I pour myself a homebrew and light a lavender candle. Tomorrow will bring the return of the Fenestration with their saws and mallets, determined to knock yet more windows in my walls. I must hide the kaleidoscope, or fight for its right to exist.
I don’t know what I’m going to do.
The world can change. It can be turned cold, and painted white, and there might be time for gifts after all.





Bea and I climb Cherry Mount once a month, in remembrance for everyone lost when the blizzards began. She carries a candle, and so do I. On a fair night like tonight, when the sky is open and there is no wind, we mostly manage to keep our candles alight. There is the occasional gust of cold, just like there always is, and sometimes both our flames will be snuffed simultaneously. I light a match when we come to a still place and try not to worry about the way we are never able to keep our flames alive all the way from the Patent Office to the top of the rise. The candles are just symbols, after all. Our remembrances aren’t extinguished so easily.
Bea’s recollections of her time with my family are sparse – she was little more than my father’s on-again-off-again girlfriend – but she still likes to recount the moments she can remember. A delicious dish, cooked by Uncle Jan. Dancing with my father during the Turning of the Tides, beneath a weave of fairy lights. The premiere to one of my grandmother’s movies, when Bea wore a red sequinned dress and it looked, for a moment, as if my father might propose to her, fumbling around in his pocket with what might or might not have been a ring before changing his mind. I’m realising more and more these days that it’s impossible to completely know a person; that all we have is a collection of incidents – of remembered moments, like scenes from a movie – with which to build up a sort of montage of understanding.
Bea gives me as much detail as she can, and sometimes, when she remembers something new, she reaches for my hand, as if holding it might help anchor her to my past.
Tonight, my thoughts are a tumble, disturbed, perhaps, by the overgrown city I thought I saw through my kaleidoscope. “Bea?”
She holds her candle close to her chest, keeping her free hand on the icy railing. Her boots crunch into the hard ice that coats the steps. “Yes?”
“You only ever tell me the good bits.”
She smiles. “It’s the best way to remember people.”
“Maybe that’s not remembering them properly, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“Maybe sometimes we should remember the bad bits too.”
Bea laughs. It’s only been a few steps and she is already out of breath. She pauses and I overtake her. “Fine. What can I tell you?”
“What about my dad?”
“Eric? Oh.” Bea turns her eyes to the silhouette of the slope, defined, as it is, by the starfield that surrounds it. She is quiet, and in the quiet I can feel her slipping into the past.
“Come on,” I say, and she takes my hand. We resume our ascent.
“He was a bit of a mess, your father,” she tells me. “He never cut his hair or shaved as often as I’d like. He had a handsome jaw, and I liked to see it. And those damn bangles. He never took them off, even when he was naked. The noise…” Her candle gutters.
“I don’t think I noticed the noise.”
“You grew up with it. The clattering would have sounded ordinary to you.”
“I liked the way he smelled,” I say. He always smelled like incense, and sometimes Bea will burn some in the Patent Office vault, and we’ll remember him that way.
“I’m not complaining about him being a mess, Jamie. That’s what attracted me to him in the first place. He was beholden to no design.”
“Except his cards.”
“His cards, his runes, and his star charts.” Her breath steams, rhythmically clouding the city. “He loved telling me my fortune.”
“Was he ever right?”
“Oh, sometimes.” Bea laughs to herself. “He always told me that I would have children. Did you know that? Two children.”
I didn’t know that. “Maybe you still will.”
She gives me a small smile and squeezes my arm.
I was enamoured with my father’s readings when I was young. He would tell me that my future was bright and brilliant, and taught me how to see it for myself in the stars. Who could resist such glamour? It was the blizzards that broke the enchantment. He never saw them coming, and I think that the sudden loss of most of his family affected him profoundly. How could he fail to predict such a catastrophe? How could he have failed to save those most dear to him? Those first weeks after the blizzards struck, as we reconnected with those who had survived and counted those who were lost, served as the ultimate test of his faith – it was enough to break it. And if he no longer cared about his cards and stars, how could I?
It took me years, after he left the island, for me to come to terms with his grief. The enchantment never returned, though. I can’t look up and see the future in the stars anymore.
I often wonder when my own grief will end. Not just for my father, who left for the mainland and never came back, but for all those we never found. There were a couple of years when me and Henry would go out with shovels and try to find our family beneath the snow, as if confirming their deaths might help us move on from them. We found plenty of bodies, but never the people we were looking for, and by the end we were just exhausted by the whole process. Maybe, when spring comes, the snows will melt and they will emerge, and we will be able to bury them properly at last.
For now, though – Bea and I have our candles.
The slope’s summit is dead ahead. Only a few more steps to go. Bea is breathing heavily now. Frankly, she doesn’t get out as much as I’d like. There was a time, after my father left, when it was her job to look after me, but these days it feels as if I’m the one looking after her. Maybe I’ll suggest more walks.
We mount the rise at the top of Cherry Mount, and there is Fairharbour. In the light of the moon, the city glitters, buried in snow that rises and falls over the streets like the dunes along the coast. In the distance I can see the frozen sea – that jagged collection of needles that surrounds the city. Cradling my candle, I wonder what the view would have been like through my kaleidoscope. Would I have seen a verdant city baking in the heat of a summer sun?
This high up, the cold is cutting.
There are some torches visible, flicking through the streets, but they are scarce. Anyone with a decent source of light will be keeping it behind thick curtains or boards; better to be dark and quiet than attract the attentions of the Doormen. The torches I can see probably belong to the Doormen, doing their nightly patrols, looking for new doors to brick up. I have always wondered what they do with the frozen people they find; those that have run out of heat. Some fiendish part of my imagination thinks that they must burn them, throwing limbs on the bonfires they make.
“Come on, then,” says Bea, when she’s caught her breath.
We go past the dark trunks of the dead cherry trees, crunching through the snow. There is a hut among them – no more than a blackened ruin – and it’s there we crouch with our candles, using them to illuminate the names of the dead. Once, a long time ago, me, Henry, Myra and Esther carved our names into the wood of this little hut, and after the weatherbomb struck I returned, carving everyone else I could remember into the walls. This is my memorial. The stubs of so many candles, from so many visits, stick out of the snow, and one by one we illuminate them all, until the hut is glowing.
It’s then I notice the foxgloves emerging from the snow at the very back of the building, their purple flower heads drooping low, as if they too are in mourning. They are growing up beneath Esther’s half-finished name – 3ST – and among them is a small brown lump: a package. I take it and turn it over in my hands. It’s heavy, and uneven, and there is a warmth to it that sinks into my fingers.
“What have you found?” asks Bea.
I fold away part of the paper packaging to reveal the edge of a cog and what looks like a bent spoon. But what strikes me most powerfully is the smell. It’s something deeply, strangely familiar. I press my nose against the package, and inhale until it fills me with its heady sweetness. Lavender.
* * *
In order to best explain Uncle Remi’s chalet, I need to tell you about his relationship with Uncle Jan. They were my grandmother’s eldest sons and their rivalry, known to all in my family as The Great Argument, shaped the city in the years before I was born.
My father told me that The Great Argument began when Jan and Remi were eighteen and nineteen respectively. They had started, quite by accident and unbeknownst to each other, to court the same girl. There are pictures from back then, and my father would show them to me by way of illustration – Jan in his handsomely tailored tweed jacket, and Remi in his black leather biker jacket; Jan with his hair neatly combed, and Remi with it slicked back across his head; Jan posing proudly and smiling broadly, while Remi scowled at the camera. Little was told about the girl, only that she was a rare beauty, who left the island shortly after the Argument began. My father told me that it came to a head out on Sunsalt Pier during that year’s Turning of the Tides, where there was a dance. There, beneath the coloured lights, in the warmth of summer, they saw their beloved dancing with a stranger. Each blamed the other for their broken heart.
Aunt Fi told a different story. She told me that The Great Argument began when Jan and Remi were both in their early twenties, training to compete in Fairharbour’s annual cycling Grand Prix. She showed me pictures of them – Jan in bright yellows, carrying a lightweight racing bicycle, and Remi in whites, drenched with sweat, a grim expression on his face as he pedalled at a stationary training bike. The grand prix was notoriously tough, Fairharbour being composed almost entirely of hills, but both brothers were picked for the win. Their rivalry got so heated, according to Aunt Fi, that they refused to speak to each other, unless it meant throwing accusations of sabotage. In the end, neither of them won, but each blamed the other for the loss.
One night, after a particularly tough family dinner, with each brother exchanging increasingly heated toasts at the table, even Pawel was drawn to speculate. Afterwards, he told me that a rivalry like that must have started earlier than even my father or Aunt Fi knew. Perhaps, he speculated, Jan and Remi spent their earliest years fighting with sticks, or throwing rocks at each other. Who knew when The Great Argument really began, but it was always there, casting a shadow over our family.
Our grandmother, the lauded and much-in-demand Carmen Pike, only made it worse when she left the city to go make her huge mainland blockbusters. During those heady years, she left all of her local interests and investments in the hands of her two eldest sons. By the time she returned – internationally beloved, and with more money than she knew what to do with – Jan and Remi had control over so much of the city that aspects of it had begun to reflect their Argument, giving it a new magnitude.
The most egregious example was the homes they built for themselves.
According to my father, Jan built his house first, out on the Sunsalt Dunes. It was a wooden, stilted beach-house, designed with enormous windows to let as much sunlight as possible in, and it was audacious. The Sunsalt Dunes were renowned as a national heritage site – a place of great beauty, and wildlife interest, where rare birds were known to flock and roost. Jan built his house right in the centre of it, making for splashy headlines in the Fairharbour Reporter; it was called an eyesore, and an environmental hazard.
Never to be outdone, Remi had a modern looking ski-chalet built up on the cliffside overlooking the city’s historical old town. It was such an architectural departure from Silverside that it was clearly a statement piece – making for further outraged headlines in the Reporter. Jan and Remi, it was said, were ruining the city’s heritage in pursuit of their rivalry.
I never really saw much of them – though Jan was always nice enough to me at family gatherings. When the blizzards began, Jan was counted among the missing, leaving only his brother behind: Remi, who I only ever really knew from stories, tense family events, and pictures of him scowling or sweating. Without Jan, Remi seems lost. I still see him sometimes at a distance, navigating the city in the all-blacks of the Doormen, and I wonder if he misses his brother. I wonder if he misses The Great Argument that drove him to build his silly chalet.
I wonder, but I never go and find out. He never had time for me before the weatherbomb struck, and he certainly has none for me now.
I go to the ruins of his chalet. He doesn’t live there anymore, of course, no matter how appropriate it is for winter; the coast is just too exposed to the worst of the weather. The path up the cliffside is long and treacherous, my second ascent of the night. The building is little more than a stone frame now, mostly buried by the snow. The moon’s light weighs heavily across it, and by the time I reach it I am beginning to feel the long night in my legs.
This high, I can see all the way across Silverside, Fairharbour’s old town and fishing district. The icy slate tiles shimmer like fish scales in the moonlight, and the few streetlamps still lit seem lonely. I shiver in the dark.
It is here that I usually meet Henry when I need to speak with him, and I hope that he will be here tonight. I want to show him what I found up on Cherry Mount.
Uncle Remi’s chalet was not built to weather hurricanes. Hardly a shard of its enormous windows remain. I crunch through to the living space, and crouch there beside the empty woodburner, admiring the icy sea while I wait.
When Fairharbour froze, so did the surface of the ocean. The waves rose jagged, becoming white knives, and tonight they gleam. The temperature has never fallen enough for it to thaw.
It was here, in this room, in this house, that we had our last winter solstice together as a family. The last solstice worth celebrating in Fairharbour, before the city became stuck in the depths of winter. There was food. So much food that I can hardly remember the flavours of. I think I remember what gravy tastes like, but I’ve definitely forgotten cranberry and butter.
I remember my father drinking too much wine at lunch, leaving him in a sour mood. Uncle Remi and Uncle Jan playing an intense game of chequers in front of the woodburner. Aunt Fi pacing back and forth, waiting for Pawel to arrive. And Grandma Pike, quietly, patiently, watching over her grandchildren, supervising us as we opened our solstice gifts. For Myra, a nutcracker. For Henry, a wind-up soldier. For Esther, a kite-making kit. And for me, a marble run.
Up here, in the ruins of Remi’s house, the cold is sharp and the moonlight is bright, and I unwrap the gift I found at the top of Cherry Mount, savouring it just like I did that solstice all those years ago.
Beneath the paper are cogs – bicycle cogs – and bent spoons, and a chain, and it looks strange, but I know exactly what it is. I knew what it was the moment I found it. There are no marbles included with this mechanism – only a single ball bearing, resting on the paper at the base of the package – but there is a small handle, and when I turn it the whole thing shifts, spoons rising and falling. There are sprigs of lavender woven into the central cog, and when it turns, the marble run’s scent strengthens and prickles my eyes.
I wipe my tears away, and they freeze on the back of my hand.
The ball bearing is warm in my palm, and when I clench it in my fist I can feel the sunlight that heated it. Removing the last of the paper from the run, I sit it upright on the floorboards and crouch beside it in a child-like pose that I have not used since that last solstice we all had together.
“What are you doing?”
I turn to see a dark figure in the doorway. “Henry?”
A second figure joins the first. Their torches pin me in place. I realise, with a jolt, that neither of them is Henry.
The Doormen enter the room. One has a rifle.
“This house is off limits,” says the first. Their uniforms make them shadows.
I stand and back away from the marble run.
“Fucking scavenger,” says the man with the rifle.
The other goes over to the marble run, flashing his torch over it. Seeing nothing worth confiscating, he kicks it. My heart lurches as the device comes apart, all of its lovely cogs and mechanisms turning to pieces.
“What are you doing here?” The Doorman with the rifle nudges me with the muzzle, taking me by surprise. I flinch, and drop the ball bearing.
I try to catch it, but I am too late. It bounces, flashing in the torchlight, escaping clean through the empty window frame. The last I see of it is its silver gleam, and then it is gone among the sharp shards of the frozen waters below.
There is a brief moment of silence, followed by a sound like a distant gunshot.
The Doormen both cry out, startled by the sound, and I take my opportunity; I plunge through the darkened door-frame at the back of the room, and out through a window into the night. I hear more shouts behind me as I slide down the silvery slope, towards Silverside, but all too quickly I am in the shadow of the cliff.
I continue my descent, breathing hard, breath misting even through my mask.
There is a rumbling, cracking noise from the sea, and in the distance I can hear the chatter of a radio, and the sound of heavy boots crunching through snow. Before me is Silverside. I will have to go there to try and lose the Doormen.
At the base of the cliff, I pause, momentarily distracted by unexpected movement. The frozen sea was absolutely, solidly silent only moments ago. I clench my fist, remembering the warmth of the marble run’s silver bearing in my palm – thinking of the way it fell from the cliff to meet the frozen waters below. A moment of summer meeting an eternal winter. The white knives of Silverside Bay are moving.
* * *
There is the roar of snowmobiles approaching. The Doormen are coming in force. Maybe they imagine me with a sledgehammer, undoing all their good work. I skid down an embankment and into Silverside proper, in search of somewhere to hide.
The streets here are tight and cobbled, and the doorways are, of course, uniformly bricked up. I keep low and trust my feet, crunching across snow and exposed patches of ice, trying to find a window I can lever open.
Torches flicker across streets, and I hear men shouting.
I keep my back flat against doorways and sidle, climbing heavily over gateways and through gardens. All the windows are too small to enter. These houses are among some of the oldest in Fairharbour, built back when it was little more than a fishing town, and they are not designed for the passage of people. I pause in the ruins of someone’s shed and try to figure out where I am and where I might go.
Shivering in the dark, I am reminded of one of my grandmother’s later movies, after she returned to the island from her years abroad. It was called Silverside after the suburb, and it was a fantastical love story.
In the months before filming of the movie, my grandmother took intricately detailed measurements of the old town. With measuring tapes and cameras, she and her team took precise records of every inch of every street. Then, they took those measurements over to an enormous studio in the mainland and rebuilt the fishing village twice.
There are three Silversides in my grandmother’s movie. There is the real Silverside, captured artfully by my grandmother’s exacting eye, which serves as the backdrop for the majority of the film. Then, there is a dark version. In Dark Silverside, the houses are taller, and the streets are narrower, and the cobbles are colder. It was in Dark Silverside that the movie’s lovers quarrelled. And that’s where I am now.
I try to remember the third version. My favourite version.
Light Silverside was built with softer angles and brighter colours. Its sky always seemed sunnier, and its streets seemed more spacious. The best bit of Light Silverside, and the heart of the movie, was the Silverside Ice-cream Parlour. It had tall windows overlooking the bright blue sea, and buckets of ice-cream in a rainbow of flavours, and it felt safe. It was where the movie’s lovers met, and fell for each other, and recovered after their quarrels.
And if I am where I think I am, then it’s nearby.
I slip from the shadows, and wait at street corners, watching the noisy silhouettes of the Doormen as they roar down to the bay. The shifting ice is distracting them, but I still take my time.
The parlour’s doorway has been bricked up, but the Doormen have yet to get around to sealing up the windows in this part of the city, so it’s mostly symbolic. I climb through one of the empty frames and slide across the counter to the dark beyond. The ice-cream menus are still there, encased beneath a layer of Perspex, and I try to remember the flavours as I calm myself, telling myself that I am safe here.
I huddle up in the dark and take out the paper packaging the marble run was wrapped in. It still smells of lavender. I inhale deeply of it.
Soon, the voices and torchlight grow distant. Perhaps I am not important enough for a systematic search. Perhaps the crackling ice is more interesting.
Finally, I have time to mourn the loss of the marble run.
I wanted to show it to Henry, because it felt like the gift of a memory. It felt all too familiar. It reminded me of the days I spent in Radio City, learning how lovely a thing can be if you make it with a love of making. It was too unrefined to be Pawel’s, but…
Could Esther have made it? The idea comes to me as a shock. It feels preposterous, but I wonder if it feels that way because I have spent eight years assuming that Esther is dead, buried somewhere among the snowdrifts. The thought of her still being out there somewhere feels impossible.
But what if it’s not?
I clench my fists into balls, wishing that I could have shown Henry. He would have been able to verify my idea.
Yesterday, I thought I saw a different version of Fairharbour through my kaleidoscope. Maybe she could be there? I think I can imagine here there, in a place where the sun is bright, and the streets are green. It would suit her, I think.
I want to go there.
For now, though, I need to get out of here, and back to the safety of the Patent Office vault. I decide to wait a little while longer to make sure the Doormen have passed by.
Behind me is a set of old cabinets, lit up by the moon, and I become curious. I slide open the old metal doors and find in them the parlour’s glasses. There are so many of them, and I am pleased to see how well they have been preserved.
My grandmother bought all these glasses for her movie. In Dark Silverside, the ice-cream parlour’s glasses are made of plastic, and in Light Silverside, they are made of crystal. But these are all made of real, cut glass, and turning one over in my hands, I am inspired by it. I could make something with this.
I am careful as I remove them and pack them away with wadded cloth.
Glasses secured, I head over to the corner of the serving counter where there is an ancient record player buried in snow. I chip away at the ice and pry its motor free, holding it up to the moonlight. It’s rusted now, but I’m sure I can make it work again.
I can feel the device start to take form in my head. I need to get back to my workshop. Surely it’s been long enough. But before I leave, I pause, eyeing up the freezers.
All the ice-cream should be long gone – scavenged after the first blizzards subsided – and each freezer I open is indeed empty. It’s only when I reach the rearmost that I find promise. Part of the brick wall has caved in and crushed it closed, and it does not look as if anyone has tried to open it since.
I lever my crowbar beneath the bricks and heave until the whole pile begins to tremble. A few cracked bricks fall away, and then the whole thing comes free, sending me stumbling backwards with the release.
Inside, there is a rainbow of colours.
Most of it has leaked out, and huge crystals have formed over the vivid mass. But there, at the very back of the freezer, is what looks like an intact container. I chip away the ice until I can pull it free, and it somehow still has its protective tab.
Strawberry, it says.
* * *
I leave the ice-cream buried outside, in a snowdrift. Then I slip through to the Patent Office vault, surprised to see that the door to Bea’s office is open.
The floor is covered in empty tubes, and the desk is piled high with patent blueprints, and there are lamps perched haphazardly everywhere, all aimed at the centre of the desk, where a lone blueprint has been pinned down with some paperweights. Bea is examining it intently using a magnifying glass and scribbling away in a notepad.
I knock on the door frame, startling her. “What are you doing?”
“You won’t believe it,” she says.
“Believe what?” It feels strange, setting foot in Bea’s workspace, as if I’m stepping into her mind. It’s warm in here, all the paperwork acting as a kind of insulation. This is where she has been hiding for years, pretending that she’s still the engineer she was before the weatherbomb struck.
She raises her lenses. “I found the weatherbomb patent.”
“You’re kidding?”
“I’m not.” She leans back, letting me look over her shoulder. It’s a big mess of white lines across a blue sheet, and its technicality is far beyond me. Bea’s understanding of machines is very different from mine.
“I can’t believe it was registered here,” I say.
“I told you! I told you it would be!”
Her notepad is crawling with numbers, but none of them mean anything to me. “What have you worked out?”
“Well, I’m still crunching it. But I don’t think it was a weatherbomb.”
“What do you mean?”
“The blizzards. The cold and ice and endless snow. I don’t think it was caused by a weatherbomb. The numbers just don’t add up. Look…” She circles a few of the numbers. “The effects of a weatherbomb are instantaneous. It’s a catalyst. You want rain? A weatherbomb will prompt rain. You want sun? A weatherbomb will open the sky. But it’s unsustainable. They’re not designed to permanently alter weather cycles. The yield would be impossibly huge…”
“So what did happen? Why are we stuck in winter?”
“Look. I’ve still got a lot of work do. A lot of this is quite advanced stuff, and there’s every chance I’m wrong. Let me figure this out, and then we’ll see.” She looks me up and down, as if seeing me for the first time. “Where have you been, anyway? You left pretty sharpish after Cherry Mount.”
This is a rare moment. It feels as if Bea is actually listening to me. I consider telling her about the marble run and the summer city I think I saw through the kaleidoscope. But then her eyes shift, drawn back to the blueprint, and she scribbles down another note. I feel a pang of disappointment, but that’s okay. I always forgive her, every time. At least she’s still here. At least she didn’t die or leave, like everyone else.
“I found some ice-cream,” I tell her.
“That sounds nice. Maybe we can have some later?”
“Sure. Bea?”
“Mm?”
“Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
I never knew my mother. From what little my father told me, she was like the wind – always on the move. There were pictures of my father’s years following her around on a motorbike, until the moving got too much for him. I would peer at those pictures when I was young, searching for her in them, but she was only ever a blur. Of all my father’s girlfriends, his on-again-off-again relationship with Bea lasted the longest, which meant that my relationship with her had the most room to grow. I love her in a way that I was never able with my birth mother.
Bea has left half a can of salted kippers in the kitchen, and I snack on them while I unpack my materials. I arrange the glasses I scavenged in order of size, before taking the rusted wind-up turntable motor and dumping it into a solution that will clean it. Then, I sort through one of my bins of odds-and-ends, locating an old wooden broom handle and a threadbare violin case.
The marble run has inspired me. The Silverside Ice-cream Parlour has inspired me. Just like the kaleidoscope, this device will be a thing I make by using my instincts. There are rolls of old blueprints lined up on my desk, but I don’t need any of them today.
Finishing off the last of the kippers, I begin the making.
It takes me a long time, this invention. Longer than I’ve spent on anything in ages. I have to cut the sundae glasses to make them into saucers, and attach them to the mop handle to make a sort of glass kebab, and then mount the whole thing in the violin box. Getting the wind-up record-player motor to make the glass rotate is the biggest challenge, and I have to whittle a new handle for it so that it can be wound. By the time I’m finished, I’m exhausted. I take a step back and admire my handiwork, wiping my hands on a rag.
It is a musical instrument. And it looks bizarre, as if someone has filled a violin case with small glass plates. When the motor runs, all of those plates revolve simultaneously, and music can be made. It is a glass harmonica.
One of my first memories is a sound, which might seem strange, but it was such a beautiful noise that I choose to believe it woke in me my capacity for memory in the first place. I was sitting in my grandmother’s lap at a dinner party, entranced by the chandelier, and the big, gleaming grapes on the table, when my Uncle Jan, who was sat beside me, began to run his finger around the rim of his glass. How the glass rang! How it sang! I remember that I laughed, and Jan winked at me.
This instrument is that memory amplified.
Bea has left a box of snow to melt beside the heater, and I draw a jug for the test. I wind the motor, and the axle begins to rotate, turning the glass rims of the glasses arranged in the box. Dipping my finger into the jug of water, I tentatively apply it to the edge of one of them, just like Uncle Jan did, all those years ago.
It makes a sonorous, ringing, gleaming noise.
Wetting the other rims, I test each one in turn for its note. This is no linear scale: each glass is a different design, and they sound peculiar in sequence. I am not sure what kind of songs might be made from this instrument, but there is a real joy in making it sing, and I spend a while just listening to its strange music.
Bea emerges and watches for a while, before returning to her work, shutting the door to her office behind herself.
Eventually, the motor begins to wind down and the singing of the glasses stops. I close the case, satisfied.
* * *
The cold sun is bright enough that I have to shade my eyes against the sky and snow. It’s the kind of day when being out in Fairharbour is blinding. I’m tired now, and I’m looking forward to heading back to the Patent Office and curling up in the dark.
I go to Cherry Mount, first. This instrument – the glass harmonica, contained so neatly in its violin case – is a gift for whoever left the marble run, and I want to leave it in the same place. When I arrive, however, the Doormen are already there in force. I see them up on the rise, using the ancient coin-slot telescopes to sweep the city. While I am fairly confident they won’t have identified me last night, thanks to my mask, I still have no desire to be questioned by them – to have the harmonica confiscated or destroyed.
I do have one other option.
At the edge of Silverside is Idlemire Marsh, and it’s there I go. It’s one of the few undeveloped parts of the island because the ground was always too unstable, and these days it’s an almost unbroken blanket of white. I duck through a chain-link fence and into the snow. The frozen ground has finally rendered the Marsh easy to navigate, after years of treachery, and, best of all, there are no gnats.
As children, we didn’t care much about the insects, or the danger of the place. The Marsh was forbidden, and that was enough to prompt our exploration of it. It was tidal back then, and we had to time our excursions well or risk having safe routes back transform. As the seasons progressed and we grew bolder we began to bring lengths of wood – pieces of pallets stolen from the fisheries – and make something close to a permanent walkway. That walkway is buried beneath several layers of snow right now, but its destination remains visible in the distance.
There are still the skeletons of dead trees clinging on to the flatlands, and among them is an aerial that might easily be mistaken for one of them. The aerial is bent, and dented, and long icicles hang from its extremities. I head towards it.
I keep my head low against the cold, bright day, but I can still feel myself drawn to the mansion on the relatively stable high ground overlooking the marsh at its head. It’s called Idlemire House, and it’s surrounded by trees that stand at odd angles, blown by the winds. It was Grandma Pike’s house, and it looks out over the marsh and the bay. I study its dark windows, looking for movement, but all is still.
The last time I was there was the day my grandmother premiered her final movie.
In the months before she was murdered, it became apparent that my grandmother was making an autobiography – playfully entitled Swimming Pikes!. At first, this pleased my family. We have always been vain, and to see ourselves realised in the art of our family matriarch – a proven, award-winning director – would be a real privilege. Carmen Pike sifted through years of reels for footage – home-movies, and behind-the-scenes outtakes, and old news reports — and spent weeks locked away in her editing studio. Soon, pressure was being put on her from all fronts for an advanced preview, an early screening of what was sure to be a flattering portrait. Quietly – perhaps too quietly – my grandmother gave in to this request, and a screening was arranged. Of course, I was not allowed to attend, and neither was Henry or Esther or any of the children in our family, because we were deemed too young. So, we remained up at her house, to wander the rooms while they all left for the Lavender. My father went to the screening with a skip in his step, and returned looking worried. I tried to ask him about it, but he would only shake his head. Days later, my grandmother was found dead.
To this day, I still don’t know what was in her final movie. But I do remember how strange it was, the day of the premiere. I watched from one of the high windows as my grandmother moved a long wooden box into the back of her car. I never found out what was in that box, but there was something about the shape and weight of it that made it look like a small coffin. My grandmother’s car was sleek, and black, an expensive import from the mainland, and that day, with the box, it looked like a hearse. It felt to me as if they were driving not to a premiere but a funeral.
I shiver, but not because of the cold. Fairharbour has so many mysteries.
And here’s a new one: The idea that a weatherbomb fixed our city in winter was always such a convenient explanation. It seemed plausible, and it was what we were told by the city’s authorities – repeated down the years by the Doormen. But if Bea is right, then it couldn’t have been a weatherbomb at all. In fact, the more I think about it, the more it feels as if I’ve been lied to. The next time I see Henry, I’ll try and speak to him about it.
I arrive, at last, at the relay station at the heart of the Marsh. Whatever it was that the station once relayed was never clear – radio signals, maybe, or telegrams. When we cousins arrived, it was completely stripped and abandoned, little more than a brick shell with a few rusted machines inside, and that aerial to distinguish it from the surrounding marshland. Of course, it immediately became our den.
This doorway is still open; the Doormen have yet to find it.
I duck through, and it’s warm inside.
The walls of the relay station are damp with melted ice, and it smells like a rainy autumn afternoon, with all its warm decay. In fact, it smells like it did all those years ago when it was our hidden place, away from the world. Me, and Esther, and Henry, and Myra. I sit with my back against the wet wall and remember us as we were.
If I am right about Esther. If I am right about the other city. If that marble run really was left for me to find. If I am right about the unseasonable growths representing a way through to another city. Then surely here will be the best place to leave the harmonica. There are so many ifs, and I think that if the Doormen could, they would brick up the very possibility that I am right about anything. They would take my hope, and store it up for a springtime that will never come.
I place the glass harmonica among a set of bulbous purple and yellow mushrooms that smell, to me, like deep autumn.
In my imagination, I picture Esther crossing the marsh and finding the harmonica. I picture her tanned, and tall – maybe a little bit like Aunt Fi when she was young. My imagination makes the sky brilliantly blue, with birds in it, and I think that Esther will have a machete, chopping away at the marsh’s vivid summertime growths to get to the relay station. Because surely it will be here that she will come, if she is expecting a reply from me. I picture her finding the harmonica and understanding, instantly, what I am saying, the realisation as clear and brilliant as the sound of a finger run around the edge of a glass.
There was a time, back in Pawel’s workshop, when we would make things for each other. Esther was never much good with written words – they confounded her, refusing to obey her – but the clarity of her expression when it came to making things was perfect. If the marble run was her way of saying hello, then my glass harmonica is a cry of joy.
Hello, Esther. I’m glad you’re alive. I miss you. I miss everyone. I miss you.
* * *
On my way back, I am drawn to Silverside Beach. There is sand, and there are people out on the sand, dressed in thick coats and big warm scarves. Their breath steams in the air. There is a child with a kite, kicking up sand as she runs, and the sky is so bright that I can only see its silhouette. There are even more people with long fishing rods, lures bobbing among the waves. They sit or stand at the shoreline, and nobody reels anything in, but I don’t think catching fish is the point. It’s very quiet, and I try to gauge it. It doesn’t seem like a library hush, or the silence of a graveyard. There’s something of awe to it: the quiet of people at prayer.
This is the first time in years that Silverside Bay has thawed.
A bit further along the coast I come across the mayor, who stands ankle-deep in the water. His heavy diving suit is covered in condensation, and his bulky, bulbous helmet slowly swivels back and forth. There are chunks of ice in the waves, and they clatter across his greaves. I wave to him, and he raises his hand hesitantly, before returning his attention to the sea. I wonder what he sees.
I wonder if he sees a miracle.
I sit a while on the bright white sand, shading my eyes against the sky, and wonder what it is that the mayor has been doing all these years. He’s been a symbol, or a novelty – a remnant of the Fairharbour we lost when the blizzards began. He could have worked against the Doormen, but he never has. Instead, he has remained silent and resolute. A secret to himself.
Eventually, the mayor advances, wading out among the waves. The waters reach his waist, then his chest, then his shoulders, and then he is gone altogether. I lean back and imagine him lumbering across the bay, in search of the reason for the melt. I imagine him crouching, and sifting through the sands with his heavy gauntlets, finding old ring-pulls and pieces of fishing nets. I imagine him searching, and searching, until he comes across a silver bearing no bigger than a pearl – the bearing that fell from the marble run – and raises it to his helmet’s porthole.
I imagine him seeing the light of a warm sun glinting in it. So small a remnant of summer – but enough to thaw our frozen sea.




The wall shivers with the first hit of the sledgehammer. I see the exact moment it decides to no longer make the effort to stand, and collapse, throwing a cloud of fine dust into the air.
The three men stand back as the cloud envelops them. They cough, and stare at the ceiling as if that might come down too, but it holds, and the dust settles, and I am left without windows, without a south wall at all. Just a pile of bricks.
The Fenestration at work, in their ridiculous green shorts and vests which make them look like overgrown schoolboys on a sports day. They can’t be any older than me, and they look surprised, as if they had no idea of the damage they could do. Are they all so innocent, so destructive? What have they been told, to make them think this is any kind of answer?
There are things I could do: I could shout, swear, tell them what I think of this idiocy; I could take up my own hammer from my belt and set to work on them, see how they like it. The one with the clipboard in his hands sees my expression, and says, “I have a complaint form.”
I can’t reply. I can’t.
“The initial report suggested the wall would easily take three more windows, but it must have been weakened over time. The weeds, maybe,” he says. He won’t stop talking. The others start picking through the rubble. One of them mutters something about a missed quota, and I walk out. I collect my backpack, adjust my toolbelt, and simply stride away. This was my territory to defend, my space away from them all, and now it’s exposed, no longer even a pretence of a home. What difference does it make if they knock the whole thing down in my absence? The dust will settle, and all the old machines will stand in the blinding light of the sun. That shadowed, angular quality – coolness found in the dark shapes of the factory – will be lost too. It feels like the Fenestration have taken one of my inventions and broken it in two.
The one with the clipboard calls after me: “I’ll leave the form on your workbench here, shall I?”
I give him the finger, and I’m out.
The floating gondola? No, I don’t want a lofty perspective on this. I stomp through the streets, head for the fountain where the kids are playing, splashing in sunshine, the parents watching. Their happiness makes me feel worse, so I take a turn to Silverside and head for the quay.
* * *
I roll up my trousers and walk into the waves. The sun is as punishing as ever, but the sea is so cold, colder than it has been in years. I feel a clarity – a calmness – that snaps me out of my anger. I’m still alive. The boats are out, the catch coming in. Above, the cliffs curve around the bluff. My Uncle Remi’s showy chalet used to stand up there. It was one of the first places smashed to pieces by the Fenestration, in his absence, and I did not care. I thought it one less eyesore. Perhaps we only learn to stand up against others when they take away our places to sit.
Still, I’m standing now. And I think I’ll refuse to call them windows anymore. They are holes, ugly and ragged, in places they shouldn’t be. From now on, I’ll speak the truth. Holes.
Someone in the upper terraces has hung a row of Fairharbour flags from the many holes smashed in their property, and the pennants are a bright sight in blue and yellow, with the crest of the Smiling Knight in the centre. They feel rebellious to me. Determined to remind us all of a proud past.
I remember the story of the Smiling Knight well. My grandmother used to tell it to us over and over. It was her obsession. She would choose her favourite grandchild of the moment to sit on her lap at storytime, during family gatherings, and I was too rarely picked for that honour. I used to sit up so straight, my arms and legs crossed, a good child; maybe she didn’t like that about me. My desire to please has been long since lost. Then she would say, “One day I’ll make the best film in the whole world, and it will be about the greatest hero of our island, the Smiling Knight.”
* * *
The Smiling Knight was the protector of all Fairharbour, a gracious and wise ruler of our island, and he ruled with compassion, not fear. His crest was the shining, happy curve of a new moon, like a mouth, and a bright star above, like a winking eye. All was well in Fairharbour for generations, for it seemed the Smiling Knight was too glad to die. He loved his life, and his people loved him.
Then came the mainlanders.
The mainlanders had watched the fruitful island with envy, and stolen what they could. One day they observed the fast, sleek boats in the sea and managed to kill the crew and take one for their own. They built their own boats in its likeness and launched them, determined to conquer Fairharbour. The people were desperate as
they watched the murderous mainlanders draw ever closer – how could they resist the invasion with only laughter and love? They lost faith in their Smiling Knight, wishing for a leader who knew how to kill and maim.
Desperate times call for terrible men, they said to each other, and they would have overthrown their ruler, but he called them to a meeting on Silverside beach, and there said to them:
a smile is a weapon far beyond a knife or a gun. Let me tell you of my plan.
The mainlanders brought their boats to the beach and waded ashore, ready to take what they wanted, not caring what harm they did. They wanted the people to run, to flee, to scream and cry at the sight of them.
The people of Fairharbour gathered on the sand. They stood in strong ranks, side by side, with the knight front and centre, just as he now stands front and centre on our flag.
Every single one of them wore a wide and terrible smile.
* * *
I always wanted to ask what happened next.
I understand it now. It’s one of those stupid fictions that sounds like there are easy ways to make the world a better place. My grandmother loved this story. I suspect, if she had ever managed to make a film of it, it would have resembled my wall: so full of holes that one good hit with a sledgehammer would make the whole thing collapse.
“We Pikes are as old as the Smiling Knight,” she used to say, “And we are just as important. We picture this city safe, and strong, and we smile, and make it so.” Even back then, as a very little child, I felt the pressure to live up to my name. My grandmother had made her mark already – not just with her films, but by her desire to remake Fairharbour. My mother, hot and sticky on the sofa once summer came, used to tell me of how the city sprang into a second life once Carmen Pike became a huge mainland success, and started to invest in artistic projects. It was her influence that secured the mayor his first term, and she invested heavily in his wild ideas: the museum, the galleries, the floating gondola. My mother recalled how the locals were bemused, but then the tourists started to arrive.
Just like one of those tourists, long gone, I take a paddle. I wade out to the stout legs of the boardwalk and feel the water grow colder still. The sea is an icy delight on my calves. I find myself shivering, gooseflesh spreading to my arms, even while the sun is so strong upon my scalp, my shoulders. I wish I had someone to show. Even Theo would do. Quick, gooseflesh, take a photo. I laugh, the sound ringing in the barnacled underside, and then I cry for a minute or two. Tears are a luxury that belong to better days, and I’m glad nobody else has seen them. Yes, alone is better.
* * *
Why, then, do I end up at the Catchmarket?
“Rosehip tea?” Myra asks.
“Yuck,” I say automatically, an instant response, and she laughs.
“Can’t blame you,” she says. Her voice lowers. “Water, then. Not in a glass, of course. The odd thing is – I was going to come see you anyway. To talk about glass.”
Last time I was here we shared a cracked mug. She used to live at the top of Idlemire Marsh, in our grandmother’s old house, but when that was lost to the deepening mud she had to abandon it and all its luxury. She found a place working in the Catchmarket, not far from the port, where the old shipping containers are stacked next to the ruins of the Island Bank headquarters. The market itself has the singular benefit of avoiding the attention of the Fenestration as it has always been an open structure, its archways creating a circular space for the sea breeze to waft through. I assume she has long got used to the stink of fish, and she seems happy enough tallying the catch numbers every day, organising the stalls and trades, running the place as smoothly as only she could. She sleeps there, too, in a small room that she’s created from lobster pots to give herself some privacy. How tired she looks, but it’s not a weariness born from despair I would say. Good hard work, maybe. I thought our grandmother always liked her most, maybe for her refusal to try to please others according to their standards. Making is not only in the hands, but in the ability to remake the heart. Pawel said that to us, once or twice. Myra looks as if she understands it.
“But you don’t ever want to talk about that,” Myra says, “do you?” It feels pointed, and that’s fair enough I have shut her down every time she’s tried to talk politics before. I know she cares about who runs the city, and how. Before today, I thought I had the luxury of ignoring it. She’s giving me a way out. If I don’t want to have this conversation, all I have to do is say so, right now.
“The Fenestration?” I say it very softly.
She raises an eyebrow in surprise, then sits back on her pallet bed, her fingers digging into the crocheted blanket, and shakes her head. “Not exactly. Barker and I rowed out to Idlemire, had a poke round.”
We walked once on Idlemire, albeit with mud on our shoes and planks laid down to mark the way. That changed years ago, as the sea levels rose. “Who’s Barker?”
“A friend.” She looks down, away, with a hint of satisfaction. I’m pleased for her, but I don’t say as much – irrationally, perhaps, I don’t want to curse her new romance with my words on the subject.
“Grandmother’s house?”
She shakes her head strongly, a gesture from the past, her ponytail slapping her cheeks. How suddenly young she looks, again. I want to hug her. “Looted ages ago – the top floor, anyway. The rest is underwater. No, we went out to the relay station.”
We used that place as a den, filled it with things we found, bits and pieces of junk collected like prizes for being alive. We never saw an adult there, although I suppose workmen must have come and gone. We thought nobody knew where we went when we sneaked away, but I’m guessing it was common knowledge in the family, and they indulged our desire to be separate. Part of growing up, maybe. “That’s still standing?” I ask, but of course it is. I picture it, slightly raised on that hillock, in what seemed to be the middle of nowhere to us. The sea wouldn’t have swallowed it fully.
“I found our stuff. Some sweets, some old magazines. A box of mechanical junk. And this.” She reaches under the pallets and retrieves a bulky object – a wooden case. She opens it with delicacy, releasing two catches, and inside there is a long pole and a motor at one end. And glass. So much arranged, polished glass.
A crude handle has been whittled, fitted to the end of the motor. I turn it, and it starts easily, purring like a creature. The glass turns on its pole. I switch the motor off, and we sit in silence, taking it in. It’s so beautiful. I want everyone to see it. I want to live in a city of clear, cool glass.
“Barker found it. She nearly stood on it,” says Myra. “It was in one of those weird piles of snow.”
“What are you going to do with it?” I ask her.
“Keep it hidden? They’d smash it in a heartbeat, and I’m sick of smashing. I don’t think I could bear to see this destroyed, too. You won’t believe what happened. A group turned up here. They said they had orders to cut holes in all the boats’ sails. We saw them off, stood our ground, and they went without a fight, but…”
I shake my head. This is beyond ridiculous.
“If we ever find out who’s holed up in the Patent Office, directing this group of idiots, I’ll finish them myself,” Myra mutters. “You know they go into the schools, tell the children all about letting the light in, purifying the city? Any teacher who objects is sacked. If somebody complains, dares to fill out one of their stupid forms, they…” She clenches her fists tight. “Sorry. Listen. This is a weird thing to say. I know so many left without us. I’m over that. It broke my heart, yours too, I know, I know, but this… the way it’s made…”
“Pawel.”
She nods, closes the case, and sits back. “But that would have been years ago, back when we were kids, and this looks new. Who, then, if not you?”
The answer comes to me instantly. “Jamie.” It feels right. The right thing to think, to say.
And the way the glass has been sliced, arranged, shows a honed, mature talent. This is an older, wiser Jamie.
“Is he back?” she whispers.
I understand how much it has cost her to speak of her hope. If he has returned, then others can return. Henry. His father, Harry. Myra’s mother and father, Aunt Belle and Uncle Turn. Uncles Jan and Remi, the eldest brothers. Uncle Eric, Jamie’s father. Pawel. Our grandmother, even – why not? She’d be a very old lady by now, but still a commanding figure, no doubt. She’d still prefer strong, energetic Myra over the others.
It pains me to burst Myra’s bubble. “I don’t think he’s back.” I explain my theory to her. I take the kaleidoscope from my rucksack and we go out, to the sunshine, past the busy traders and the dead fish losing their glitter. We take turns looking at a wintry view of Silverside, then swinging around to the bare spire of the cathedral and barren Cherry Mount. People pass in coats and gloves and hats, stomping through snow. It’s real. I don’t see how it can be denied.
But she doesn’t believe it, even though she can see it. She keeps checking the kaleidoscope for some sort of trick inside. I’m grateful when she nods, and decides to entertain it, at least for my benefit. “Maybe,” she says, when I get to the part about two versions of our city, overlaid, with patches of snow and ice showing through. The more I talk the wilder it sounds, and it makes me think: Pawel really did make things beyond mechanics, beyond understanding. Didn’t he? It was not all my childish imagination. And that gives me such hope.
“Myra,” calls a woman, from one of the arches. She’s pointing out to sea. “Look. Forty-eight is coming in.”
She turns her face to the horizon, and I know she’s listened as much as she can for one day. Have I done the right thing? It’s hope, but a different kind. She never was one for fantasies.
“I’ll trade you,” I say, as an impulse. “The kaleidoscope for the glass instrument. Just don’t tell anyone what I told you. Not yet.”
“About there being two cities? All right.” She looks relieved. I’m guessing she wasn’t thinking of telling anyone that I’ve gone crazy, anyway. We return to her boxed-off area, and trade items. “Don’t use the kaleidoscope too much,” I tell her. “It scratches. It’ll become useless.”
“Look who’s full of instructions,” she says, mildly, but I can tell I’ve outstayed my welcome. Maybe Barker is on boat forty-eight, coming back to her arms. She warns me to steer clear of the Fenestration, as she usually does, and I promise I’ll try my best, only half-meaning it. We say our goodbyes and carefully, gently, I carry the case back to what remains of my home.
* * *
Home. It is still that, despite my outburst. Even in this diminished state, with a wall missing and nothing to stop the world from coming in. At least they cleared up the bricks and took them away. It has to be my home. I have nothing else.
I string up some tarpaulins across the gap for the illusion of privacy, and remind myself how lucky I am not to be sleeping among lobster pots tonight. Still, I can’t manage to feel too superior to Myra, not when I think of how happy she looked, thriving on the smell of the Catchmarket and the love of her Barker. Who was I to expand her world, show her the possibility of winter? I should have left her alone in summer. We have problems enough, and I like the idea that Myra is intent on solving them. I hope she doesn’t lie awake worrying about some other world tonight, rather than our own.
I had to tell somebody. That’s my only defence. She was never my confidante when we were little. We were too competitive over our grandmother’s attentions for that. But she remains family, and I want to believe that means something, even now. Not for the sake of the Pike name, but for the fact that we share a past that is dear to us both.
I open the clasps on the box and examine the instrument again, in the slow quiet of late afternoon, taking my time over the craftsmanship. Patient hands wound this motor, arranged these rims. The order is deliberate, each chosen to create an effect – but not a visual one. To appeal to some other sense. Which sense?
I have it.
I fetch a little water from my storage can by the bench and pour it into a cup. I place the cup by the box, and switch on the motor. Then I dip my finger into the water and touch it to the rim of the glass. An ethereal sound is issued, pure, and when I move my finger to another glass a lower note comes forth. I experiment with them all, and find there is no scale, exactly, but an eerie, compelling quality to the disharmonic music I can make. It reminds me of something.
It’s Uncle Jan. I’m thinking of the way he would run his finger around his wine glass and cough before he used his voice to deliver a melody. He had a magnificent clear tenor. Then Uncle Turn would get up and dance. Time to get up and do a turn, he would say. I don’t think I ever knew what his real name was. He married into our family, like Pawel, but he was liked better. He was keen to talk about the past, whereas Pawel would barely talk at all. He was a small man, delicate in his movements. He looked at all us grandchildren as if he could never quite be bothered to remember our names.
His favourite story was of how he met my Aunt Belle.
Belle was nothing like my mother. She seemed ever young and pretty to me, a glamorous figure who had lived on the mainland for a few years while studying acting. Perhaps she thought Carmen might cast her in a film, bring her fame, but that never happened.
Turn used to say, “I was on the charity committee, and I suggested a Fairharbour-themed ball, to raise money for war orphans. It was a huge success. I dressed up as the mayor, in tennis whites, and everyone came as artists or fishermen, it was all very exotic. Belle appeared as her famous mother, carrying a camera and dressed head to toe in black and white, so dramatic. What an entrance she made. I fell in love with her on the spot. I asked her to dance, and we’ve been dancing ever since!”
Then talk would inevitably turn to how outsiders saw the city, and why we shouldn’t get involved in mainland business any more, and Jan and Remi would start shouting about their latest schemes that would either improve everything or ruin everything. It only got worse when they started meddling in politics, too. They fell out a lot; I was never told over what, and I didn’t ever care.
Enough talk. Music. That soothed us all. I recall the wintry songs best, by the light of candles on the long table in my grandmother’s dining room, everyone listening to Jan singing gravely over pudding. Was it a song of a bleak midwinter? Then the children were told to go and play and we would struggle down from the big chairs and decide on hide and seek.
We played that game a lot when in Grandmother’s house. It had so many places in which to get lost. I don’t think Myra cared for the game much. She only wanted to please Henry. I didn’t mind either way, but it was Henry’s game. He loved to hide, and could be so silent for hours. It was a skill. Only Jamie had a chance of finding him. Jamie was a methodical seeker. He always did like walking, roaming over the rooms, looking for clues, details. I used to try to hide in a place where I could see the lean concentration on his face, which meant I usually got caught easily. I’d lurk behind a door, with my eye to the hinges. I suppose I wanted him to find me, and for the game to be over.
One time, I decided the hunter should become the hunted, and I left a trap for him. I hid behind the door to the master bedroom, my feet sinking into the rose-coloured carpet. The room was hot. It seemed to collect the heat of the house. In the middle of the carpet, before my grandmother’s enormous bed, I placed my summer cube, in pieces.
* * *
I take up my place at my bench and make a summer cube once more.
Pawel created it for me in his workshop, and said: for you alone, little Esther, for it’s a puzzle, like you. He called it a summer cube, and I have no idea of its real name, or purpose. It entertained me and vexed me in equal measure until I solved its secrets. He made it in wood and I follow suit now, using cherrywood from the mount. I form seven shapes made of linked cubes. Some resemble letters, L and T, but I’m not communicating in words. I hate spelling out words. Writing can too easily turn to other meanings, and the meaning of this object is meant to be unmistakable. I must be exact. I take my time, working until dusk, making each piece good in the hands, warm and sturdy.
I think muscle memory must be the most reliable of all recalls. How easy it is to complete this make, then slot the pieces together to form a cube. I’ve done a good job. Every element finds its place, just as Pawel’s cube did hundreds of times. I solved his puzzle over and over again, until the day I disassembled it and left it on the floor for Jamie.
Jamie, the hunter, stalked into the room, on alert, his eyes drawn to the door hinges. He already knew where to find me. He had a smile that lifted one side of his face, a wry expression that made him difficult to read – and then he saw the pieces, and the smile faded, and he sat down on the carpet and picked up each one in turn. He recognised it was a challenge, and how could he not rise to that? He started fitting them together, turning them one way, then another, and I only just managed to stop laughter from bubbling out of me as I sneaked out from behind the door, crossed the carpet on kitten feet, and pounced. I said: found you.
And he said, the game forgotten: I want to put it together.
Enough of the past. The light has faded, and the heat has retreated to become bearable. I can sleep. The complaint form sits on the end of the bench, every word indecipherable, and I have a purpose, for myself and for the cube, tomorrow. Myra always says to stay away from the Fenestration, but she’s not the boss of me, and my time has come. I have a reason to enter this fight.
* * *
Where do you catch a hunter?
Where he least expects it. At the doorway of a place in which he feels safe. Jamie’s safe place – I’ve spent all night thinking about this – has to be the Patent Office. He admired that brutal slab of a building, and what lay within it. As soon as he was old enough to be out alone, he could usually be found there, scouring over plans and designs, cooking up something new to work on with Pawel. Also, the Patent Office looks like a building that could survive long, harsh winters, so I’m hopeful it stands, tall and foreboding still, blocking out light, in his version of Fairharbour.
Here’s the problem: in my version of Fairharbour, it’s the headquarters of the Fenestration.
I’m well aware I’m not following a wise path today. This is the equivalent of setting an unstoppable ball in motion, much like my marble run, but I can’t stop. I can’t be wise, or silent, about the rage I feel. People have to know that some things can’t be smashed to pieces. Some walls need to remain standing, some sails stay uncut, or there will be consequences.
I enter the Patent Office through the great doors.
The hollowed-out holes that once held darkened glass admit far too much sun for a building that is meant to be stark and unyielding. I thought I would be one of the first to arrive, but there is already a long, snaking queue of people, fanning themselves with their forms of complaint. They are separated by stretches of red rope held in place by metal poles. They follow the lines set down for them, shuffling forward to a row of desks that look distant and foreboding.
What did Myra say? That people who fill out the forms… The Patent Office is huge. Those who complain enough could be made to disappear inside. But that’s a ridiculous thought, surely. I feel suddenly ashamed that I’ve tried so hard not to get involved when it seems dark things, terrible things, might have been happening. I didn’t want to see.
The actual patents used to be kept in the vault. I wonder if the many thousands of inventions laid out on paper are cherished, even if human life is not. I hope Jamie’s favourite rooms are intact in his city.
I take the summer cube from the pocket of my overalls and walk around one of the doors, into its shadow. It’s perfect. A cooler spot. A small patch of snow lurks there, as if waiting for me. It gives me courage. I place the cube, already assembled. If he finds it, he will take it apart and find the gift I placed inside, shaving just a little off one piece to make room for it. That gift will solve any doubt he has of the maker.
I wish I could see his face when he finds it.
I’m in luck – none of the Fenestration guards dotted around the hall have spotted my actions. Many of these guards look older than the three who came to the factory. Why do they serve this lunacy? Some of them look bored, but others have smug expressions of superiority. They enjoy their power over others. Those are the ones that scare me. I emerge, move slowly to the beginning of the queue. I shuffle along with it, the instrument case heavy in my hands, listening to my heartbeat in my ears.
Am I really about to do this? I am. I am going to do this. Enough of being alone with my fear and anger. Enough.
Down through the path of the red ropes, making each turn, traversing the hall. Time slips past. My turn next.
Time to get up and do a turn.
I kneel and open the case. I reveal the beautiful instrument, and I put my finger in my mouth. I apply the wet tip to a rim, and circle it.
The sound reaches out to those around me. They start to pay attention. The ropes are forgotten. I try to play the tune Uncle Jan used to sing. I wet the index finger of my other hand and add a lower note – I wish I could play it well, and I wish I had taken the time to learn the song. But as I move up and down the instrument a kind of reverie comes to me, and I find courage, peace, in what I create. People are gathered around me, I think. I don’t look up, not even when a shadow falls over the case and there are booted feet before me. I keep going.
Someone speaks to me and I ignore them. Their voice gets louder. Louder.
I play on.
I feel as I used to when my family gathered, when the music spilled out over candlelight and pudding. From the corner of my vision I think, for a moment, I see Uncle Turn’s movements, Aunt Belle beside him. They dance solemnly, beautifully, by instinct and in shadow.
Hands close around my shoulders, jerk me back. I am being dragged. I close my eyes. Why is everything so loud? People are shouting. I join in. I beg, “Don’t break it, don’t break it.” I close my eyes and keep them tightly shut. I don’t want to know what comes next.
Somebody save me from what comes next.




It’s not long before dawn, and the sky is a burning red, streaked through with coal black clouds that whip across. The empty flag poles on the roof of the City Council Chambers rattle in the icy wind, and embers and ashes from the bonfire rise and tumble between them.
“There’s going to be a blizzard,” says Bea.
Cavalry Square is filled with people huddling around the bonfire. We are near the front, watching the remnants of the city’s authorities – the so-called Doormen – as they live up to their nickname and pile more of their latest haul onto the blaze. It’s warm in the crowd, and I am swayed back and forth by its movements, stomping the splinters of crushed doorknobs and letterboxes, the remnants of previous bonfires. These events were originally meant to be a way for the authorities to bring the city together and keep us updated with the latest news, but in recent years, the bonfire has become the focus. The rallying speeches stopped a while ago. All we hear now is the crackling of the burning doors.
We all still show up, anyway, for the heat.
I catch sight of Uncle Remi at the far end of the square, beneath the icicles hanging over the entrance to the Council Chambers. He is wearing the dyed black wools the Doormen use as a uniform, he has his arms folded, and he looks as weatherworn as the city. Once upon a time, he was the one delivering the rallying speeches, but these days he is silent. He watches the blaze, his expression distant, and I wonder what he sees.
“Did you know Remi very well?” I ask.
“We didn’t have anything in common,” says Bea, “and I don’t think he liked me very much, truth be told. When was the last time you spoke to him?”
“Before the first blizzards, I think.”
“That long ago?”
I shrug. “He’s never really had time for me.”
“Why do you think he does it?”
“Brick the city shut, you mean?”
“Burn the doors.”
I watch him, unmoving, as if he might be a statue, the light of the fire flickering in his eyes. The eldest son of the great Carmen Pike, reduced to burning the doors of her city. “He gave a speech, once. I was there with Henry. He said he was going to preserve everything. Keep everything safe and secure. Ready for spring.”
“Well, he’s doing a rubbish job of it.”
Remi’s Doormen haul more doors onto the blaze. Yet more of them form a perimeter, keeping the crowd at bay, their rifles at hand. Knobs and knockers tumble from the fire, red-hot, blackening the cobbles. “Where do you think he got all the guns from?” I ask.
Bea laughs. “Really, Jamie?”
I don’t understand her response. “What’s so funny?”
“They’re props. From Carmen’s old winter war movie. The one she won all the awards for.”
“You’re kidding?”
“I thought it was obvious.” Bea squeezes my arm. “Have you ever heard a single shot being fired in Fairharbour? They don’t even have bullets, love.”
All this time, I’ve been hiding from fake guns. Makes sense, I guess.
The movie was called Cold Bombs for a Cold War, and it was full of soldiers in dark uniforms trying to hold a perimeter fence against a plucky band of vigilantes in khakis. The soldiers would zip back and forth on snowmobiles, speaking with heavy accents, and operated as a backdrop for the vigilantes, who were the focus of the film. It was their brotherhood that won awards. My grandmother certainly knew how to shoot a good death scene.
I suppose that explains why the Doormen have snowmobiles – Uncle Remi must have opened up the production warehouse.
I sigh, and stamp my feet, and try to spot Henry among the Doormen. Good, loyal Henry, carrying around a prop rifle of his own, doing our weatherworn uncle’s bidding and bricking the city shut. As much as I’d like to hate him, I can’t. I just miss him. And today, I can’t see him anywhere.
“Hey – wait a minute.” Bea pushes forward.
“What is it?”
“I think—” At the front of the crowd, she stops, and I see her blinking against the heat. “Hey!” she calls. “HEY! That’s my front door!”
A pair of Doormen are carrying a peeling, cherry-red door up to the bonfire, and I recognise it. Bea’s cottage was up on the cliffs to the north of the island, overlooking the sea, and she planted lots of tiny plastic windmills in the front garden to catch the northerly wind. Of course, she hasn’t lived there in years. But the sight of it seems to have lit something in her.
“Bea!” I try and grab for her, but she pushes through too quickly.
“I painted that door myself, you arseholes!”
With an almighty heave, the Doormen throw Bea’s front door onto the bonfire. The flames wrap themselves around it immediately, melting her lovely paint.
Bea cries out, and I’m astonished to see such anger in her. The Bea I know is distractible and benign, but this Bea scatters melted doorknobs as she stamps over to the Doormen who threw her door, giving them a piece of her mind. Most of it is lost over the crackling of the fire and the rising wind.
More Doormen gather, preventing me from advancing, and they place Bea in cuffs. Of course they are arresting her. It doesn’t do anything to slow her down, though – she keeps on shouting, struggling against her bonds.
They lead her away, towards the Council Chambers, and I see Remi watching her, his expression just as distant as before. I wonder if he recognises her. He turns his eyes to the crowd, passing over me, passing over us all. And then he returns to watching the blaze. His sole focus is the burning doors.
* * *
I don’t know who I’m most annoyed at: Bea, the Doormen, or myself. Probably all three. I clamber through a gap in the masonry of the Patent Office and into the interior. With my back to a wall I sit, arms wrapped around my legs, head bowed. When that doesn’t seem to help, I grab handfuls of snow and throw them into the darker recesses of the frozen building.
Hauling myself upright, I start kicking at the snow instead, breaking pieces of ice from desks with the steel cap of my toe. Bits of plaster crumble from pillars, and table legs splinter. Somewhere up above there is a moan. The first wind from the oncoming storm has arrived and is pouring through the shattered windows of the higher floors.
I guess I’m alone now.
Bea is in custody. Henry is away, bricking up doorways. And it’s been days since I found the marble run. The summer city was just a dream, after all – a dream that my family was still out there somewhere, alive. Maybe I hallucinated the view through the kaleidoscope. Maybe I found a marble run in the snow and assigned too much meaning to it. I kick the skeletal remains of a wheeled chair and it skitters across the ice.
The energy leaves me suddenly. My arms are heavy. I go to the chair and lower myself into it, pushing myself backwards across the ice with my feet. There is a hole in the ceiling here, and a little light seeps through, snowflakes settling on my upturned face.
This damned city.
The chair comes to a rest against a desk, and there is warmth on the back of my neck and a scent I recognise. Cherry wood. I wheel myself around and face a wooden construct, so out of place in the ruins of the Patent Office. It’s a cube.
I reach out to pick it up, and it breaks beneath my fingers. Pieces of it tumble from the desk and settle into the snow. Ls and Zs and Ts, like letters.
I still have a Z in my glove, and I hold it up to the light.
found you
Stupid. Stupid Jamie. Of course it wasn’t a dream. I rub at my face to clear my vision, but my glove is cold, so I bite it off and wipe the tears from my eyes with the warm back of my hand. Removing my other glove, I gather the pieces. First, the T, laid flat on the desk. Then the others, one by one.
Leaning over to retrieve the final piece, I spot something else on the ground. It’s very small, and were it not for its familiar shape, I don’t think I would have noticed it. I pick it up and lay it flat in my palm. A tiny key.
All this time. She kept it.
With the last L, I complete the cube. It’s an old solution, one of the first I found. But that was the beauty of Esther’s cube. Every time she took it apart, I found a new way to put it together again. So many ways to solve the same problem.
It’s real. The summer city is real. And Esther is alive.
Maybe dreams can come true.
I dismantle the cube and place the pieces in my pockets. Then, I head out into the wind, shielding my face against it. There is time yet before the storm will be strong enough to stop me from travelling through the city, and I need to get to my grandmother’s house.
* * *
The winds force me along sheltered streets, all the way to the gates of Idlemire House, where it stands, overlooking the marsh. Those gates are locked, but part of the wall has subsided beside them, and I slip through. There are tall trees here, and I remember the way they used to shift in the winds, unstable in the soft earth so close to the marsh. It was easy to get lost in these woods. We’d make a new treehouse each summer, and never be able to find it again the next year.
Now, those trees are frozen at odd angles.
Between them I can see gusts of ice being blown in from the sea. There is no snow yet, but there are dark clouds rolling close, and when the sun is completely consumed by them they will sink into the city, smothering it completely. It’s looking likely that I’ll be staying the night in my grandmother’s house. I can hear the creaking of its weathervane already.
There are lights on inside. Not many: no more than the faintest glimmer behind some of its unshuttered panes. But there is definitely someone living there. I skirt the driveway, choosing to stay in the treeline, searching for silhouettes. There are none that I can see, only the flickering of firelight. It looks warm inside.
I am surprised to find Henry at the rear of the house, shuttering the windows he can reach. “Jamie?” He raises his goggles to see me better.
I don’t think I’ve ever been so glad to see him.
“Need some help?” I ask.
“Sure.”
Together, we fasten the last of the shutters. A few of the windows are broken, but those closest to the illuminated parts of the house have either been repaired or are new. The wind rattles the slates and spins the weatherworn weathervane, but nothing else moves.
We sit beside the frozen lake and admire the place.
“You heard about what Bea did?” I ask him.
He nods. “Yep. I’ve already spoken to her over the radio.”
“Is she okay?”
“She’s fine.”
“What’s going to happen to her?”
“She’ll be released soon. After the storm, most likely. Remi doesn’t like to keep people locked up for long.”
“Why not?”
“Food and warm shelter. Everyone would be going around getting arrested.”
“Right.” I realise that I’ve been clenching my fists, and release them.
Henry shivers. “Want to come inside?”
“Sounds great. I’m interested to see what you’ve done with the old place.”
“Oh, you know. A few renovations.”
It’s good to speak with him this way. As if we are friends again. The youngest of the Pikes, inheriting their grandmother’s house together.
The interior of Idlemire House is looking a lot better than the last time I visited, which must have been years ago now. The kitchen is in especially good repair. I crouch beside the fireplace, warming my hands. “How long have you been here?”
“A few months.” He places his rifle on the table. Henry is very well stocked: there are tins up on the shelves, cooking implements up on the walls, and wood is piled high beside the fire. All the perks of being a Doorman.
“I’ve got something I should show you,” I tell him. “The reason I’m here.”
Removing his hat and goggles and scarf reveals his boyish face. He lowers himself onto the bench beside me and stokes the fire with a poker that looks familiar. He must have taken it from the dining room. “Go on, then.”
One by one, I take the puzzle pieces from my pockets and present them to him.
He turns them over in his hands. “I remember this.”
“Esther’s cube.”
He spends a while trying to solve it.
“What do you think?” I ask him.
“I was never any good at this thing.”
“I mean the wood. Look at the wood.”
He peers closely at a piece. “What am I looking for?”
“It’s made of cherry wood. And it’s new.”
Henry frowns. “Did you make this?”
“No.”
Turning it over in his hand, his frown deepens. “Where did you find it?”
“I think Esther’s alive.”
He laughs, and places the piece with the rest. “Are you serious?”
I show him the key. It’s tiny – the right size to wind a clock, or padlock a diary. “This came with it. Or was inside it.”
Henry’s eyes become distant, and he quietens as he observes the key.
“Is it still here?” I ask him.
“If it’s anywhere, it’ll be in her office.”
“Come on, then.” I rise, but Henry remains seated.
He looks up at me. “Do you really think she’s alive?”
“Help me find the box, and we can prove it.”
* * *
It was my grandmother’s seventy-fifth birthday.
We cousins had long been ushered upstairs. We had two rooms between us, but even though Esther and Myra were in the other, I’m sure that none of us could sleep. Muffled music, laughter and the clinking of glasses was audible through the floor, and Henry was crouched beside the door to our room, trying to hear any of the conversations happening downstairs through the warm strip of light. We were not yet old enough to be invited to the adults’ parties, and they were all the more alluring for their mystery.
The night grew late. I must have fallen asleep at some point.
I woke to my grandmother’s voice gently rousing me. Her breath smelled strong and sweet, and she was smiling more than I had ever seen her smile. It would be years before I realised that she had been drunk that night. She was dressed in her night clothes – a plush robe threaded with gold, over matching pyjamas – and the sounds from downstairs had diminished to a low murmur. “Come with me,” she told me, told us, and went to wake Esther and Myra. We stumbled from our beds and followed her along the corridors of her house, to a room we had never been allowed into before.
There was a fireplace crackling in my grandmother’s office, and we gathered around it, still yawning. Myra’s head was bobbing, and she was struggling to remain upright. There were so many awards in the office – trophies shaped like people, or more abstract things – up on shelves, and being used as paperweights, and there were several typewriters on the desk.
“When I was your age,” said the great Carmen Pike, who had lived seventy-five years, which felt like a stupendously long time, “my grandmother brought me to her fireplace and showed me something very special. I want to do the same for you.” In her hands was a small, varnished wooden box, and she unlocked it with a tiny black key.
Inside the box was what looked like an ornate deck of cards. We had all seen playing cards before, of course, but these were larger and more richly decorated. On the back of them was a silver map of the island, made to look as if it was bathed in moonlight.
“Do you know what a tarot is?” asked our grandmother, settling down on the carpet in front of the fire. We sat down beside her, sharing the warmth.
Of course I knew. My father loved the tarot. “You can tell the future with them.”
“Yes, you can. This is a tarot deck, just like the one your dad uses. But this one is very special. This is the Fairharbour Tarot.” Gently, she began to shuffle the deck. “It has four suits, just like a normal set of cards. Do you know what a suit is, Henry?”
Henry grinned. He knew he was being drawn into a trap. “Clubs and diamonds,” he said. “Hearts and…”
“Spades,” said Esther.
“Good. Yes. What do you think the suits are in this deck?”
Myra sniffled, and wiped at her nose with her pyjama sleeve. “Stars.”
“That’s a good guess, but no. Think about Fairharbour.”
“Cherries?” I tried.
“Clever, but no. I’ll show you.” Laying the deck flat on the carpet, she splayed it out for us. The art on every card was so richly detailed that I found myself absorbed in the pattern of them completely, seeing arms, and faces, and the edges of objects. Selecting one, my grandmother pushed it forward so that it emerged completely.
The card had a number in roman numerals at the top: IX. Beneath it was a painting of a beach, with nine people stood upon it, facing the waterline. Their faces were small, but all of them were smiling. There was something grotesque about their smiles; I found the card uncomfortable to look at. “This is the Nine of Smiles.”
Carmen pushed another card forward. This one had the numerals VI at the top, and beneath it was a basket containing six silvery fish, surrounded by cats. The cats seemed to be circling it. One of the cats – who was ginger – had his paw raised towards the basket. “And this is the Six of Fish.”
“What about this one?” Esther was pointing at a card I hadn’t noticed, revealed because it was at the end of the deck. Unlike the two our grandmother had shown us, this one had a name as well as a number. Upon it was a picture of a lighthouse, stood tall above churning white waters at night. Its beam was bright, and it cut across the card. THE LIGHTHOUSE, it was called, and it was number IX as well.
“That card doesn’t have a suit,” said Carmen. “Quite a few don’t.”
“Why not?” Esther seemed annoyed by the idea.
“They’re major,” I explained, trying to remember what my father told me. “Big and important all by themselves. But it doesn’t matter if you draw a major card or a…” I struggled to find the word. “Minor card. A lot of the minor ones are nicer.”
Sweeping the whole deck back together, our grandmother began to shuffle it again. “Tonight, I’m going to draw a card for each of you, and it’s going to tell me your future.”
Henry was completely absorbed, his mouth open in a slack O. Esther seemed less impressed, and Myra was struggling to stay awake. My father had read my fortune enough times that it didn’t feel as if it mattered much to me, but our grandmother’s face was bright in a way I had never seen before. As if, just then, she was one of us.
Shuffling complete, she placed the deck on the carpet between us.
“Cut the deck, Jamie.”
Of course it had to be me first. None of the others would have known what to do. I selected a sizeable amount of the deck and slid it from the top, placing it underneath the remainder. Then, our grandmother took the top card and flipped it over.
The image on the other side was extraordinary. Clothed from head to toe in white, and wearing an enormous reflective helmet, was a figure floating among silver stars. A white cord trailed from its back, joining it to something beyond the boundaries of the card. THE ASTRONAUT, it read – VII. “Peaceful, brave and lofty,” said my grandmother. “But also lonely.” She smiled at me, peering into my eyes as if she might see an astronaut there.
“Does it mean that Jamie’s going to be an astronaut?” asked Henry, clearly jealous.
“Probably not,” said Carmen. “The cards are symbols, usually.”
“Do me next,” he said, eager to be shown his future.
“Cut the deck.”
Henry did as he was told, and our grandmother revealed his card. A lone figure was stood on a beach, facing the water, his long hair trailing about his naked shoulders. He was unarmed, but there was something about his pose, and his strange, manic smile that made him terrible to behold. XI was the card’s number, but it had no name. Henry stared in silence at the card for a few seconds, and then burst into tears.
Carmen quickly flipped the card, and went to comfort him, holding him in her arms.
“Who was that?” asked Henry, between sobs. “Granny?”
“That was the Knight of Smiles. Do you remember the story I told you about him?”
“He’s horrible.”
“He’s not as bad as he looks. He’s clever, and strong, and he protects the weak.”
“But he’s scary.”
“Sometimes you have to be scary to defend what you love. One day, I’m going to make a movie about him, and he’s going to be the hero of the story.”
Henry sniffled. With the card covered, Carmen’s words were soothing him. “I want to be clever and strong.”
“You will be.” Grandmother kissed him on the top of his head. “Myra – why don’t you go next?”
Henry’s tears had awoken her completely. She stared at the deck with suspicion for a few moments, and then very quickly cut it, as if she was afraid to touch it for too long. Our grandmother reached out and flipped over the top card.
This one had a single numeral at the top: I. It showed a bright, silvery fish, leaping from a sparkling sea, leaving a sprinkling of droplets in its wake. The silhouettes of other fish were visible just beneath the waters. Just like the Knight of Smiles, this one had no name. “The Ace of Fish,” said Grandmother, and Myra beamed at her. “See what lovely scales she has. You will be bright, and brave – the first to leap, and lead everyone else. But you will be vulnerable, too.”
“Can I keep it?” asked Myra, her eyes shining.
“I’m afraid not. All the cards need to stay together. There is only one of this deck. It’s older than I am, and very precious to me.”
Restoring the deck, Carmen gave it one final shuffle. “Esther?”
Esther frowned at the deck, and then at our grandmother. Then, she seemed to reach a decision. Instead of cutting it, she simply flipped over the top card herself.
This one had three identical numerals – III – and its image was of a bridge. The bridge, though mostly silhouetted, was made of heavy looking blocks of stone, and beneath it was a bright river. Frogs and fish swam in the water. On top of it there seemed to be some sort of crowd, marching all in one direction. At the base of the card was its name: THE BRIDGE.
Esther did not look impressed. “What does it mean?”
Carmen was quiet for a moment. “It’s a complicated card.”
“The arch is strong,” said Esther. “There are lots of people, so I won’t be lonely.”
“Very good.” Carmen smiled at her, but she seemed suddenly tired. Removing Henry from her lap, she began to gather the cards. Then, placing the deck back in its box, she locked it with the tiny black key. Warily, she beheld the box for a few moments.
“Why don’t you look after this?” she said, offering the key to Esther.
Esther frowned, but took it.
Standing, and brushing down her dressing gown, our grandmother peered out into the night beyond her office windows for a moment. Then, “Time for bed,” she said.
* * *
Henry and I break down the door to our grandmother’s office.
The windows must have shattered long ago, and ice grips the walls. There is enough snow that her desk has been buried altogether. Wind whistles down the chimney, and the splintered remains of the door bump against the wall. Beyond the windows is the last fleeting light of day, illuminating the tidal marsh. Snow is falling now, the blizzard’s first. I raise my scarf.
We dig through the snow in search of the box.
“Strange, being back here,” says Henry.
“We were never allowed.”
“That’s what I mean. It feels like we’re trespassing.”
“It’s not like she can tell us off.”
Henry is quiet for a moment. “I had a look at her case file the other day, after I let you into the Lavender.”
I continue digging. “What did it say?”
“Loads of stuff we already know. She was killed during the first blizzards after the weatherbomb. No real suspects. But the autopsy report… it was strange.”
“In what way?”
“They only ever found half of her.”
I pause and turn to him. “What do you mean?”
“There was a picture.” He looks pale. “They only found the lower half. Two legs, one arm and half a body.” He absently raises his hand to his shoulder, and draws a line diagonally down across his chest. “Someone cut her in half.”
“Henry?”
He blinks, clearing the image from his mind. Then, he returns to digging. “It was definitely her. I can tell you that much. You know those rings she wore?”
I remember them. “They clinked against the cutlery when she ate. Drove Dad crazy.”
This memory seems to soothe Henry. He smiles. “You always knew when you were at a restaurant with Granny. I think she left dents in the silverware. Cracked the crystal.”
“Where is she now?”
Henry blinks, sobering again. “I tried asking Uncle Remi, but he won’t say. He just told me to leave the past in the past.”
“Sounds like Remi.” I pause. Then, on a hunch, I say: “Bea says that it wasn’t a weatherbomb.”
“What are you talking about?”
“She found the patent, and did the sums. A weatherbomb didn’t freeze the city.”
I watch Henry as he considers what I’ve told him, and he seems surprised by it. “That’s what Remi says happened. What else could it have been?”
So the lie does come from Remi – exactly what I expected. I’m not sure what it means, though. “Maybe you should ask him about it.”
Henry frowns. “Yeah. Maybe.”
Hauling open a drawer, I sift through sodden, warped heaps of paper, and beneath them is the box. The wood looks splintered – mostly mush through years of being frozen and thawed repeatedly – but when I insert the key, it fits.
And there inside is the deck. Perfectly preserved.
Henry’s eyes widen, just as they did back then. “Esther’s alive.”
I pull off my gloves and take the deck, shuffling it.
“Where do you think she is?” asks Henry.
Honestly, I don’t know how to explain it to him. That it looks like there’s another Fairharbour, hidden adjacent to our own. “I don’t know,” I tell him, because it’s easier.
He was halfway through digging something else from the snow when I interrupted him, and he finishes the job as I shuffle. The cards still have weight after all these years. Henry uncovers a trophy, and holds it up to the waning light. It’s silver, and in the shape of a projector. Beneath it is my grandmother’s name, followed by BEST CINEMATOGRAPHY.
“How many of her films have you seen?” I ask him.
“Probably five or six. I don’t remember them very well.”
“You should come back to the Patent Office. We have a projector.”
Henry’s expression softens. “Jamie… I need to tell you something.”
I place the deck back in its box. “What is it?”
“Promise me you’re not going to get angry.”
“What is it?” I repeat, wary now.
“I’m sorry. Really.” He’s just a boy, again. Or maybe he always was this boy. “The Doormen have sealed the Patent Office vault.”
“What?”
“It wasn’t my decision. You know we’ve been letting you live in there as a courtesy. But when Bea got arrested…”
I open my mouth and close it a few times, trying to find the words. “My workshop!”
Henry sighs. “Why don’t you stay here tonight? I have plenty of room.”
I don’t even have my pack. I left it in there. “All my projects!”
“I’m sorry, Jamie.”
I shut the box, tuck it under my arm and storm from the room.
“Where are you going?” he calls after me.
“I’m going home.”
“You can’t! The blizzard—”
“I’m going home!”
“Jamie!” he cries, but his voice is lost to the wind as I step out through the broken conservatory window. The storm buffets me, but I clutch the box close, huddling around it, and press forward into the freezing night.
* * *
The blizzard is heavy enough that the power is out. What few streetlights there were are gone. I don’t have a torch, so I’m reduced to following my feet, trudging through a map of the streets as well known to me as the lines across my palm. The gusts of icy wind keep changing, so that no matter which wall I try and shelter against, I am eventually thrown against it. If I survive this, I will be covered in bruises.
The noise is a constant howling, but there are no flying objects, nothing creaking or bashing. Years of storms like this have swept away anything that might move. The doors I pass are buried or bricked up, and the windows are boarded shut. I could try slamming my fist against some, but I’m angry enough to keep pushing myself forward, one step at a time towards the Patent Office. Surely, they can’t have had time to brick the vault closed? Surely the mortar won’t have set?
I only realise that I have made a grave mistake when I am a couple of streets away. The burning in my feet and hands has been replaced with a numb chill, and the cold has made its way through my scarf, freezing my breath and making it stick to my skin. The temperature is dropping fast, and in all likelihood will continue going down. If I don’t find shelter soon, hypothermia will set in. A stupid way to die after all this time.
At last, I stumble up to the Patent Office, pushed by a gust that almost sends me flat on my face. I tumble through a gap in the wall. At least there is some shelter in here.
Wind pours in through splintered windows and shattered skylights, and gusts down every corridor. The temperature is only slightly more bearable in here. I push myself back onto my feet and go to the vault door, glad to see it still ajar. But beyond it is a new wall. The bricks are fresh, but solid. I press my forehead against them for as long as I can bear, hoping that I might demolish them with fury alone, but the act is futile. I am wasting time.
On unsteady feet I go deeper into the building, trying to remember the layout of all the rooms. Beyond the meagre light outside, the deeper interior is pitch black. I’m running out of heat and energy.
If I go back outside, I will die. If I stay where I am, I will die. If I continue stumbling around in the dark, it’s likely that I will die. My body has started shivering uncontrollably. Somewhere ahead is a bathroom that was mostly intact the last time I saw it: a few cracked tiles, a small fissure through the floor, but deep enough in the building that I might survive a bit longer than I would out here.
Eventually, I make it so far in the dark that the noise of the storm starts to subside, and I hear dripping. The dripping is strangely musical: droplets falling from a variety of heights on different surfaces. Water means warmth, so I head towards it, feeling the walls with my elbows. At last, I turn a corner through what feels like a door frame, into a room warmer than the rest. The tiles beneath my feet are slick, and I slide down the tiled wall. I spend a while simply sitting there, breathing, feeling my breath melt the ice encasing my scarf.
I begin to warm up enough that I can move. I lower my scarf, pull off my gloves, and breathe heat into my hands. Water drips from the ceiling onto them, and it feels deceptively warm. I know that it is icemelt, and still very, very cold, but there’s relief in feeling unfrozen water. Now that I’ve caught my breath, I can hear a trickling sound and smell something fresh, something green. A springtime scent, maybe. Shuffling across, I find the small stream at the centre of the bathroom, formed of all the droplets from the walls and ceiling, and running into the fissure. I don’t know where it’s running to – somewhere even deeper in the Patent Office, and possibly beyond.
I’m not sure how long this springtime oasis is going to last. They never seem to last for long. The storm is still raging, and might continue to do so for hours or days to come. This room offers only brief respite from the cold turning the rest of the city crystal.
I don’t know what to do; how to get help, or help myself. I have nothing. My pack and all its useful objects are bricked up in the vault. All I have are the clothes I’m wearing and the deck of cards tucked into my coat.
Maybe I do have a way to send a message.
Pulling the box from my jacket, I open it up and draw the first card. In the dark, I can’t see what it is. But I don’t need to be able to see it to use it. My hands are still shaking, so I take my time, folding the card with the edges of my hands and smoothing the creases down. My grandmother would hate this. But this is the way of Fairharbour now. There is nothing new in this city, only old things repurposed. I fold, and fold, until the card is transformed.
Then, I fold another. And another.
Three cards in total. Three boats. Enough to send a message. I don’t know what the message will be, but it’s the best I can manage. I haven’t had faith in my father’s art since he left – I haven’t looked up at the stars or drawn cards – but I do it now, and it feels like a relief. It feels as if my grief is coming full circle.
One by one, I place the origami boats in the stream. I don’t see them go, but I feel the way that they are tugged from my fingers. Then, I settle back against the wall and wait, trying not to fall asleep.
I think about those small boats, and their journey through the city. Fairharbour is all hills, and the Patent Office is up high, so they could end up anywhere. I imagine them running through the tidal tunnels, or through ancient, cracked pipes, or along streams long-frozen in my version of the city. I imagine them bobbing and colliding in the heat of a summer sun.
My thoughts feel distant, and I know that if I fall asleep when this room starts to freeze I will never wake up again.




If I could only come up with a decent thought. My brain won’t stop going round and round, like a ball bearing on a marble run. All it says is make a way out, make a way out. I’m an expert in taking what’s around me and turning it to use. The only thing in this room is one old dining chair with a spoked wheel design in the centre of its back, just like my grandmother used to have. What can I do with it? Break it apart, turn it to sticks. If I had rope, I could try to make a ladder. I don’t have rope. I don’t have anything. They took my backpack and toolbelt.
Make a way out.
Material, then: I can rip my clothes apart, knot them together. Create my rope. Feed it through one of the holes, crawl out, and climb down naked, into the street. It’s a stupid idea. Ridiculous. It must be a fifty-foot drop from here, the top of the Patent Office. The two holes, knocked side by side into the outside brick wall, aren’t big enough for me to get through anyway. All they are good for is admitting the moonlight, which is bright and clear tonight.
I could put my head out, shout down to the street.
That won’t work. Who would care? I’m alone. I know it, and I’m used to it. I should have taken Myra’s advice and kept my distance, but they made me so angry and somehow I ended up taking a stand, drawing attention to myself. When they come for me I should tell them that. I don’t care about the Fenestration. They can knock holes in all I have. I should write this on a sign, hang it from the holes. I’ll need wood, card, canvas.
I wish I could make something good from this.
If I destroy the chair I’ll have nothing to sit on, nothing to even look at. At least, right now, it’s a little like having my grandmother for company. She’d be planning her next film using this event as her inspiration. I remember a time when she asked us what kind of artists we would be, and I thought, deep down inside myself, that I didn’t want to be an artist at all but a maker like Pawel. I didn’t understand there’s no difference. It is all creation, and the greatest of us make miraculous escapes from small, closed spaces.
When we were little, inspiration came to us like cherries picked from the trees on the mount. So easy, so ripe. I was secure in that ability. I had a family, and I had time. I wonder how long I’ve been in this room. A few hours, perhaps? I’m here for one stupid act of defiance. They’re leaving me here to scare me back into submission. It’s working. I could make myself very small, tiny, not worth their effort–
Enough, I tell myself. Enough.
I get up from the chair and cross to one of the holes in the wall, the left one. I kneel and stick my head through to look at the sheer side of the Patent Office. There’s no ledge, no handhold, no reason to try to squeeze myself through without expecting to become a splat on the street below. The buildings opposite are quiet hulks, great tankers shored up in a shipyard, and the spire of the cathedral rises behind them so fragile, cobwebbed by holes and held together by weeds. How much longer will it stand? Fairharbour is falling to pieces. I see it clearly.
Far below, there is a sound. Scraping, coarse and metallic. It comes again. But the street is empty. Wait – there’s movement in the alley that is just visible from this hole, sinking back into the darkness between two buildings. I can’t see much. I swap from the left hole to the right, sticking my neck out, and that gives me a better view of the figure emerging from a pushed-back manhole cover, taking its time to climb from the sewers.
I know that diving suit, that spherical helmet, those heavy shoes. It cheers me to recognise the mayor.
He’s such a familiar sight in the city that I’ve never really thought about him. Spotting him in the distance, now and again, usually down by the sea in the early morning, he is part of the fabric of Fairharbour, like the Smiling Knight and Fairbright Fountain. It’s easy to forget he’s a person, that he lives and breathes, that he’s not part of my scenery. Here he is out of context, and I see him afresh. He replaces the manhole cover and straightens, then clomps forward in his boots and pauses at the threshold of the street. The helmet swivels one way, then the other. He steps into the moonlight.
He Is gleaming, all brass and steam; great plumes of it rise from him and curl into the air. He is beautiful. He shakes his booted feet and brushes his gloves against his suit, and I realise he is leaving snow behind him, clumps of it. The steam rises higher. He’s back from a journey to a cold and icy place.
He visits the winter city.
“Hey,” I call. “Hey!”
The mayor’s helmet slowly tilts up. I think he sees me. I struggle, pushing myself against the rough edges of the bricks, and manage to get my shoulder, my hand, through the hole. I wave.
He raises one hand, and waves back.
“Wait!” I shout, not caring if I wake the world. But he turns, and stomps away, leaving trails of snow and steam behind him. All I can do is watch him go.
There’s a bang behind me, so loud that I hit the back of my head on the exposed brick.
“Are you stuck, Esther?” says a deep voice, amused. I wiggle back inside, with difficulty, and find myself staring at the man standing in the open doorway. I never thought to see him again: a face from the far side of my grandmother’s dining table. My Uncle Jan.
* * *
His large office is a cluttered gathering of objects that speak to me of Idlemire: mementoes, framed photographs of the family, awards and posters from my grandmother’s films. Even her polished walking stick has a place, the carved knight atop the handle, and it hangs from an old coat rack that I’m certain used to live in her hallway. I have no idea how Uncle Jan got hold of all these things, or why he wanted them. He was never my grandmother’s biggest fan. I remember them arguing after family meals; I thought it wasn’t a special occasion unless all the adults had shouted at each other. And that’s another thing I can’t understand – seeing Uncle Jan alone, without Remi. They were always together, running the family’s businesses. My grandmother’s two eldest children, born with precisely a year between them.
“He’s gone,” Jan says. He’s been watching me walk around the office, having taken his seat behind the great mahogany desk that once sat in the study.
“Sorry?”
“Remi. You were wondering where Remi is.” He leans back in his chair, his arms behind his head. I spot a familiar scar on the side of his hand; there was a disagreement over the dinner table, and he slammed down his glass so hard that it broke, slicing his hand open on the stem. There was blood, and urgency, and a doctor called to the house in the dead of night to administer stitches. We watched from the top of the staircase when we should have been in bed. “Gone far away. In case you thought he was dead – well, you probably thought we were both dead. Everyone did. It seemed… more sensible that way.” He shrugs. How keen he is to justify hiding in this comfortable room, but I see through him. There’s sadness, and guilt, in the way he won’t quite meet my stare. “I think you’ll probably agree with that. Fewer Pikes in the public eye. You kept your head down too, at first with Fi, cooped up in her little house, and then you alone, in that forgotten factory. Desperate to be all alone. Refusing to even be called a Pike. Barely part of the city at all. And now here you are, making music and trouble. Goodness, Esther! But I understand this side of you better. You always were the loud one.”
“I wasn’t,” I say. That’s not how I remember it at all. “I was just a child.”
“And now you’re not. Have a drink, by all means.” He points to a row of bottles and cups made of plastic, wood, even marble – anything but glass – on a sideboard polished cherry red. No chance of cutting his hand open on any of these. A clear plastic decanter holds something that I’m guessing is wine. I don’t trust it. But there’s a bottle that contains water, possibly. I sniff it, pour some into a china cup, and sip.
“I’m really sorry you had to wait so long to see me,” he says. “I was out on business. If I’d known you were here, I would have insisted you were treated better.”
So we’re going to pretend this started out as a social call. The shock of it begins to wear off and I can take in his presence properly. His house is buried in sand out on Sunsalt Dunes. I assumed his body lay inside it. But here he is, living and breathing. I see my grandmother in his movements. Jan and Remi always looked the most like her: tall, with quick, strong eyes and capable hands, and a way of sizing up everything they saw as if through a viewfinder. Directors. Orchestrators. His hair is lighter, thinner, and his shoulders sloped, but he is the same.
“But now I’m here, let me ask you, Esther – what are you doing?”
“I’m…” Whatever I’d rehearsed to say to a faceless leader of the Fenestration makes no sense in this company.
“Why are you making a fuss? You want attention now? You want to help run this mess? All you have to do is ask. I’ll find you a proper job.”
“I have a job.”
He raises his eyebrows. “Fiddling about in your factory, of course. I hear you can mend the odd bicycle, but Esther, come now – you’re no Pawel, are you?” He says it kindly, as if I should be made aware of that obvious fact.
“You’re in charge?” I ask. “Of the Fenestration?”
The question amuses him, I think. He shifts in his seat. His desk is covered in papers. He picks up one stack, and drops it on top of another. So much for order. “If anyone’s in charge, it’s me, but it’s a slippery beast to control nowadays. If I had to do it all over again, I’d go down your route. Find a place. Tinker about. Make myself happy. Instead I took the initiative, harnessed the energy of the young and desperate to make this city a better place. That’s what your grandmother would have wanted.”
I can’t make sense of his admission, so I stick to what I do understand, and my rage returns to me easily. “I don’t have much of a place anymore. Your people knocked it down, making their endless holes. They’re destroying everything.”
“It has to be opened to the sunshine, cleaned, remade! Haven’t you learned that yet?”
“Stop. Making. Holes.”
“Esther, you are a delight,” he says.
“I don’t get it.”
“You wanted to complain about your wall, then. That’s the only reason you’re here, with your strange musical machine. I’m afraid it had to be smashed. The glass. The reflections. Sometimes I see… well. I can’t make exceptions.”
It’s a tragedy. A senseless loss of great craftmanship, and he can’t see it. He’s scared enough of reflections to ruin everything good in the city.
“Where did you find the materials for your instrument, by the way?”
It’s clear to me now. Transparent. He wants to know if it came from the winter city. He knows. He knows about the existence of that version of Fairharbour. Is that what he sees in the glass? And I think he’s afraid of it. His gaze is fixed on the sideboard, and I’m reminded of how he used to look at the table in front of my grandmother as he and Remi sat on either side of her, both of them focusing on the cutlery, the plates, anywhere else, as they made their points. I was always down the other end, all us children together, with a view of the whole family talking, eating, quarrelling. I liked that vantage point. My grandmother caught my eye more than once. I thought she disapproved of my eager little gaze.
I realise now I was using my directorial eye to examine the scene: the happy family. I am more of a Pike than I ever thought. Maybe she thought so too.
But I am also a maker, and I have been alone for long enough to know how to make my own rules and keep my own counsel.
“I found an old case of sundae dishes,” I tell Uncle Jan. “In the back room of a restaurant. It was a one-off. Buried under some junk. Easily missed.”
“You could have sold them on the black market for a fortune, couldn’t you?”
“What black market?” I ask, all innocence.
He laughs, and I feel that old bond with him – the pull of loyalty a small child feels when an adult pays them attention. He always was good with children. But I won’t let him make me feel like a child, nor will I trust him on the basis of a surname, a shared past. I won’t. I won’t.
“You created that instrument for the joy of it, then?” he asks. It feels wrong to take credit for Jamie’s work, but I can’t reveal his existence, or the connection. I nod. “You wasted all that glass, then brought it down here, knowing it would have to be broken?”
A flash of inspiration comes to me. “It’s the job of the artist to create, not to tell other people what to do with the creation, isn’t it?” I take in the room again, the awards, the praise. “Grandmother would have made her films even if nobody watched them.”
He stands up. He was so tall when I was young. I still feel small in front of him, but I stick out my chin and face him down, as best as I can.
“You’re absolutely right,” he says. “I’m surprised you remember her so well.”
Something about the phrase makes me feel her as a living presence once more. “Where is she?” I ask. It was eight years ago, and she was an old lady then. I know the answer to my question, but I have to hear it. Out loud.
“She’s dead,” he says, flatly.
It brings tears to my eyes, but I force them down. I won’t cry here.
“No more holes,” I say.
“All right, Esther. Done.”
“Really?” How can it be that easy?
“In your factory, at least. I guarantee it.”
“I meant in the whole city.”
“You want to remake it according to the vision that suits you, then? I understand that urge, Esther. But could you trust me, as your uncle, that this is for the best? I can’t give you reasons, but I can tell you with certainty that this the way it needs to be.”
He is earnest.
It strikes me that this room has no holes, no windows at all. There’s probably no other room like it left in the whole of Fairharbour. No, I can’t trust him. Not for the sake of the past, for the memories of the dead, or to steer us towards the future. “Sure,” I say.
“Well, good. In that case, let me show you something you might like.” He turns to the wall behind him and puts his hand to a panel. It swings back, into darkness. He beckons me through. “You’ll love it,” he says.
After hours of being locked up, it takes some courage on my part to walk past him, into that room, but as my eyes adjust I find myself somewhere both familiar and impossible. It’s transplanted from Idlemire – my grandmother’s private screening room. It was in the basement, and should be deep underwater now. It’s incredible: the soft velvet seats, the golden pillars on either side of the screen, all the same. I never liked her films much – I was too young for them – but this room? This room I loved. I remember its glamour well.
“I had the whole thing moved here,” Uncle Jan says behind me, his voice filled with pride. “Along with her film collection and the projector. I have a generator. We can watch any of her pictures. Which of hers is your favourite? Take a seat, right in the centre. Take a seat, take a seat.”
He steers me, his hand on my back. Another complete room, no holes in these walls either. It should be too hot to bear, but the temperature is pleasant. There’s even a light breeze. Fans, maybe? Running his prized generator just to keep himself from sweating? He’s got it all, apparently. He said I was separate from the city, but he’s the one who has no idea what it is like to live in it.
The titles of Carmen Pike’s films escape me. I never paid them that much attention. There was only one that seemed suitable for children, as far as I remember – what was it called? She made it in bright colours, not the play of dark and light she usually favoured. And there was music, too, tinkling along in the background. I think it was made very early in her career, a personal project, before she became the unlikely director of a grandiose musical that took the world by storm. I describe it to Uncle Jan as best as I can, and he clicks his fingers, and says, “I’ve got it.” He heads off to the back of the room, behind a small screen, to get it ready. I sit in silence and think of how strange it is to be fully enclosed, within this room. Walls, solid sturdy walls, give safety to those inside them.
“Here we go,” says Uncle Jan, and the film starts, the piano music loud and breezy, and the title large on the screen:

The boys are playing, two of them, sitting on their knees, side by side.
They are surrounded by building blocks of blue, red and yellow, cubes and pyramids and arches, and they are engrossed. They are intense little architects,
serious in nature, pointing and discussing and certain they are making a masterpiece. They are very alike. Dressed the same, in tiny sailor suits with toggles and gold trim. They place each block with careful precision, and the music is charming, carefree. They make buildings, tall towers, chunky houses. They are building a city. It grows and grows, and the camera does not move, it is intent upon them, and the music takes on a relentless quality as the boys go on and on. This job will never be done. How big can a city be? One points, and the other shakes his head. One throws out a hand, and other knocks it back. One pokes a hole in a tower, and the other fills it up. One loses his temper.
Both boys erupt into action.
They rampage, arms and legs flailing, knocking every brick flying, and the unseen piano player smashes their hands against the keyboard with such joy, such energy, and the film is over.
Fin
It fades to black.
“Why that one?” asks Uncle Jan, softly, from the back of the room.
“Because…” I had no plans to be honest with him, but there’s something here I need to admit to myself. “Because we were all told to create. But this one made me feel that I could be allowed to destroy. That destroying could be… fun.”
“You think that was fun?”
He sounds so mournful.
I’m an idiot. I never made the connection. The boys: Uncle Jan and Uncle Remi, exactly a year apart in age and permanently together. You’d never see one without the other, even on screen. He’s speaking from experience.
I turn in my seat and see his eyes, filled with old pain. I’m sorry I chose that film, made him relive that moment. I don’t understand why it’s so difficult for him – or do I? To be under the control of another, told what to build and when, to be filmed and observed in this way – it was not a perfect childhood. And now, too, his brother is gone.
“She could have stepped in,” he said. “Taught us, rather than watched us.”
It reminds me of my mother, his sister. So separate, stiff, without Pawel to soften her. “You think Grandmother was capable of that?”
A look of absolute surprise crosses his face, as if he’d never considered her to be incapable of anything.
“Still,” he says. “I’m glad you have good memories of that film. And of her. Tell you what – since you like it so much, you can have it. I’ll get it ready for you to take. Hang on. Wait right there.”
He prepares the reel, and when he shows me out of his office he presents it to me, along with my toolbelt and backpack, with a flourish. He thinks it’s an enormous gift – just the kind I despise. I am forced to thank him for it, and the truth is I don’t even want it. But I am free, and for that I will be grateful.
“It’s too late for you to walk back alone,” he says, as if I haven’t been fending for myself for the past eight years. “I’ve arranged an escort. He’s waiting for you in the lobby. Take care, Esther. Come and see me again soon. And if you get the urge to be involved, remember, I can always find a job for you. Don’t be alone.”
“I like being alone,” I tell him, and he kisses me goodbye, his cold lips pressed to my cheek. Then he shrinks back, into the threshold of his office, and lets me go.
* * *
The Patent Office is never quiet, not even in the moment before dawn. I pass doorways that show me rooms in which people are working, hunched over desks, drawing and redrawing maps and plans of a new city built upon the ruins of the old, under electric light from the tireless generator. So the plan is to demolish everything, then. Start again from nothing. Jan wants a clean space, free of reflections, ghosts, the past, and yet, he keeps every memento he can find. I don’t understand him at all. How many holes does a person have to create before there’s nothing left but the holes themselves?
The workers pay me no attention. I find my way to the main staircase and tiptoe down each level, to the ground floor. I was carried up it, earlier. I kicked out, tried to hurt those who put their hands on me.
They kept me against my will. I cannot be separate. It was ridiculous to try. I hate them, and I will stand against them in any way I can for as long as I can, until they remake this city to their plans, or I save it according to mine.
That is, once I have a plan.
The long hall, where the public queues every day with their issues, is not lit. The long, winding rope demarcates where they should stand. What I would have given for it earlier. I skirt alongside it, making my way to the main door, which stands ajar. My escort waits for me.
I’m half-expecting another long-lost relative, but something in the way the man stands makes me uneasy. He’s young, confident. I don’t think I know him. “I don’t need anyone to walk me home,” I call out.
He says, “Not even an ardent admirer?”
Theo.
It’s such relief to see him. My keen companion, my rock of flirtation.
Theo came, at the order of my uncle.
I stop walking towards him. My disappointment in him is deep, like a wound. “How much are you being paid?”
“Enough to turn a pleasure into a delight,” he says. “Imagine, Est! I get paid for what I’d do for free. I got asked to keep an eye on certain people around the city, in return for a little extra here and there. Come on.” He holds out his arm. Motions me past, when it becomes obvious I won’t take it. But what’s the point of fighting his relentless charm? His confidence has drained the last of my energy.
I start walking, my feet automatically aiming for the factory, and Theo falls into step beside me. He tells me about all the people he watches for the Fenestration. I don’t think he knows that the man in charge, telling him who to watch, is my uncle. Jan has knocked holes in so many places around this city and has peered through, using Theo as his telescope. I wonder how much he has seen, and why he fears it so.
Theo’s voice is so loud through the city streets, talking on and on. He mentions Myra. Imagine him, crawling up to the Catchmarket, bringing her a handful of weeds, or flavoured ice. He’s lucky the fishermen haven’t brained him. He’s a ridiculous figure – I see it now. No less effective for that, reporting back on us with gusto. And his pettiness, his smallness, bleeds into the Fenestration, making them all more laughable to me. They are concerned about their walls and windows, and what they think is best for us, without wanting to say why. But Fairharbour will survive around them, despite them, even if every building falls and every person is pinned in place.
I see it now. Some things will last forever, like the story of the Smiling Knight. Like the comings and goings of the mayor.
Fairbright Fountain is up ahead, gaudy in its gold leaf. I can hear the trickling of the water, coming up from a river that flows underground. It always surprises me with its clear blue tinge, but in the first streaks of dawn it is a colour I haven’t seen before, almost lilac. As we approach, I glance down at the coins, the wealth that usually lies there, and spy three little floating boats. They are a jolly sight, folded from paper – part of a child’s game, perhaps. I stop, and watch them bob around for a while.
“So you’re not too upset with me, then?” says Theo. “Come on. The dawn is too beautiful to waste on anger.”
“You think anger and beauty can’t go together?”
He waves a finger at me, then drops his hand to the fountain and retrieves one of the boats. “I think I’m smart enough not to get into an argument that you’re smart enough to win. I am sorry, though, for what it’s worth.”
“You don’t even think you have something to be sorry for, Theo.” I watch his fingers unfold the boat, then retrace the creases in the card. My heart. My heart is full. The colours. The drawings.
“Give it here,” I say. He hands it over. “Get the others, get the others.” Three boats, three cards. Three meanings.
“What are they?” Theo asks, and I slide them all into my belt. I don’t want him to look at them. They deserve better than his judgement, or scorn.
“Pretty paper,” I tell him. “I can use them.”
“Ever the maker,” he sighs. “Come on.” Have I fooled him? Just yesterday I would have been certain of it, but now I know there’s more to him than I ever suspected. He fooled me once, and he could fool me again.
On impulse, I link arms with him. I’ll keep him close. It’s safer that way. “Come on,” I say. “Take me home.”
I set the pace, and let him talk on, too loud. I get the feeling it’s his voice, not the sun, waking up the city today.
* * *
Theo is difficult to persuade – he’s in a sociable mood, now he thinks himself forgiven – but eventually I get him to leave me in peace.
I place the reel of Fairharbour Boys on my workbench, then retrieve the cards from my toolbelt. I take my time looking over each one in turn.
The Two of Fish.
Gleaming rainbow scales, curved fins: twin fish, joined by a winding silver cord that runs from one mouth to another. They are equal and opposite, pulling in different directions. Drawn in profile, with exquisite care, one laconic eye stares out from each. They cannot see the other, but have their gazes trained on horizons they have no way to reach.
The Stage.
Black, blank space, with only the slanting beams of light from a rig above, sketched lightly. On the lower half of the card a figure in silhouette stands to proud attention, arms raised. Do they welcome applause, or defy their critics?
The Nine of Smiles.
Nine bodies with linked arms stand on the beach, facing the clear blue sea beyond. In the sky, a perfect circle – is it the sun or the moon? It’s impossible to tell. The faces do not have noses, only eyes and mouths represented by red curves, and they all bear the same wide smile. They are utterly united. I don’t know if I would join their number, or run screaming.
Seeing the three cards together, spread on my bench, is a powerful reminder of days long gone. Jamie’s father made a living this way. My grandmother was adept at making meanings from their images. I don’t have that ability, but it tells me one thing for sure.
Jamie is in trouble.
He found the key in the cube, and that led him to the cards. But he would not fold them, commit them to the water, lightly. They are unique, irreplaceable. It means he had nothing else he could send.
He needs me to respond, and I’m a whole city away.
I’ve no time to find snow, or craft something special. I know what I have to do – how to send help. I walk to the tarpaulin I put up so carefully only yesterday, and take out my penknife. I start to cut two matching squares.
Who would have thought it? I’m also in the business of making holes.
* * *
The city is starting to stretch its legs by the time I set off for Silverside. People are setting up shop, moving to and fro before it gets too hot for such activity, bringing purpose as they stride over the fallen masonry, bricks and plaster, watchful weeds. Where would all the people fit in Jan’s plans? Is he planning to knock holes in them, too? I’m so tired. The light of another perfect day is too strong. I walk with one hand shielding my eyes, and the other holding the package I’ve sewn together roughly, but securely enough to be waterproof. Big stitches will hold it in place.
The fishing fleet are out already, the boats in the distance. Walking along the quay, I catch the scent of the old lobster pots, stacked precariously. It makes me think of the tarot card, two fish, pulling against each other. Inseparable beings. Uncle Jan is busy breaking glass and making windows in everything. What is Uncle Remi doing, wherever he is? This is all linked, and the one connection I’m certain of should be somewhere along this piece of shoreline.
I see him.
He’s taking those solid, slow steps of his. The tide has turned, it’s beginning to go out, and I think he has plans to go with it. His brass helmet gleams in the fierce sun.
“Hey!” I call. I find myself waving again. It’s like being back in that small room, trapped. I feel time accelerating away from me. I’m repeating things, caught in a loop. He lifts his arm and waves back. Of course he does. He always does. Then he sets off into the waves.
“No, wait, wait!” I hop down from the quay and run to him, my backpack and toolbelt bumping. Deep into the water. Deeper. It’s very cold. I suck in my breath. There’s no time to stop. He turns to face me.
His badges of office are many and impressive. I’ve never been so close to him. What does it take to fall so far from power that you become a ghost of collective memory, spotted here and there but never really seen? His helmet has a small window in the front, but I dare not look at it directly. I can’t shake the feeling that I’d see no eyes, no nose. Nothing but a smile.
“Mister Mayor, I need your help.”
I tell him about Jamie, somewhere in the winter city. I ask him to make sure my cousin is safe. And I hand over the sack I made from the tarpaulin. Inside, enclosed, is the copy of Fairharbour Boys.
The mayor takes it in his gloved hands. He turns back to the water, and continues on his way. I watch until he is fully submerged, and there is nothing left to see.
I feel… oh, I feel the joy of the morning. Of trying to do something to make things better. Maybe playing music in the Patent Office had meaning for someone, and maybe the mayor has understood and I’ve made an ally. Let little boys play at knocking down and building up. I am hip-deep in icy water, tired to the bone and beyond, and I am not alone.





I am being cradled. I am wrapped in what feels like a thick blanket, but it isn’t doing much to warm me. I feel statue-heavy and statue-cold. The only heat is coming from the arms and chest of whomever has me.
There is sound. So much sound, all jumbled together, that I don’t know how to make sense of it. The first noise I manage to distinguish is the calling of gulls, and with that, the rest starts to make sense. There is the crashing of waves, and the buzzing of flies, and the chittering of crickets, and the wind rustling through something that I know must be green. My hands are blocks of ice, and I am clumsy and weak, pulling the blanket from my face.
It’s too bright. The sea is a dazzling, shifting gold, and when I blink it’s still there, a burning afterimage. Whoever has me shuffles their position, and I see that it’s the mayor, and he’s somehow brighter than the sea. The searing sun is reflected in his porthole, and all across his brass suit, heating it and heating me in turn. There are sand dunes, and sprouting up from those dunes are tall, sharp grasses, and the sky is a uniformly vivid blue I only know from memory. And off in the distance I can see the shapes of buildings that look like—
I know this place. This is Sunsalt Bay, deep in summer.
The mayor’s porthole swivels to face me, and he gently pulls the blanket back over my face. I can still feel myself shivering – the cold has yet to leave me – but I can think of no warmer place than this. Could it be? Could I have crossed over to summer? I try and reach for the blanket again, to get another look, but the heat of the mayor and the brilliant sun have begun to seep into me, and I find myself fumbling uselessly. I’m tired – too tired for this. The mayor draws me closer, warming me with his suit, and I find myself falling back to sleep.
I let the heat claim me.
* * *
I dream of a speech held in Cavalry Square before the split – that broad oval outside the council offices, where protestors seemed to be in permanent residence. There were streamers, and posters of the mayor in profile, and the man himself, orating from a high pedestal. I remember holding my father’s hand while he booed along with the crowd, protesting the rise or fall of some tax. I was too small to see anybody except the mayor, and I had little interest in the content of his speech, but I remember clearly the way that he took the time to meet the eye of every single supporter and protestor in attendance. I remember the moment he caught my eye, and it felt as if we were, for that split second, connected to one another. And when he moved on, the connection still felt as if it held.
“I am Fairharbour,” he said. “We are Fairharbour.”
Antonio. His name was Antonio.
I wake from the dream with the crowd’s cries still ringing in my ears. I am warm, and the room I am in is dark but for a small glow illuminating the edges. I am back in the Lavendar Theatre, and it looks as if I’m in Screen One. The glow I can see is coming from the projection room. There is a blanket across me, and when I move I feel a deep ache in my muscles. I decide to stay where I am, and give myself time to recuperate.
There is a canteen full of water beside me, along with a perfect, ripe orange. The first orange I’ve seen in years. I am hesitant to peel it – to dig my nail into the skin, and blemish an object I feel like I should savour – but I’m so hungry that my wonder lasts no more than a moment. I strip away the skin, and the sudden sharp citrus tang reminds me that the last thing I can remember is waking up in Sunsalt Bay. There was a bright sun, and the distant shape of the city proper, and the smell of salt, and I wonder if the whole thing was another glorious dream. The mayor was there, too. I remember the way his diving suit seemed to glow in the sunlight.
The flavour of the orange is so strong, and it fills me full of warmth.
The quiet in the theatre is absolute. Then, all at once, there is a whirring, clicking noise from the projection room, and the big white screen is lit up. The projection is blank apart from artefacts across it, suggesting the start of a reel. At the corner of the screen is the dark spray that marks the place where my grandmother was murdered, but I am unable to dwell on it. Because it is then the film begins.
It is the mayor, on screen in black-and-white. It feels strange seeing him without his diving suit. But then, there was a time when all of us would watch him on our televisions.
Before the blizzards, and before he was mayor, he used to play tennis. Every summer, the city would stop, and we would all find a television set somewhere to watch him sweat, swinging his racquet and bobbing on his toes at international tournaments. There weren’t many televisions in Fairharbour, of course, and living rooms would be packed out with spectators, peering at the grain and following every volley. Sometimes he would win, and sometimes he would lose, but it didn’t really matter. It was the novelty of seeing someone local – someone you might run into on the street – on the screen.
Imagine a recording of him. He is young and handsome. The recording is low quality and grainy, and the commentator and crowds sound tinny, and the camera is sometimes slow to follow him. But each time he wins a set, there is a prolonged close-up of him. He mops at his face with a white towel, and drinks from a canteen, and sometimes he will pour a little water over the back of his neck to keep himself cool. He bounces his racquet from his palm to test it. When he stands, the audience cheers, and he raises a hand to them, beaming. Then, when he’s ready and in position, he throws his ball into the sky, and it stays there, suspended for a moment, as if it might be a new sun, before it descends and he catches it with his racquet, sending it soaring over the net. It doesn’t feel as if it matters if it will be returned, or if he will win the volley, because we have seen that wonderful, perfect moment, with the ball suspended above him, and his whole body, his whole being, in motion beneath it.
That was Antonio Valdera, before my grandmother persuaded him to run for mayor.
The mayor in this projection does not much resemble the athletic man from the television. The recording is grainy, and there is no sound at all. It is a silent, colourless image of him, standing in what looks like the ruins of the city council chambers. He is huddled in a big coat. There is snow at his feet, and icicles hang from the Fairharbour crest behind him, but it is his eyes that draw my focus: the mayor looks harried. The only movement, for the longest time, is the pluming of his breath and the shiver of his jaw.
At last, he raises a large piece of cardboard.
THIS IS THE LAST TESTAMENT OF
THE MAYOR OF FAIRHARBOUR
I am reminded of the oldest movies in my grandmother’s library. The silent comedies, and historical dramas, from the time before even she was making films herself. The reel was always poor quality, and there were placards whenever something needed explaining or dialogue needed transmitting. The mayor lets his first card drop, shuddering with the effort, and reveals the next.
IT HAS BEEN NINE DAYS SINCE
THE BLIZZARD BEGAN
I find myself shivering, and draw my blanket closer.
I HAVE CONTRACTED A TERRIBLE ILLNESS.
AS SUCH, I HAVE ISOLATED MYSELF
IN THE CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS
It is true that the mayor does not look well. He grits his teeth.
THIS IS MY WARNING TO THOSE WHO FOLLOW:
TAKE CARE RE-OPENING THE CHAMBERS.
BURN MY BODY WHEN YOU FIND IT
He reveals the next card.
THIS ILLNESS IS VICIOUS,
AND PAINFUL. I WILL DIE SOON
The mayor approaches the camera, and draws his sleeve back. I see, for the first time, the way that his knuckles are cracked. There are icy fissures all over his skin, and every movement he makes causes more. The same is true of his face; it is broken into plates, and even his breathing seems to form new fractures across it. The mayor looks as if he is turning into ice. He raises the next placard.
I AM AS FROZEN AS MY CITY
The willpower seems to go out of him. He stumbles as he steps back, almost falling. At the last moment, he catches himself. Then, he reveals his final testament.
IT HAS BEEN THE GREATEST
HONOUR TO BE YOUR MAYOR
There are no more cards. The last falls to the floor, and the film ends in exactly the same way it began. I watch the vapour rise from the mayor’s cracked lips, and meet his eyes, seeing the pain there. Then, the screen goes black.
* * *
I wait in the darkness of the theatre, chewing at the segments of the orange, trying to process what I have just seen. This is the first I’ve heard of the mayor’s illness, and it’s unlike anything I’ve seen before. I’m familiar with frostbite, and I’ve seen plenty of frozen bodies, but this was something else – it looked as if the mayor was being consumed by the cold.
Before I am able to process any further, the clicking of the projector becomes audible, and the screen lights up again. The artefacts are less pronounced this time, suggesting a better-quality reel, and when the film starts the image feels clearer. It’s still in black-and-white, but the view has changed. Instead of the austere interior of the city council chambers, I can see pieces of ancient hulls and rusted anchors and old artefacts in glass cabinets. This looks like the interior of the Fairharbour Maritime Museum. The mayor comes into view, labouring with a heavy looking tangle of equipment and cables. He is hunched, and the icy plates that fissure his face are far more pronounced than before. His breaths look sharp. I watch in silence as he works. The museum is annexed to the chambers, and it makes sense that he would be able to get inside, but I wonder what he’s doing there.
There is a crackle and a bang, jolting me in my seat, and I realise that the mayor has set up a microphone. It’s a big, ungainly boom mic, and it sags because the mayor has not screwed the stand together correctly. But all at once I can hear his breathing, and the creaking of the wooden walls, and the muffled howling of the blizzard beyond them. The mayor’s teeth chatter, and he leans into a set of chunky headphones. “Testing,” he says, and his voice is hoarse. “Testing.” Satisfied, he turns fully to the camera.
“I wanted to show you this,” he says, and every word is pained.
The mayor approaches the camera, and the image trembles as he moves it. There is a blur of maritime equipment and wooden boards, and a few moments pass as he wrestles with the focus. Words appear. It looks like a plaque.
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY DIVING SUIT
This bulky suit was part of the exploratory equipment used on board the Regal, the science vessel tasked with exploring the underwater caves beneath Fairharbour. Divers frequently went below for hours at a time, trying to map the tunnels. This suit was recently restored to functionality by local artisan Pawel Pike.
I think I know what I am about to see, but I still find myself leaning forward in my seat, holding my breath as the camera pans up. The mayor locks the camera’s tripod, and when the image comes into focus there it is in all its glory: his diving suit.
The mayor comes into frame, and he reaches out with one trembling hand. When he touches the suit, the trembling stops, and the relief across his face is profound. I see a tear roll down one of his cracked cheeks. “I don’t know why,” he says, “but when I touch this suit, it dulls the pain.” His words are still laboured, but his breathing is slowing.
Maybe he doesn’t know why, but I think I do. The suit is an object repaired by Pawel, so it’s only a matter of course that it should end up with extraordinary properties. A lot of things that he worked on did. I feel my heart swell: the mayor’s suit is another remnant of my beloved, long-lost uncle, still finding use even today.
The mayor sits at the edge of the display and wraps his arms around the suit’s leg, pressing his cheek against the copper. For the longest time he stays there, and I find myself breathing in time with him, caught up in his relief and the long stasis of the moment. Slowly, I sit back in my seat.
Eventually, the mayor leaves. The instant he stops touching the suit, I see him tense up again, still wracked with the agony of his freezing skin. It doesn’t take long for him to return, and when he does, he is carrying his chain of office and tricorn. His hands are shaking badly. It takes him a while to unfasten the clasp, but when he places his golden medallions around the neck of the suit, they look as if they belong there. Reaching up, he places his tricorn on the suit’s bulbous helmet.
“What do you think?” He turns to the camera. “Should I try it on?”
The reel clicks on for a few moments longer, and he pauses there, with his hand against his suit, as if waiting for an answer. Then, the recording ends.
* * *
I don’t have to wait long until the next reel starts.
This time, it opens on a well-lit scene. So far, the films have been somewhat gloomy, but this one seems to be somewhere up high – an attic, perhaps – and a great flood of light is washing over everything from a torn gap in the ceiling. Beyond that gap I can see a white rise that might be Cherry Mount, and the clouds above it are bright. It looks like the blizzard has calmed for now. A small amount of snow drifts in through the tear, and when the mayor comes into view, flakes speckle his diving suit. He’s carrying his helmet under his arm, and he moves slowly – laboriously heaving one weighted boot after the other – until he reaches the gap in the roof, where he turns to face the camera.
The mayor’s illness has clearly progressed. The icy shards of his face looked ragged and raw, the edges of the shards are pointed, and it looks as if one of his eyes has frozen over. When he speaks, his speech is slurred. “This is the new last testament of the mayor of Fairharbour,” he says. He chuckles, and it causes a fissure across his cheek.
“Three days ago,” he continues, sobering, “I found this.” Attached to the wall beside him was what I thought was decoration, but I see now that it is a small clutch of vines, clinging to the stonework. The mayor turns and reaches tentatively out to them. At first, nothing seems to happen, and then, slowly – so slowly – the vines begin to part, as if trying to retreat from the mayor’s touch. The mayor continues to push his hand into them, and when it’s clear he should have hit the stonework beyond, his arm somehow keeps going, until he is engulfed all the way up to his shoulder. “I think they’re reacting to the suit,” he says. When he removes his arm, the vines furl back together.
Facing the camera, he turns his arm over, examining it. “I don’t know what’s on the other side,” he says, “but it feels warm. I think that I’m going to find out what happens if I go all the way through. This is my last testament. Unless it isn’t. Wish me luck.”
Wearing his heavy diving suit and carrying his bulbous helmet under his arm, he looks every bit like an explorer about to embark on a perilous expedition. I clench my fists and will him to go. He places his helmet over his head – fastening it in place with its big metal latches – and flexes his hands. His medallions of office gleam silver in the black-and-white recording, and his tricorn is secured to his belt, and this time he pushes with both hands – parting the vines like a veil. The mayor raises his heavy, weighted boot, and steps fully through the gap he has made, vanishing into the stonework. When he has been completely engulfed the vines furl back together. Snow drifts in through the gap in the roof, and the mayor does not reappear.
I finish the final segment of my orange and chew at the rind, searching for any last hint of the other Fairharbour in its flavour. Because I’m sure that’s where the mayor has gone in the recording.
* * *
I am dazzled by the next recording.
After so long watching black-and-white reels, the Technicolor is vivid. This looks like the interior of the city council chambers, but tremendous shafts of sunlight fall across it, and there is so much greenery emerging from the woodwork. The Fairharbour coat of arms is almost engulfed with tiny white and purple flowers. When the mayor comes into view, his stride has significantly more strength and assuredness than before, and I wonder how long it has been since his last recording. The sunlight is bright across his brass suit, and only the porthole of his helmet is dark.
Reaching up, he unfastens the porthole and lets it swing open. “I had to find a new camera,” he says, and his words are even more slurred. It sounds as if he is having to focus to control his tongue. I can hear birds calling, and people shouting in the background.
“There are two cities,” he says. “One in winter, and one in summer. Or maybe they’re both the same city.” He begins to unclasp his helmet. “Whichever it is, I think that whatever happened to Fairharbour also happened to me.”
When he raises his helmet, tiny leaves tumble out, and I am astonished to see the way that shoots and flowers emerge from his flesh. No longer is he frozen; in the summer city, the mayor is verdant. The scars and causeways where the icy fissures cracked him are clearly visible, but roots have taken hold there now; I can see the way that they are enmeshed underneath his skin. It’s clear that the mayor is having trouble speaking at all – his torn lips are seedbeds, and he fumbles his words – but I am glad to see that he has the use of both of his eyes again. A small mercy: the summer city has returned his sight.
“When I’m in the winter city, my body freezes, and when I’m here, my body blooms. I think that whatever divided and multiplied Fairharbour also afflicted me. I’m not sure this is an illness at all. It’s more like… an effect.”
He pauses gathering his thoughts.
“I have been exploring,” he says. “From what I can see, the two cities are almost identical. There is a barrier around both, nearly two miles out – a frozen mist around the winter city, and a haze of heat around the summer city. I’ve seen people leave through the barrier, but nobody has come back, and I’ve found no way to either send or receive a signal through it. I’m relieved that the effect seems to have a limit, though – whatever has happened to Fairharbour doesn’t seem to have happened to the rest of the world.”
A leaf has begun to unfurl at the corner of his mouth.
“The closer I get to the centre of the city, the worse my affliction becomes. I think…” He pauses, to pluck the shoot from his mouth. “I think there might be a source for all this. A reason for the city being split. And if I can reach that source without it killing me then maybe…”
The mayor clasps his helmet with both gauntlets.
“No more final testaments. This time, I’m coming back.”
He approaches the camera, and speaks into the lens, and I am glad that his suit numbs his pain because the growths sprouting from his skin look agonising. The mayor’s face is so distorted that he barely resembles the man he was.
“This time,” he says. “You’re coming with me.”
The view swings wildly as he takes the camera – a Technicolor blur of greens and whites and purples – and then the recording cuts.
* * *
Vivid, bright, colourful motion. The camera lurches, and from time to time I glimpse the mayor’s heavy boots, flattening weeds and grasses as he advances through the streets.
I recognise the shapes of buildings, but there are holes everywhere through them, making it look like a warzone. The mayor crunches heavily through the strange, overgrown ruins, all the way up to a building I know all too well. It’s the Lavender Theatre, but not the same Lavender Theatre I am sitting in now. This version has crumbling, fluted columns that barely support its sagging weight, and the trees of Magnolia Court are so overgrown that they are tangled up with each other. It looks as if an entire screen has collapsed outward, into the sunlit street.
The mayor finds a gap large enough to accommodate him and slips inside, testing the ground as he goes and finding it firm. The skeletons of the old velvet seats still stand, and he makes his way through the overgrown shell of a screen, past the box office, and all the way through to the interior of what must be Screen One – the very room in which I now sit.
A few shafts of sunlight spotlight the huge space, beaming through gaps in the roof.
He places the camera down on a jutting seat frame near the front of the theatre so it faces the spot where the screen used to be, and the image stops lurching at last. He heaves himself onto the stage, and in a gush of light I catch sight of tiny shoots emerging from between the gaps in his suit. It looks as if his affliction is going to overwhelm him if he stays for much longer.
With haste, the mayor unfastens his helmet and drags it from his head. Leaves unfurl and uncurl, and he is blind and choking, pulling at the weeds filling his mouth until he is able to breathe. Flowers unfold across him. His suit bulges, and he places his gauntlet against the floor, pressing his fingers against a patch of darkness there. Because the mayor is standing in a stain that looks familiar, a stain where blood was spilled.
“Here,” he says, breathless. “The source. This is the source.”
* * *
I wait a while, but there are no more projections, and when I stand it is a strangely nostalgic experience. I feel as if I have been sitting through a blockbuster at the cinema, like I did when I was young, and I suppose in a way I have. Or maybe the nostalgia is my mind’s way of protecting itself. By initially recognising everything I’ve just seen as fiction, it gives me a while longer to process the idea that it may in fact be documentary.
I shoulder my blanket, grab the canteen of water, and carefully make my way up to the stage. There isn’t much light – only the soft glow from the projection room – and it takes me a while to navigate around the fallen chandelier.
From the stage, I try and spot the silhouette I could see in the projection room before, but there is no more movement from up there. I crouch, just like the mayor did in his final recording, and press my fingers to the dark patch where my grandmother died. The beginning of an idea is forming in my head.
My grandmother’s blood was spilt here. But it was also spilt in the other Fairharbour. “Whatever split the city happened here,” I say, loud enough that I hope the mayor can hear me. “In both places at once. Whatever killed my grandmother divided Fairharbour.” I have no clue what could cause something like that, or why. “But that’s what you’ve been doing, isn’t it?” I try and see through the darkness of the projector room, to spy the mayor. “All this time. You found out where it was done, and you’ve been trying to work out how it was done?”
There is no acknowledgement from the projection room.
I rise, and go to find the mayor.
* * *
The projection room is empty.
The room is warm, and there are boot-prints embedded into the carpet. I walk where the mayor walked, and my feet are small in the imprints he has left. There are two deep prints beside the projector, and I stand where he stood, looking out over Screen One.
I am surprised by how much the mayor’s pain is affecting me. I never knew him in person. He was only ever a tennis star, and then a local personality, before he spent all those years after the split wandering the city in his suit. But I suppose I have always been fond of him, his presence on our televisions, and up on posters. The way he still wears his big hat and badges of office even in his heavy old diving suit. I remain there, standing where he stood, and I hope that he finds what he’s looking for – answers.
I wonder what he will do if he does work out how the cities were split. I wonder if he will try and undo it.
There is a stack of reels beside the projector, carefully labelled. I, II, III, IV, V: the mayor’s testaments. I wonder why he’s left them for me. I wonder if he’s ever shown these to anyone before, or told anyone about his experiences. Or maybe he’s been stuck in stasis, like the rest of us – stuck like winter and summer, unable to move on from the trauma of the split. Maybe it was the thawing of Silverside that inspired him – the evidence that we might not be as stuck as we imagined, after all – or maybe it was something else…
At the bottom of the stack is a heavy package, wrapped in what looks like blue tarpaulin. A sixth reel? The sewing is rough, and easy enough to unpick even without a knife, and I pull the reel from its package, turning it over to find the label.
FAIRHARBOUR BOYS.
Carefully, I unspool the end of the reel and hold the frames up to the light. There, I can see the opening of the short film. Something of a curiosity in my grandmother’s collection, from what I can remember. The only time the mainland censors let her have a Universal rating. I’m not sure that I ever saw it.
The projector is already set up and I fasten the reel to it, unspooling the end and feeding it through the machine.
The build-up. The destruction.
Fin
Carmen Pike’s ode to her sons: Jan and Remi. It’s not exactly my grandmother’s subtlest piece. Jan has been missing since the blizzards began, but Remi… I wonder if the reel is a message. Returning to the tarpaulin, I tip it over, hoping for a piece of paper or some other clue. A tiny, tiny petal drifts out instead, caught in the thread. Raising the package to my nose, I inhale, and there: lavender.
This must be a message from Esther.
My heart lifts, and I wonder what the message means. Maybe it’s a prompt. Maybe it’s time I visited my Uncle Remi.
First, though – I wonder if Esther has seen the mayor’s testaments. It would be to her benefit to see what he’s been doing. I could always try and send the reels through. But it depends if there is a working projector – or even any power – in the summer city. The last of the mayor’s recordings revealed a Fairharbour full of holes, the Lavender Theatre reduced to empty walls, impossible to project upon. But what if…
Suddenly, it comes to me.
I think I know how I can show Esther at least one of the mayor’s videos without sending her his reels.
* * *
Paragon Park is frigid beneath the big blue sky. In the wake of the latest blizzard, every step I take snaps and sinks. There are mounds in the snow telling me where the fallen trees lie, but the going is still perilous. Whatever paths there were here have been long-since buried.
Off to the East are the Botanic Gardens, annexed onto Paragon Park, and the crystalline panes of the most audacious structures glint in the last of the sunlight. Even from here I can see the darkly dressed Doormen, guarding their most precious resource: their greenhouses. It’s thanks to those greenhouses that I know I am guaranteed electricity here. Better yet, electricity being consumed to such a degree that my syphoning of it is likely to go unnoticed.
There was a time, for a few months after the blizzards began, when the whole city was powered. These days, the Doormen have re-routed it into only a few districts, and it’s in those districts that the remaining population huddle. The rest, they pour into places like this: their homes, their warehouses, their greenhouses.
I go to the frozen river at the heart of the park and make my way along it, hidden from view, all the way to the lake. In the summers I remember the lake was alive with children swimming. We would see how far under we could dive, and brave the beating of the waterfall across our backs. Now, that waterfall is frozen, composed of enormous, jagged icicles, but the smooth stone wall at its back remains intact.
I search the edges of the lake for anything green, but find only white. I don’t have long left until nightfall and I need to work quickly. I don’t have time to wait around for spring to arrive. This park is usually one of the best places in the city to find patches of greenery, part of the reason it remains so coveted by the Doormen.
I breathe a sigh of relief when I notice the heads of some tiny white daisies peeking up from the drift a bit further along. Digging with my gloved hands, I reveal their stems. It’s not the ideal spot, but I should be able to find a decent angle.
I’m grateful to be able to drop my heavy pack. I found the old canvas backpack in a maintenance closet in the Lavender, along with a big box of tools. Even with those tools stored in as many different pockets as possible, it was still a squeeze to fit the projector into it. A power cable dangles from my belt, and my jacket pockets are full of broken pieces of mirror, levered from the Lavender’s bathrooms. In the end, I had to carry the pipes I took from my grandmother’s pipe organ by hand.
Altogether, it’s enough for what I need to make. I get to work.
It was seeing the summer city that inspired me, reminding me of my kaleidoscope, and the way it let me glimpse it myself. The kaleidoscope was, in effect, a kind of receiver, able to receive light from a whole other city.
So – what if I were to send light?
I make another, cruder kaleidoscope, out of mirror shards and pipe organ tubes, and I attach it to the lens of the projector. Then, I take a long length of string, and tie the kaleidoscope to the projector’s motor, so that it will turn at the same rate the reel does.
I sift through the mayor’s collection of tapes and try to choose one. I can leave it on loop – endless winding and unwinding, forward and backward – but I can only pick one. In the end, I settle on his last recording. V: the patch of blood in the Lavender. I will try to show Esther the link between the split and our grandmother’s death. I fasten it in place, and prepare it to play.
At the top of the rise is a streetlamp. It will come on soon, so I work fast. Removing the panel at its base and scraping away the plastic covering the cables inside, I carefully knot the power cable into the exposed wires. Behind me, on the lake, the projector begins to click.
Sliding down the hill, I aim the kaleidoscopic projector at the waterfall. I don’t know if Esther’s Fairharbour still has a waterfall, but if there is anywhere in her city that doesn’t have holes, it must be this rockface. The projector ticks, and the kaleidoscope slowly turns, but no light is emitted from the end. I hope that it is finding its way through. Given time, I imagine that I could work out a way to send sound as well, but for now I hope that the images are enough.
Satisfied, I leave the kaleidoscopic projector where it is, gather up my new tools, and begin to make my way out of Paragon Park. It’s time I paid Uncle Remi a visit.




Give me the solidly built over airy constructions any day, but I do accept that words have their uses. For instance, Theo enjoyed spouting out words far too much as he walked me home last night. He reeled off the names of the people he watches for the Fenestration, and even told me where I can find them. So that’s what I’m going to do: find them. Some of them, anyway. I refuse to worry about what has been, or what comes next beyond working out why my uncle wants certain people observed. If he’s worried about what they might do, then I want to know why. They suggest the possibility of a different future.
I wonder if they’re aware of it.
* * *
Another glorious morning, soon to be stifling. Who knows how long I have until the Fenestration realises I’m their enemy? But much can be achieved in a single day. I pull back the tarpaulin, now with added holes – bringing a new level of irony to my life in Fairharbour – and set off into the city with my backpack and toolbelt in place.
Tailor Samedi is the easiest to start with. He is well-known, well-liked: a professional figure found close by, in the factory district. He still operates out of the shopfront adjacent to the old mill, which is little more than a ruin. But the shop stands firm, with a curtain of roses growing where the window stood. The roses both charm and repel. The smell is sweet in the sunshine, but the thorns interlock to create a barrier, dense and strong as a wall. I make a note to replace my tarpaulin with something similar. It’ll take time to grow, but all good plans do.
Samedi is old, very old, with skin like leather, but as watchful and bird-bright as ever. He sits on a stool behind his long counter, the reels of thread and jars of buttons on the shelves behind him, and asks me what I want mended. Where to start with that? If only he could stitch two halves of a city together. Since that’s not a possibility, I stick to the plan and ask him about Theo.
Samedi says –
I know him, I know him, he comes and goes. He thinks his good looks mean something. I’ll pass the time of day with him, and no more. I suggest you do the same, Esther! Forgive the unwarranted advice – I must admit I’ve felt a little protective of you for years, sitting across the way in that factory. We’re both glued here, aren’t we? That’s a bond. And I remember when you came here with your grandmother. She wanted a suit made for the premiere of one of her films. You don’t recall? You were very little. She wanted a suit that was black one side, white on the other. Slashed diagonally, from right collarbone to left ribcage. Very unusual. It was the film about your family, I think. I never did see it, but she was pleased with the work. Velvet and silk. Beautiful. But Theo, no, he comes, he talks of nothing, he goes.
* * *
And so to the slum behind the old supermarket, not far off. I’m looking for someone called Crouch.
In a concoction of wire trolleys and cardboard I find a nest of the half-forgotten, bodies sleeping and eating and ignoring me. I call out the name, trying to sound brave, until a young one, maybe my age, emerges. She’s in baggy overalls with more holes than my factory, and she wears a crown of woven irises, beautiful in blue. Past, present, future, what does it matter to her? She looks tied to nothing and nobody, least of all this city. Yes, she sometimes sees Theo, so what?
Crouch says –
We don’t talk, we ain’t talkers. No need for it. He asks me nothing. He brings cherries. I know he’s watching me for them, and good luck to him for that. I used to take that work. I watched a place, the old theatre, for a while. It’s a ruin now. Nothing happened. Watched it at night, and had to report back if I saw anything suspicious. Like what? Once I got asked with a straight face if I’d seen a ghost. I got bored after that, didn’t want their money. I found myself here, didn’t think anyone cared. Theo comes along and gives me what I ask for. We both get what we want.
* * *
Violet Markham is next. Could she really be the same Miss Markham I knew? She was the university librarian, long ago. We were allowed to visit once a month, on a Saturday morning. I don’t know if that was part of the perks of being one of the Pike family, who founded this institution centuries ago. Uncle Jan and Uncle Remi used to be on the board of trustees. All the books were beyond me, and maybe I can put my distrust of the written word down to that time, those slippery printed letters refusing to make straight lines for me. But Miss Markham held no judgement. She would order some picture books and set them aside for me, and would even tell us stories every once in a while.
I suppose it used to be mainlanders who came here to study, there could barely be enough islanders to fill one classroom, let alone a university. But as I walk through the halls I am surprised to find them well-kept, neat, and dusted, even though there are no students. Cracks run between holes in the walls, but the weeds are under control and the busts of men and women of academia remain. When I push open the door to the library, I find it looks much like it always did – big and full and bursting with books and papers and long slanting shards of sun across the parquet floor. It seems the Fenestration only destroy glass and walls, not books. That’s a mark in their favour, at least.
I see her at her desk, and she welcomes me as she always did, with raised eyebrows, and no hint of a smile. Has she aged at all? This is like a dream.
Miss Markham says –
May I help you? You’re… Ah, no, I didn’t recognise you. One of the Pike grandchildren? There were a handful of you. Are you looking for a book? What’s that? Theo… Do you happen to know the surname? No matter, so few people seek me out. I think I know to whom you’re referring. He browses the shelves sometimes, but never finds what he’s looking for. He searches for a book about the Smiling Knight, he says, but all those stories aren’t written down. Only a few of us know the whole tale now. Shall I sign you back up for a card? You can take out two books a month.
* * *
How strange it is to find these remnants of the complete city, like a clock rewound, a twisted spring straightened. The walk from the university to Paragon Park reveals untouched places. The grand houses that overlook the park have only the most discreet holes knocked in them. They have been spared the destruction of the poorer districts. It’s easy to guess why. Those in power, with wealth, have retained these properties for themselves. There’s even a guard at the top of Victory Row, wearing a braided uniform and a peaked cap. I try to walk past him and he bars my way with his puffed-out chest. Do you have business here? In a moment of sweaty inspiration I tell him that Theo sent me, being unavailable today, and that works. The guard clips a small plastic badge to my dungarees that reads VISITOR.
He nods to the closest house, a white mansion with a perfectly pointed roof. Off you go, then.
I walk up the well-kept weed-free gravel path that looks shockingly bare compared to the rest of the overgrown city, and pull the bell rope. A dark man, tall and well-dressed, with greying hair, opens the door. This must be Matthew Shinga. He is so welcoming. I get the feeling he is starved for company, and anyone would be invited in. I namedrop again, and am led through his airy, expansive rooms to a shaded balcony that overlooks the park, and the botanic gardens beyond. He offers me lemonade. He has lemon trees in pots, lining the balcony. The smell is so clean that it is hard to hold on to what the rest of the city is like. Give me a few hours in a place like this and I would believe everything else is a bad dream.
Matthew Shinga says –
So, Theo sent you with a message? No? Well, I admire your ingenuity, but I’m not sure what you think I can do for you. There’s no great mystery here. Theo went to nursery with my daughter. She was lost in the weatherbomb. So young. He comes by and we sit and chat sometimes. He tells me what’s happening out in the city. We never talk of business. That’s how this world works, isn’t it? I wish it was different. I have dreamed of trying to make Fairharbour a better place for us all, though I know you probably don’t believe that. I heard rumours, the gardeners talking – they said it wasn’t a weatherbomb gone wrong at all. As you get older you start to doubt it all. You see things that aren’t there. I’ve caught glimpses of my daughter, standing in white light. The doctor says such things aren’t uncommon, with age. Can you tell me – do you see the bright flickers down there, by the waterfall? Look out over the park. I can’t make sense of it. It’s a rainbow, isn’t it? But it’s never been there before. It must be my eyes betraying me.
* * *
I see it too. Changing, jumping lights in the water. I take my leave, refusing the offer of more lemonade, and I make my way around the outside of the house, following the treeline boundary of the garden. I push through a mass of soft hedge and emerge in Paragon Park.
There was a time when this was a public area. I have a memory of a dance held here, with loud music, people swinging each other around. My mother and father, laughing. I sat on a flat rock by the lake and watched them. I think it must have been late spring, because the air was chilly as the sun descended. Pawel wrapped his large scarf around me and knotted it twice. Once behind my back, and once at the neck, so it covered my body, kept my scrawny arms tucked in. As I walk along the empty paths I wonder, how can people justify keeping something so beautiful empty, just so they have a better view from their expensive balconies? I want to bring the people of the supermarket here. Crouch, and her friends, for a start. Let them dance on the grass. Everyone together – makers and destroyers, hole-creators and homeless, planners and profiteers – everyone could find a way to get along here.
Well. Maybe not everyone.
If Jamie and I, between us, ever found a way to join this city back together, would there be enough room in this park for us all to stand, or would we have to start making different decisions? Good, bad. Deserving, undeserving.
The balconies are behind me. It feels as if eyes are trained on the back of my neck, but when I risk a glance behind me, up at the houses, I can’t see anyone, not even Matthew. I feel alone and surrounded. Conspicuous. The sound of the water drowns out all else. I can’t even hear the cries of the seagulls that wheel over the lake. The water rushes down the face of the rock, and the light show coalesces into a blurry image that barely makes sense to me. A man. Talking. To me? To the camera. It’s the mayor, in his diving suit. He removes the helmet, and I see his face for the first time. It’s not the mayor – it’s a monster, some kind of plant being, made for the film. Special effects. If it’s one of my grandmother’s, I don’t recognise it. There’s no sound. I watch it play through. Then it loops, and starts again. I didn’t know the mayor was an actor.
The flat rock is still there. I take a seat upon it, and I am a little one watching the action again. Light and colour play before me. If only I could hear what the mayor, breaking into tangled vines, heavy with growth, was saying. The effect is disturbing. The make-up artist deserves praise.
I guess this is Jamie’s work. The mayor must have found him, given him the reel. He has sent this reel in return, somehow found a way to beam images through. Everyone can see it. Perhaps the Fenestration is already aware of it, and the worst thing is that it makes no sense to me. I’m letting him down. I’m letting the whole city, winter and summer, down.
* * *
A crowd of people wait for me back at the factory. At first I feel panic at their frowning faces – have they come to take me away? Lock me up? It takes me far too long to realise that they’re customers, bringing bicycles, scooters and such for me to mend. They’re only annoyed about the wait. I’ve been neglecting my business, that’s what their expressions say, and they’re not wrong.
It takes until the evening to get through their requests, and once I’m alone I feel my fears ebb away, and tiredness set in. Last night, not knowing when I might be released, has changed me. I’m so afraid, when the quiet moments come to me. It could paralyse me, make me curl up small. I can’t give in to this fear. I won’t reduce myself in the hope of avoiding these feelings. It won’t work, to try to squirm out from under this pressure, pushing down, that would like to make me fly apart.
I find myself back at the bench, in the glow of candlelight.
Centrifugal force.
It’s an amazing thing. Pawel explained it to me. It separates out things that are clumped together. Liquids subjected to it will separate into various components. I once made a mechanical detangler to sort out a jumbled coil of springs. I fed them into the machine I’d created, pumped the handle, and lo! A puzzle that I could not have solved by hand was simplified and surmounted. It was one of my better inventions.
Now to make a device to solve my thoughts.
I take thin strips of copper and bend them, heating and hammering into a series of matching curves that I fix to a flat circle of cherrywood. I improvise the design, and it’s a hit and miss process that takes hours. I’m well into the night by the time I have it just as I want it, creating a series of pathways. I’ve made a maze. Not a very complex one, there’s only so much I can do with the materials to hand. But I’m pleased with the way it looks, with choices of routes branching out from a central point – the heart of the maze – leading to a gutter that I’ve chiselled around the diameter of the cherrywood circle. I punch four holes in the gutter, making a square within the circle. North, south, east, west.
Then I cut out eight triangles from a sheet panel – taken from one of the chocolate machines – shear off the tips and solder them together to form a sort of pyramid with a blunt point, leaving a small gap at the apex. I make another circle of wood, fretworking out an octagon on the inner rim for the bottom triangles to fit snugly around the cherrywood. All it needs now is a central spoke with a spiral groove down the side. I use an iron rod into which I lathe an even helix to generate spin as it’s pushed down, pass it through the middle through a bearing mounted in the wood plate. I cap the rod with a wooden handle at the top, and a removable rubber seal at the base.
My own spinning top. Not pretty, not one for a child. But it will be effective. I drop four ball bearings into the centre of the maze, deliberately naming each one as they land.
Tailor Samedi.
Crouch.
Violet Markham.
Matthew Shinga.
Four balls, four people out of the many in this city, part of the tangled mess of my thoughts. The four out of Theo’s instructions to observe that have stuck in my mind. Why do they need to be watched? What paths might they take that would concern Uncle Jan? I tilt the top this way and that, and observe the balls in the maze, sometimes bumping into each other, sometimes clustering at a dead end. They can’t be controlled. They are truly random.
I spin the top.
I’ve managed to be pretty accurate with the balance – it spins well, keeping upright, and I hear the balls clatter. When the kinetic energy is spent, the top wavers, and falls on its side. I pick it up and remove the rubber seal, and the four ball bearings drop into my waiting hand.
Centrifugal force has helped them negotiate the maze, solve the puzzle. Apply the right pressure and they all come to the same place.
What place is it?
This is pointless, all of it is pointless. Making usually brings me clarity, and that was all I wanted to achieve with this, but I can’t see a way through. I can’t simply spin my thoughts and reach new conclusions, and I’m not clever enough to understand any of it. Making this top, like visiting these people, has been a huge waste of my time.
I throw the top across the factory floor. It lands in the farther corner, deep in the weeds. I won’t send it to Jamie. I won’t bury it and hope for the best. So much for solutions to impossible tasks, to risking my freedom for something impossibly far away. I’m done with this game.
“Esther.”
I spin around.
Pip stands there. She’s never come here before. The floating gondola is her territory. She’s wearing her loose T-shirt that bears a hand-drawn smiling face, and the tarpaulin she’s pulled back frames her, as if this is a stage, lit by moonlight. Her expression shocks me. Such anger. Directed squarely at me.
“Tell me something,” she says. “What the fuck did you think you would achieve with those little visits you made today?”




A long, long time ago, a famous musical composer from the mainland saw some of my grandmother’s early short films, all of which were about Fairharbour, and was inspired by them. He chartered a plane, landed at Fairharbour’s airfield, and took a long, considered tour of the city. Then, he went to the Lavender Theatre, where my grandmother was still working as a concierge, and demanded that she quit at once so that she could work full-time as the director on his new musical. Of course, my grandmother agreed. The composer was offering a ludicrous budget and salary, and she knew that it would be her big breakthrough. It was only after she signed various intimidating contracts that the problems started arising.
The composer wanted his musical to be set in Fairharbour, just like my grandmother’s short films. In fact, he had chosen just the place: Celeste Street. Of course, my grandmother protested. Celeste Street was one of the poorest parts of the city, rows of old weather-beaten terraced houses aligned up a hill. But the composer insisted, lavishing ludicrous sums on lawyers to persuade the street’s inhabitants to be cooperative. Then, he began to write.
The first thing he did was to change the name of the street. Celestial Row was far more evocative, he claimed. He began to write songs. The songs were catchy, and upbeat, and full of rich emotion, but my grandmother was wary of them. There was something about the way the composer was romanticising the living conditions on Celeste Street that bothered her. My grandmother’s films, no matter how fantastical, had always captured the truth of the city, but it felt as if the composer was imposing his own vision of what the city could be upon it.
The money kept flowing in, and with the script complete, the actors started to arrive. They were uniformly from the mainland. Their attempts at the Fairharbour accent were poor, and my grandmother argued about the whiteness of their teeth. But the whiteness of their teeth was the point, said the composer, and he organised teams of set-dressers to paint the bricks of the terraces red. Then, he had an enormous golden sundial installed in the middle of the small park at the top of the hill, and had all the signs changed. The park would be ‘Celestial Rise’.
Filming began in earnest. My grandmother did her job. The actors swung from the newly polished lamp-posts, and sang from the windows, and she captured their romances and victories, filling reel after reel until there was more footage than she knew what to do with. Not that it mattered: as soon as filming was done, all the actors and crew vanished from the island, along with every second of footage. The movie would be edited together by a friend, the composer claimed. Then, he got back on his plane and was never seen in Fairharbour again.
Celestial Row was a massive hit on the mainland. Theatres were filled, the soundtrack sold and sold, and a live adaptation has been on rotation at a major theatre in the capital ever since. In Fairharbour, it lasted at the Lavender for two weeks, and only a handful of tickets were sold. The original inhabitants of Celeste Street, suspicious of its red bricks and gigantic sundial, dispersed within months, and the street remained empty.
Still, it was enough to kickstart Carmen Pike’s career. She was suddenly in demand, big studios offering colossal sums to make movies. She turned her imposing, directorial eye on popular mainland novels, converting them into artistic masterpieces that won award after award. I think, though, for most people on Fairharbour, it has always been her earlier films that have been our preference – those experimental, short films that exposed the truth of the city to us. Celestial Row, and each of the blockbusters that followed it, were never the reason she was beloved by us.
She always insisted that she was going to make a movie about Fairharbour’s most beloved figure – the Smiling Knight – but never did.
On my way to Celeste Street, I see a procession of torches.
When I get close enough, I hear the thin whistle of a flute, and glimpse the shimmering scales of the enormous Fairharbour Tuna as it swims down Main Street, puppeteered by a troupe of volunteers carrying it on high poles. Following the Tuna is a crowd of people in heavy coats, trudging silently through the snow. They hold torches, and all of them are wearing fish masks. I approach, and see how meagre the turnout for the Turning of the Tides has become.
There was a time, when I was very small, when my father would take me to the Fish March every Turning. We’d don the masks, and follow the marching band, and my father would put me on his shoulders. I would watch the gentle curling of the fabled Fairharbour Tuna, held aloft and made to swim so gracefully. It felt like the whole city came out to watch or join in with the procession – all the way from Silverside up to Cherry Mount, where the Tuna would be permitted to look out over the city whole, like a benevolent overseer. The noise of the parade was overwhelming, and the people up in the balconies in the cathedral district would throw so much silvery confetti over us that the air seemed to shimmer.
There were thousands of people, before. Now, there are perhaps a hundred, and they are quiet and sombre in the cold night.
I watch from beneath a dead streetlamp and wonder if the Tuna will make it all the way up Cherry Mount. It used to be tradition to eat tuna on the day of the fish march to honour the turning of the tides, but it has been years since anyone in Fairharbour has even tasted fish.
There is a cry of recognition and a small figure crunches across. “Jamie! There you are!”
“Bea?”
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I thought you might be in the procession.”
“I didn’t even know it was the Turning of the Tides today.”
We smile at each other, and I am full of gladness. Here is Bea, free and well, and with a focus in her eyes that I have not seen in years. It feels as if she’s looking at me.
“Some still keep a calendar,” she says. Then, she frowns. “Are you okay? You don’t look great. Did you get caught in the blizzard? I didn’t know where you might go, after they sealed up the Patent Office.”
I press my back against the streetlamp and slide down, suddenly weary. “I’m sorry. I’m going to talk to Remi about it.”
“You don’t have anything to be sorry for. It was my fault. That damn door always rattled in the wind anyway.” The procession begins to leave us behind. Bea reaches down and embraces me.
“What’s this for?”
“You look like you need it.”
I hug her back. Tightly.
“So,” she says, when we can no longer hear the flute, that solitary flautist, doing her best to replace an entire marching band. “You’re actually going to go to Celeste Street?”
“It’s time I spoke to Remi. I want to ask him why he’s been lying about the weatherbomb causing the freeze. I think he knows something.”
“Come on, then.” Bea helps me to my feet. “You lead the way. Maybe we’ll catch a glimpse of the elusive Henry.”
“You’re coming with me?”
She smiles and takes a deep breath of winter air. “The worst has already happened. They’ve bricked up our home. What else can they do to us? I think it’s a great idea. I’d love to know why we’re really stuck in winter.”
We cross the street and go into the dark of the alley beyond it. In the distance, the Fairharbour Tuna swims on, towards Cherry Mount.
* * *
There’s something surreal about Celeste Street, in our winter-worn city.
Every streetlamp still works. The pavements and driveways have been swept clear of snow. Smoke rises from chimneys. Cats peer from atop walls and bins. The windows of the terraces are dark tonight, but it’s easy to imagine the warmth behind the net curtains: the silhouettes of families cosy at home. A place of quiet order in a city reduced to frozen ruins.
This is where the Doormen live.
Doors are shut tight against the cold. At the top of the hill is the sound of merriment, the clattering of cutlery, and the drift of gentle music. Bea releases my arm, and together we climb Celeste Street, all the way up to the park at its apex.
Decorations have been put up for the Turning of the Tides. There is silver bunting hanging from the skeletal trees, and white fairy lights are strung around white tarpaulin tents. There are some plastic tables set up, and upon them steam dishes that smell of fish. Adults lean against the fences, sipping at fluted glasses, and children play around the old sundial, now tarnished silver. Everyone is wearing a fish mask.
We pause at the entrance to the park, where the Doorman on duty is snoring gently, asleep against the gate. I slip the mask from his head and put it over my eyes, and Bea takes a discarded spare from the fence. Quickly, we advance on the tables.
I had come here to confront Remi, but the food…
Fish. Latticed fish pies, and steaming fish stews, and mostly-eaten roasted fish, their blackened scales still gleaming. The feast looks half-finished and neglected, but we fill our plates, slipping forkfuls beneath our masks. I had heard rumours that the Doormen went out onto the ice sea sometimes, taking a monstrous drill to break through it and catch some fish, and here is the evidence. There is a Doorman beside the sundial playing something mournful on his fiddle, drawing everyone’s attention, and we eat while they are distracted. The flavours are wonderful, so rich, so well-seasoned, and I am brought back to warmer days, eating seafood dishes in Silverside, wishing I was eating anything else. I would give anything to go back there now.
The fiddler finishes his tune and one of the Doormen advances from the crowd, clapping him on the shoulder. “Thank you, Marcus.”
Marcus returns to his seat, and the Doorman who has taken his place rubs his hands together. There is something about the way he holds himself that’s familiar. I remember a toast given bitterly at a party, a long, long time ago, the way Uncle Remi raised a glass to my family, to the Pikes, to the great city of Fairharbour, all without a trace of sincerity. He wore a fish mask that night as well – a Turning of the Tides I had long forgotten.
“This year’s Turning of the Tides marks eight years since Fairharbour was changed forever,” he says, and the crowd hang on to his every word. “Eight years since the snows began. And they have been long, hard years. But we have persevered!” A murmur of appreciation from the crowd. “We have worked so hard to preserve what remains of our great heritage. My mother…” Reaching into his jacket pocket, he draws out what looks like a necklace and holds it up. Several objects dangle from it. I crane my head to see. “…had some idea of what Fairharbour could be. But little did she know what we were truly capable of. What we could achieve.” He thrusts the necklace into the light, punctuating his speech, and I recognise the objects hanging from it. They are a set of rings. My grandmother’s rings. The rings she was wearing when she died. “Tonight, we celebrate the Turning of the Tides. We celebrate Fairharbour. We celebrate—”
“There haven’t—”
I only realise that I have spoken aloud when the crowd turns to face me. A sea of fish.
I briefly flounder, before regaining my courage. “There haven’t been any tides in years!” I call across. “What are you celebrating, Uncle Remi?”
When Remi removes his mask, I see up close what the years have done to him. They have turned his serious brow into a frown so deep that it looks as if it lines his entire face. “Who is that?” He begins to advance on me.
“Those rings don’t belong to you.”
The crowd of Doormen part around him. “Henry? Is that you?”
“This city doesn’t belong to you.”
When Remi gets close enough, he snatches the mask from my face. He sees me, and blinks, surprised. “Jamie?”
When I punch him, I do it with enough force that it sends him stumbling backwards, onto the gravel. “Fuck you, Uncle Remi.”
The roar of indignation begins at the back of the crowd. I use the few moments that I have to grab the necklace of rings from Remi’s fist and run in the opposite direction, pushing a table over in my wake and vaulting over the fence. Only when I am halfway down Celeste Street do I glance back, glad to see that Bea is behind me, huffing and sliding as she tries to keep pace down the slippery slope. There is a rare gleam in her eyes.
Behind us the Doormen are gathering. Some are already running after us.
At the bottom of the street is a crossroads, but we have no time to pause. I turn left onto Fin Lane where the snows are deeper, and roll across an embankment. Seconds later, Bea joins me. I dare to raise my head over the rise and glimpse a crowd of silhouettes carrying torches. In the distance, I hear the revving of an engine.
“Where do we go?” asks Bea, between breaths. “We can’t outrun them.”
I glance about, letting my eyes adjust to the dark. There is a manhole nearby.
“The sewer tunnels. We could try and lose them there. I heard some of them go all the way to the sea.”
* * *
Absolute darkness. It’s impossible to run, but I hurry as much as I can. My footsteps splash and echo. I have one hand against the wall, and the other holding on to Bea. She grips my forearm and I can hear her breathing heavily behind me. I’ve been pulling her along for a while now. The wall doesn’t feel like concrete anymore. It’s made of uneven, slippery stone instead. My boots are soaked through, and the water is getting deeper. Only when the yelling echoing down the tunnel becomes distant do we stop, knee-deep. The water smells of salt, and I cup a handful, splash it across my brow.
“Don’t suppose you’ve got a torch?” I ask.
Bea takes a moment catching her breath. The tunnel walls feel close here, and something drips down the back of my neck. “I grabbed a bag.”
Between us, we fumble through the contents.
“Water bottle.” I take a swig, pass it over.
“Prop gun.” There is a splash as Bea drops it into the water.
“You’d think they’d pack torches as standard.”
“What’s this?” The sound of Bea unclasping something.
At the same time, I find what feels like a first-aid kit, full of rolls of bandages.
“Oh,” says Bea.
“What is it?”
“I think… hold on…”
Sudden dazzling red light blooms. It’s like a firework, and it leaves streaks in my vision. I guard my eyes against it, almost dropping the first-aid kit. “Shit.”
“Sorry! Sorry.” The flare hisses, and Bea raises it, lighting the tunnel.
It looks like we’ve ended up in one of the tidal tunnels. The water is black beneath us. I don’t know how long the flare is going to last, so I quickly rifle through the rest of the pack. Ancient snack bars. Cigarettes. A set of keys. No torch.
“How many more flares do you have?”
“Five.”
I turn, studying the walls, the length of the tunnel. There are apertures ahead, and one of them has a rusted grate bolted onto it. A way back into the city somewhere, perhaps. Splashing across as quickly as I can, I inspect the bars. They’re ancient, but still solid. The bolts, though…
We need to find somewhere to hide.
I grab the keys just as the flare starts to die, trying each one until I find one that fits the groove. Then, I start to twist. The first bolt comes free, and then the second, and by the time I have the third out the flare has finished, leaving us back in darkness. Grabbing the grate, I pull at the whole thing, trying to grind it around enough to give us passage.
There is a yell in the dark. It sounds close.
I pause. We both hold our breath. In the distance, there is the flash of torchlight across the water. Quickly, I pull the grate away, grabbing at Bea and helping her through the gap. Then I follow after.
We stumble together in the dark. This tunnel echoes noisily, clanking with each step as we ascend. We scramble along, hastening to put as much distance as possible between us and the Doormen. Only when the ascent levels off, and we come up against another grate, do we stop.
“Time for another flare?”
This time I’m prepared, and guard my eyes against the red. I quickly get my bearings. The tunnel is metal, and the grating is embedded into it. There is a hatch in the roof. I grab at the handle and rattle it. Rusted shut. “Help me.” Bea drops the flare, and both of us haul together. There is no more yelling, but we hurry anyway, heaving and heaving until at last, with a rain of rust, the hatch grinds open.
Beyond the hatch is a gasp of darkness.
“Quickly.” I offer my hands, and Bea takes the hint, grabbing the flare and stepping into them. I push her up, so that she can see.
“What is it?”
She glances down at me. “It looks like a factory.”
“Empty?”
“Pristine.”
Scrambling, she manages to haul herself all the way up, reaching down to offer me help. Her grip is weak around my wrist, but together we manage, and then we are both there, up on the factory floor. It’s cavernous. Still, no time to catch my breath. I roll over, and close the hatch. It’s set into the floor, flush with it. Bea lights the third flare just as the second dies – dropping it to the ground. Together, we push at the nearest machine – which looks like a gigantic oven – straining until it grinds slowly across the floor.
With the hatch covered, I finally let myself relax and slide to the ground.
Bea joins me, rubbing at her hands, and together we admire the factory in the red light of the flare.
It is an enormous space. Machines lie dormant everywhere, some covered in dust sheets, some exposed to the stale air. There are no windows, and the doors – just about visible at the far end – are bricked shut. This must have been one of the first places the Doormen closed.
“You just had to take the rings, didn’t you?”
I turn to see that Bea is smiling. I smile back.
I raise my hand and together we admire the rings around each of my fingers, gleaming in the last of the flarelight. There is one encrusted with diamonds, another with a crest, a third that looks like it’s hewn from rock, a fourth with a brass spike in the shape of a fin, and the thumb-ring, a pair of thin silver loops joined with a chain. I flex my hand, surprised by how well they fit.
* * *
I remember watching my grandmother on television one evening. Our television was old, and my father always had to manoeuvre the aerials around to get a clear picture. I was struck by the way that Carmen emerged as if from a snowstorm. I had been allowed to stay up and watch her appear on a glamorous late-night talk show, and there she was, dressed in a shimmering, velvet gown, with fur around her shoulders, and her hand curled like a spider ready to spring on the host’s desk, heavy rings gleaming in the bright studio lights. This was during her time away from Fairharbour – when she was a mainland sensation.
We only managed to tune in mid-interview, but I remember it so clearly.
“You are becoming rather well known for your death scenes,” said the host.
She laughed. “So I’m told.”
“What goes into making a good death scene, do you think?”
She paused. Then, carefully, she said, “Most of us don’t get to choose our end. We are taken by age, or illness, or accident. Death is unexpected, and messy, and undignified. In cinema, though, death is catharsis. Death is the end of a narrative, and sometimes the beginning of a new one. Death can be memorable, and even beautiful. Wouldn’t you want a beautiful death?”
“Or at least a memorable one,” said the host. Laughter from the audience.
“If you could choose a memorable death, what would it be?” asked Carmen.
“Right here, in front of a live audience!” said the host. More laughter. “What about you?”
“I do think about it, from time to time. What would I do if I could direct my own death? What would the end of my story look like?” She smiled at the camera, and drummed her heavy ring-fingers on the table, and it felt as if she was looking at me. “I come from a place called Fairharbour, and in Fairharbour, one of our greatest stories is about a man who uses his death for the benefit of the city. It is a splendid story, and one I am looking to bring to the screen one day. I hope that when I go, my death will be as important as his. At the very least, I will tell you this much: when I die, it will be spectacular.”
A round of applause from the audience.
* * *
Bea and I watch the spinning top whirr in the light of the next flare, mesmerised.
I found it beside a mixing machine: stumbling over it in the dark. The only object that doesn’t belong in the old chocolate factory.
It’s clever. If you try to solve it normally – help each bearing find its groove at the end of each maze by tipping them into place – it’s impossible. No matter how you turn the top, solving one or even two of the bearings is at the cost of the others. To solve the puzzle, you need to apply force. Only a centrifuge will align the bearings.
The bearings blur, the maze solved. The flare gutters.
“I know a place we can go,” I say.
“Where?”
The kaleidoscope let me see the summer city. The kaleidoscopic projector let me pour light through to it. The spinning top turns, its metallic parts glinting red, and I wonder what would happen if I spun mirrors fast enough, warped light around the head of a drill and pushed. There is a mixing machine nearby. I head over and examine the whisk head. It looks robust. If I had some tools…
“Jamie!”
I turn to see Bea, stood beside a set of enormous freezers, flare raised. She’s pulled the tarpaulin from a bulky machine.
“Is that what I think it is?”
Bea raises a jerry-can. Something sloshes inside. In the light of the flare, Bea’s face is alive. “I’ve never had to repair a generator before,” she says. “But I think I know the principles.”
* * *
“It’s working!” cries Bea, feeding more fuel into the roaring generator. Even so, it’s not the loudest sound in the room. Whatever it is that the kaleidoscopic drill is invisibly colliding with is screaming. Its mirrored shattered-glass head is grinding against something unseen, and waves of heat are rising from the point. I pull my goggles down to protect my eyes and haul at the lever that pushes it forwards. The air cracks.
It’s a shoddy build, even for a pair of scavengers, but Bea is right. It’s working.
There is a ripping – a tearing that shudders the ground – and light spills through the wound the drill is making in the world. Heat gushes from the fissure.
There is a small fracture in the air, suspended around the drill, and through it I can see another version of the factory we’re working in. It was one thing to glimpse it during my brief visit with the mayor, but it’s another entirely to confront it while I am lucid. The summer city glows, vividly, verdantly present, and only the clang of Bea dropping an empty jerry-can reminds me that we don’t have long. “Can we speed it up?” I call.
Bea shakes the last can and shrugs. “Try it!” she yells, as she starts to pour.
I go to the drillhead, which is whirring precariously, and gingerly turn the dial beside it all the way up. What was a flashing disco of reflected colour turns into a silver blur, and the noise of it is almost deafening. Beyond it, the fissure widens, becoming a window, and I am dazzled by the colours on the other side.
Who knew that a sun could be so yellow?
Who knew that leaves could be so green?
Long grasses and sprigs of lavender wave, only an arm’s length away.
Bea is yelling something, but I don’t hear her. I reach out, feeling the heat from the drill and the glare of the summer sun. I can feel the rings on my fingers starting to warm, and I push through with the tips of my fingers. There is no resistance. I reach all the way through, and grasp the tall grasses.
Everything seems to happen at once.
The feel of that hot sun across my hand. The verdant thickness of the long grasses, sharp enough to cut at my fingers. The strong smell of lavender, mixed in with a heady cacophony of summer scents. The way the light plays across the different metals and gemstones of my grandmother’s rings. The dizzying spinning of the kaleidoscopic drill beside me, reflecting it all in a whirl.
A crash, and I look back to see that the machine we had placed over the hatch in the factory floor has fallen, hatch rising. A face comes into view: the face of Henry. I see the way his expression shifts with the shadows, his mouth opening in a wide O, the sunlight glaring in through the gap in the world shining in his eyes.
Bea is shouting, pointing.
The drill shatters, shedding its panes. Glass shards pirouette through the air. I try to shield my face. There is a snap of cold as the bright tear shuts. Sudden pressure around my wrist. I fall backwards beneath a rain of bright glass, reflecting now not a rip between two versions of the same city, but torchlight. I raise my hands protectively, too late. Mirrored glass is embedded so beautifully in one palm, and the other is gone altogether.
I laugh, deliriously.
A gift for you, Esther.
I offer you my hand.
There is pain, and then nothing at all.




Pip leads me through the city.
She takes unfamiliar side streets and shortcuts. I thought I had travelled every inch of Fairharbour, but these are new passageways, created by the work of the Fenestration. She walks in and out of houses, using smashed windows and broken walls, and the people inside don’t even blink at our invasion. Some of them nod at Pip, as she passes them at speed. She knows everyone. Are we nearing the harbour? The night air feels fresh on my skin. I try to get my bearings, looking out for the spire of the Shining Heart, but we never walk under open sky. It’s an odd experience to travel through the city in which I grew up and not recognise it.
Wait – this is the theatre district. We cross a back alley and I catch a glimpse of the columned façade of Lavender Theatre. We are skirting Magnolia Court, with its inner yard and its expensive eateries. For a moment it’s as it was, in my mind, alive with patrons, lit up, electric. Pip swings right and I get a better look at the square, under the twisted magnolia trees. It falls back into dilapidation. The fluted decorations are crumbling. Two of the four columns are intact, and one side of the theatre has long since collapsed.
She studies the ruins warily, and slinks through the rubble. “So now we know. All this time, he was responsible. Hiding away while he told others to destroy,” she says, softly, over her shoulder.
“Who?”
“Your uncle Jan.”
She says his name with such hatred.
I recognise the wall ahead, where the stage door used to be. A heavy curtain hangs across. Pip pulls it back, and ushers me through. I follow the dim oil lamps fixed along the corridor to emerge upon the main stage. The great organ squats in the pit, and more oil lamps are strung across the grand old arch behind me. The carpet is grimy, and a large black stain has spread across it. It looks familiar. I can’t place it – wait. I saw it in the film projected through the waterfall. The mayor knelt here, his face a mass of ice and growth. He touched this spot as if it was important.
I have the strongest feeling that there’s an audience out there now. Am I to be the show? My eyes adjust and confirm my suspicion. People sit in the semi-circle of the auditorium. Lots of them. I step back towards the wings, and Pip puts out a hand to stop me.
“You put all these people in danger today,” she says, her voice pitched to carry.
“I don’t see how,” I murmur. I can’t talk to everyone out there.
She raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you that stupid? Everyone you visited today is part of this.”
“Of what?”
She releases me and strides to centre stage, standing proud on that black stain. “You really don’t get it?”
I understand suddenly, beautifully. “A rebellion.”
“I wouldn’t call it that.”
“Then what would you call it?”
She’s planted to the stage, her legs sturdy, her sleeves rolled up. She likes this role. “Rebels want to tear things down. That’s what the Fenestration does, correct? They tear down buildings, organisations, homes. We want to fill in all the holes and put everything back together again.”
I can’t help it. I smile at her, and at the people beyond. I’m not alone. I always told myself I was glad to be alone, and now I’m sure it’s the last thing I ever wanted.
“Funny,” she snorts.
“What?”
“You’ve learned something that risks all our lives, and you want to smile about it. Although that’s the perfect response for an inhabitant of our fair city.”
“I don’t get it.” The story comes back to me. “You mean, like the Smiling Knight? Is that what you are? You’ll stand together and face down the enemy, armed with nothing but bared teeth? You’re right. That’s perfect. I’m in.”
Pip doesn’t reply.
I can make out familiar faces. The people I visited yesterday, and some from the harbour, and others for whom I have mended equipment in the past. Even my cousin, Myra. Myra, sitting so still at the front of the auditorium, haloed by a pool of moonlight from the holes above, her eyes wide, containing a warning. Why is she away from her beloved Catchmarket?
By visiting four of their number in turn today, I linked them.
“Wait,” I say. “Wait. I didn’t… I was only chasing up on what Theo said. He told me he reports back on certain people for the Fenestration. I wanted to know what they had in common.”
“Theo works for your uncle,” she says. “I know that already. What I don’t know is – do you work for him too?”
It did not occur to me that she could think such a thing. I don’t grace it with a denial. Instead, I choose to show that I belong here by telling her, and the whole audience, everything I’ve learned about Fairharbour in the last weeks. I tell them about summer and winter, and the mayor travelling between the two. The patches where one bleeds into another. The devices we’ve passed between us. I tell them about the people who are not dead, and are definitely not forgotten. I tell them about Jamie.
“This is insane,” she says, when I find I have nothing left to say.
“Ask Myra. I gave her a toy. A kaleidoscope. It sees the other city. Myra believes me. Don’t you?”
“The device does show a winter place.” Myra’s voice comes strongly from beyond the pit. “Where it is, what it means, I don’t know. I wanted to try to be sure before I raised it… I don’t have it on me, but I can bring it. Anyone who wants to see can see, and draw their own conclusions.”
“Let’s stick to the matter in hand right now,” says Pip. She sounds wary. I get the feeling she’d rather not mess with Myra.
“We need to find a way to reach the other city! We’re meant to be together, aren’t we?” I say, but I can feel their doubt. There are so many other problems to solve.
“Okay, maybe you’re right. But it’s not the reason you’re here. You were inside the Fenestration headquarters last night. You saw your uncle. The fact that he’s alive, and in charge, was as much of a shock to you as to us, am I right? As soon as we found out, we sent Myra up their headquarters, to try to talk to him. But she got turned away at the door. So tell us – what makes you so special? What did he say to you?”
Everyone is silent. So much rests on my answer.
“He offered me a job. I turned him down.”
“Why?”
“I don’t trust him.”
“Because of what happened to your grandmother, right here, on this very spot? Or do you not know about that, either?” There’s a smugness to Pip’s voice. She has information that she wants to share with me, but she wants it to be done on her terms. There’s nothing I can do but wait for her to get to the heart of it. “She made a film. Your grandmother. An autobiography. A lost film, now. A history of your family, in one part, and the rest was some kind of statement about the future. She was obsessed with the future, wasn’t she?”
I picture the tarot deck she loved, and the three cards Jamie sent through. The two of fish. The nine of smiles. The stage.
“Pip,” says Myra. One word. A warning.
Pip turns to Myra, using the height of the stage to her advantage. “You wanted to respect her wishes to stay out of it, pretend she’s not a Pike, keep her sheltered. You protected her from the truth, and look where that got us! She needs to know.”
Myra does not reply.
Pip says, to the whole room, “After the first showing of the film, right here in the theatre on that very evening, Carmen Pike was killed. The murderer cut her body in half. She was wearing a black and white suit, divided on the diagonal, from her collarbone to her breast. Black above, white below. They cut her along that line, as if it was an instruction.”
It’s so vivid. The worst thing I ever heard. “How can you know that?”
“You don’t believe me? You can speak to the person who found her. Matthew, come up here.”
Matthew Shinga. He rises from the auditorium, and climbs on to the stage. “I’m so sorry,” he says, to me, to everyone. “I oversaw the theatre back then. Your uncles hired me. And when… the weather had changed. Suddenly it was summer. My daughter was gone. So many people had gone, and there was nobody to tell, to help, except your uncle Jan. He told me he’d get the city organised, send out search parties. He’d make my daughter, all the lost children, a priority if I cleaned up – if I dealt with – what was left of your grandmother. So I came here and I took care of it.”
“Did he…” I must ask. “Are you saying Jan killed my grandmother?”
He pauses, presses his lips together, then says, “I don’t know.”
“It’s the story,” says Pip.
“What story?”
“The only story that matters to this city. The Smiling Knight. The second part. You don’t know that either?” She rolls her eyes at me. “Violet. Your turn.”
Violet Markham, the university librarian, steps on to the stage, her eyes not meeting mine.
She starts to speak, and I’m transported back to when she kept books for us, and read to me when I could not make sense of the words. We have the love of a good story in common. How could I have not known the end of this tale?
* * *
After the defeat of the invaders, Fairharbour was happy for a while. But nothing stays happy forever, and there came a time when the people turned against the knight once more, muttering their discontent and making their plans, for no more reason than that they wanted change.
They went to the knight, and refused to return his welcoming smile.
They said: We’ve no more patience for that game. Show us real improvements, real gains. Wealth and ease and beauty.
The knight said: Look around you. Do you not have enough? Can you not be satisfied with the same?
The people told him they could not. They said: Bigger, better, more! Let us build bridges to the mainland, and conquer those who would have invaded us. Let us take their land too.
The knight said: If you must take up weapons, use them against me. Here. He called for a sword, so sharp, and pointed to his own body. Cut here, he said.
Nobody wanted the task of striking him down in hatred, but in the end a willing man was found, who said he could complete the task with love. And so the man lined up the sword with care, and struck, and the knight was split into two pieces, diagonally, just as he had marked.
At that very moment, the citizens of Fairharbour realised their mistake. They had not invited change to their lives. They had frozen themselves with the blow, caught forever more in the act of murder, which could not be escaped. The knight’s dead head held the expression of one who had won an argument: the eyes were open, and the smile large.
Eyes are mirrors, and smiles are shards, said the head of the Smiling Knight.
* * *
I can understand why Grandmother never told us this part of the tale. It’s gruesome. But there’s no doubt in my mind she knew the story well, just as she knew every part of Fairharbour’s folklore.
“So where is her body?” I ask. “If she belongs here, where did you let her rest?”
Pip says, behind me, “Show her.”
Matthew says, “But—”
“Show her! She deserves that.” There’s a satisfied edge to Pip’s voice that sets my teeth on edge. This little play she’s deliberately engineered – is it working out precisely as she wants?
“Follow me,” says Matthew, his voice heavy with resignation. He collects one of the lanterns from the front of the stage. We walk through the auditorium, moving past people I know and half-know, down the spiral staircase to the remains of the foyer. The grand space, once carpeted in plush red with golden candelabras, is a mess of brick rubble. One wall has fallen in, the others tremble. It won’t stand much longer. In the box office there’s a ripped poster, still clinging to the countertop. The visible part shows the Fish March, I think – people, the tail of the tuna, glittering banners. I touch it with one finger, tracing the curve of the fish. The writing beneath it is small and means nothing to me.
“A retrospective of her career,” says Matthew.
“What?”
“The poster. Your grandmother’s films. The Lavender was showing them in order, up to her brand new one. The autobiography. Swimming Pikes!, she called it. The last film that ever played here. But summer came after the opening night, and I never did see it. I wish I had, her work was… extraordinary. This way.”
In the floor of the box office is a trapdoor. Beneath that, wooden stairs lead down to a long corridor. It must run the length of the theatre. There are several doors on either side, all of them shut. The smell of the lantern intensifies. It runs on fish oil, and is pungent, but I’m intensely grateful for the light it provides. I trail Matthew closely, unwilling to be far from its glow. He holds it high, above his head, and I’m grateful for that, too.
He takes me to the last door on the left, and opens it wide.
I want to run. Back upstairs, back to my factory.
It makes me think of the mayor, emerging from the sewers in steam and ice, or plunging deep under the sea.
“Esther,” murmurs Matthew, very softly. “Is what you said true? About another Fairharbour, just like in the story? About people being alive there?”
“It’s true.”
He nods, and steps back.
It’s a small room, packed with floor to ceiling metal shelves that hold items I can’t easily make sense of in the shadows. Cartons and reels, maybe. The floor is different under my feet. Springy. It squeaks as I move around, examining the shelves. There are thick banks of cobwebs everywhere. I’m being watched. Spider eyes upon me.
“The damp had got in,” Matthew whispers. “The floor was rotten. I pulled it up and dug a hole. Put her in. The part that I found.”
“That you found?”
“The top half of her. I’m so sorry, there was nothing else. I don’t know how they could have taken away the other half so cleanly. I… I made a mark on the wall. Here.” He comes up behind me and extends his arm, pointing to a spot behind a shelf that looks like all the others. There’s no mark, no sign I can see. There’s nothing of her here. I want… I don’t know. A grave. Bones. She’s under the floor. There’s no reaching her.
I kneel down and put my hand on the boards.
“Come on,” whispers Matthew, breathless. So he doesn’t like the dark, either. I try to imagine what it was like to bury half of her, that day, but I can’t picture it. He lost his daughter, too. There is such suffering here, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting to punish him, somehow, for doing this thing.
He helps me up.
The combination of the smell of the oil and the swinging of the lamp is sickening. I press my hand to my mouth as he guides me back along the corridor.
“I’m sorry,” he murmurs, again, and a voice, close by and so loud, calls out, “Who’s that?”
“Be quiet!” calls Matthew.
The voice, behind one of the closed doors, says, “Help me, help me, who’s that? Help me!”
Theo. I’m certain. I trace him, turn the handle of the door he’s behind. It’s locked. There’s a keyhole, but no key. “Theo? Theo! It’s Esther.”
“Est! I didn’t mean any harm, I wasn’t going to say anything, honestly. Tell them.”
“Stay calm! I’ll get you out.”
“I wouldn’t have said anything, please.”
I turn to Matthew. “Open this door. Right now.”
“Pip’s orders,” he says. “She has the key.”
“Well go and get it!”
He makes for the stairs, taking the lantern with him.
The absolute dark swallows me.
It has me.
The dead and the trapped are here.
“It was just a job,” Theo says. Scratching. He’s clawing at the door. “I didn’t take it seriously, not any of it, you know that. Tell them, tell them, it was just a summer job.”
But all the summer has fled from his voice. I console him, I soothe him, I tell him help is on the way. I say it often, before it occurs to me that nobody is coming with a key, and the fear that claims me is like nothing I’ve felt before, not even when the Fenestration kept me locked up for hours. I can’t bear it. I can’t be kept, buried here along with my grandmother’s remains. Anything but this theatre and its depths.
“I’ll go get help,” I tell Theo, and he moans.
“Don’t go, oh, don’t go.”
“Be strong.”
“Est,” he says. “You’re my favourite. You know you’re my favourite, right?”
I can’t find any words. I feel my way along the wall. Is this the right direction? With every inching step I’m diminished, I’m shrinking. I’m so small by the time my foot hits the first stair and my hand finds the rail. Up the stairs, up, there’s light, the seam of the closed trapdoor. I pray, I don’t know who I’m praying to, and the trapdoor swings back easily to my push.
I pull myself up, back into the box office, and lie there on the floor, breathing. Breathing.
“I was just coming,” says Pip.
She stands over me. Matthew is behind her, his arms crossed over his chest.
“Theo,” I croak. “Let him out.”
“Don’t worry. It’s just to get him in the right frame of mind to take a message to your uncle for me.”
“It’s torture.”
“It’s just a little time in the dark,” she says, her attention already turning away from me, back to Matthew, and I’m certain, beyond a shadow of a doubt certain, that I want no part of the city she’d create.
“Let him out,” I say again, but the words won’t come out strong and clear.
“Soon,” she says, with exaggerated patience. “Look, you placed him in this position. He followed you yesterday. We need to get all the answers we can out of him today. This is the best way we have to protect ourselves, okay?”
I have no answer.
Can I snatch the key from her? I don’t know where she carries it, and she’s bigger than me. Stronger. She’s older. Maybe I’m faster. I manage to stand. No, I’m not faster than her. At least, not today.
“Go home,” she says. “Get some sleep. Go out the way we came in. Try to stay out of sight.” She talks to me as if I’m a child, then walks away. Matthew closes the trapdoor and locks it. My chance has passed, and I am so ashamed of myself, but I can’t go back down there even if I had the opportunity. It’s beyond me. I leave the theatre behind, and crawl back to my factory in a daze. I am helpless, and useless, and a coward. I am everything I hate.
* * *
What kind of a terrible person sleeps well while someone they know suffers?
Maybe every person. Maybe that’s the only way that the city goes on.
There’s a clear moment of peace when I wake. Then a bad smell creeps into my consciousness, the memory of yesterday lands on me, a weight that can’t be moved, and I lie there flattened by it.
But self-pity will not help Theo.
That’s the truth. That’s the only thing that makes me get up. In winter Fairharbour some people must want togetherness, compassion, co-operation, too. After all, Jamie is there, using his own two hands to build devices to bring us closer together. That’s the thought that gets me to uncurl and come to life.
Eyes are mirrors, and smiles are shards.
Is that why Uncle Jan wants all the glass smashed? So that no eyes remain to see him, no smiles remain to remind him?
I have an idea.
There might be a way I can show Jamie what this city looks like. If you want to solve a problem, you have to observe it clearly, right? Maybe he’ll see something I’ve missed. And at the same time I can help Theo. I must get him out of that basement.
I drag myself over to my work bench and pick up an item that has graced it since I first came to the factory: my grandmother’s old camera.
The last time I saw her, I can’t put a date on it, I think it must have been just before the night of the premier of Swimming Pikes!
at the Lavendar Theatre. A day, a week before that? I don’t know. I was given an errand. Pawel loaded up the trailer on the back of my bike with a long wooden box.
“Take it to Idlemire, my little puzzle,” he told me. “For your grandmother only. A prop for her latest film.” He rolled his eyes in good humour and I cycled off like a good girl, intent on my mission, but once I was round the corner I stopped and took a peek, of course. It was the two-handed saw that always took pride of place in the back room of Radio City, resting on hooks from the ceiling above his bench.
I delivered it to the front of the house, and she thanked me, and told me to come inside. I followed her up to her study, and she let me sit behind that long desk, surrounded by her awards and accoutrements. I had never been allowed to touch such things before, but they didn’t interest me as much as the cheap, battered camera that looked incongruous in that setting. I picked it up.
It was one of my favourites, she said. But a camera that doesn’t work is a dead eye. Make it live again, one day, maybe.
It’s old but it’s hardly an antique. It’s a cheap gadget for taking still photos, and I already know what’s wrong with it. I worked that out years ago. The roll of film has jammed in the act of being wound on, and it refuses to budge. I pop the back of the case and examine it and – yes, it’s the same as before. Pushed too hard into the wrong position, wedged in place. I tried, at the time, to use force to remove it. I didn’t try with much interest – after all, what use was a camera like that? I had no fresh film, no way to develop images. Besides, it was a medium that belonged to my grandmother, not to me.
Since last night, standing on her bones, I’ve felt closer to her than I have in years. I don’t want to use force to achieve my goals anymore. I’ve seen what that looks like, and it is horrifying.
Gentle pressure.
Not to remove the film, but to put it back. Such a light force, indirectly applied, using no tool but my fingertips.
With a soft click, it slots back into place. I close the back and wind the film on, turning the little wheel beside the viewfinder until it won’t go any further.
Time to get going.
As I collect my toolbelt and rucksack for the day ahead, the bad smell of the morning grows stronger. Perhaps it’s only the remains of yesterday’s fish oil lantern in my nostrils – a residual reminder of that fear. No, it’s stronger by the bigger machines, at the back of the hall, where the old generator that’s long since refused to work sits in its usual bad mood. There’s something both sweet and meaty about it that turns my stomach. Perhaps a rat has died back there.
No time to look for it now. I have things to do. I make sure I have everything I need and push back the tarpaulin. This time I must win the war of words with Pip.
* * *
The masses of flowers that bloom all over the city are pinpricks of colour in a sea of green weeds. They climb over brick and concrete, snaking all the way out to the very blue sea. Have the Fenestration given up trying to keep the weeds at bay? We’ll be smothered in weeks.
But, right now, I’m struck by how alive everything looks today from up here in the floating gondola. People are everywhere, going about their business in the markets and fisheries before they retreat in the midday heat. They are gathered around the squares, laughing, sheened in sweat. There are a surprising number at Fairbright Fountain; I wonder what’s happening there today. An impromptu celebration, perhaps. Some people love the summer so. Some people never want it to end.
We draw level with the spire of the cathedral, its tree sprouting from the tip.
“Can you stop it here?” I ask Pip. We’ve not spoken more than a handful of words this morning. I’m waiting for the right moment to say my piece. It’s just the two of us in the gondola. At least nobody else will overhear the promise I’m about to make.
She pulls on the lever by the door. The gondola jerks to a halt, then swings forward, back, forward, back. We’re a pendulum in the sky. It would be so easy for someone to lose their balance, fall out through the open sides. I keep my eyes fixed on Pip; she doesn’t move.
The motion lessens. We’re still. At least, as still as we can be. There’s a good breeze today, coming from the coast. I will try to compensate for that.
For Jamie to receive a panoramic image of the city – one he can piece together from photographs – I’ll need to give him a decent overlap from one moment to the next. Only then will he be able to work out which image fits where.
“Thanks.”
Pip shrugs. I feel her watching me as I walk up and down the length of the gondola, identifying points of reference through the viewfinder. I choose the spire, the fountain, the factory. The university, and the Catchmarket. Idlemire. The old botanic gardens, and the Patent Office, of course – who could mistake that? The residential areas near the harbour are harder. I look for the house I grew up in. It’s nearly lost to view from above, under a canopy of trees growing strong. I think they’re silver birches. I catch a glimpse of Pawel’s workshop, set back from the straight line of the avenue at the end of a long alley. The trees are different there. He planted pinecones and those saplings have now grown into tall specimens, throwing shade over the old shopfront and the flat roof. I know that place so well, and Jamie will pick it out instantly. We’d watch him work, and he’d answer all our questions with good humour. I wish I could say I’d learned patience from him, but when Pip says, “Why is this a priority?” I feel my temper rising.
“The winter city. I’ll try to send this overview to Jamie. I don’t know, I have this feeling it might help. A clearer picture.”
“Sure.” She hums, and stares out at the sea. I know her better now. It never will be in her interest to reunite the cities. She only wants control of this one. But she’s humouring me, which has to be a good sign. Whatever she wants, I’ll give it.
I finish taking the photos and she restarts the gondola. Up we climb, to Cherry Mount.
This is my moment.
“I want to do a deal.”
She turns back to face me, calm, implacable. Dangerous. “I’m listening.”
“You want something from me. That’s obvious. Here’s the deal: if it’s in my power to do it, I will. No questions asked. In fact, the less you tell me, the better.”
“And in return?”
“You help me to try to bring the city back to the way it should be. And the first part of that involves not locking up Theo.”
“That’s easy,” she says. “Already done. He’s not locked up anymore. He’s delivering his message to your uncle. Right now.”
“Oh.”
“You’re surprised?”
“I didn’t expect it.” I hate her pragmatism about someone else’s suffering. Is that really what’s needed to get the job done? “Good,” I end up saying. She’s got the better of me again.
“Okay, so here’s what I want. You publicly support me over your uncle when it comes to kicking out the Fenestration. And you come with me, as a go-between, when he asks for a meeting. We have no idea why, but he seems to like you.”
“He won’t ask for a meeting.” I still don’t really understand why he saw me last time.
She says, “Trust me, he will. And you’ll be there to help him see sense. It’s easy. We want the same thing, after all.”
The gondola docks, with a jolt. We’re at the top of Cherry Mount.
“Do you want to ride back down again?”
“No,” I say. “No, I think I’ll get out here.” It takes courage to walk past her. I don’t think I’ll ever feel easy turning my back on her again.
* * *
The walk down the mount gives me plenty of time to eat cherries, and to think. It doesn’t help me to make a decision about Pip and her plans, but it does mean I know exactly where I need to go next. I head for the harbour, loop back around through Celeste Street, and end up on Fairmaid Street. It’s been a while since I’ve walked this way. A light rain starts to fall. Grasses snake over the pavement and the trees drip, making their own percussion. Gorse is everywhere, pricking and surging into any gaps it can find. Does nobody live on this street anymore? I find the back alley I’m looking for. Through the pines, to Radio City.
Sharp edges and splinters stick out of the smashed shop front, but who needs to risk them? There are many holes smacked into the sides. I choose one and squeeze through, slithering over the rough brick, coughing up dust.
If the theatre is my grandmother and the little house by the cathedral is my mother, then this space is Pawel. Just stepping inside conjures him. The unique smell of his varnish, his pine-scented tools. It’s all in the thick dust that stirs around me. I move through the shop front to the back room, and it’s as if I can hear his low voice, see him bending over his bench once more. It’s still there, an image of Pawel with his tools on the board behind, made from the wood of the trees he loved: claw hammers and screwdrivers, planes and handsaws.
Not the giant two-handed saw he’d made himself that always had pride of place above his bench. Maybe that’s still in Idlemire, somewhere. It was the only thing he ever made that he would never let us touch. I wonder what my grandmother told him of her latest project to persuade him to loan it to her. But he made all manner of other marvellous things here, that we took apart and reassembled many times, from toys to technical inventions. Even medical devices. It never paid well, and I don’t think, in hindsight, that he wanted it to. It was a hobby in the truest sense, not to be cluttered up with demands and pressures. Sometimes he worked for nothing. And sometimes he did as he was asked to do as part of belonging to the Pike family, such as developing my grandmother’s still photographs.
He didn’t much care for her films and occasional photographs. It’s not real, is it? I heard him grumble, once, to my mother. None of those stories she makes are real. Not like the things we hold in our hands.
But did they really have no respect for each other’s craft? The more I consider it, the more that seems to be the reasoning of a small child. I assumed, because I never saw them talk much, that they had little to do with each other. But the photographs – the two-handed saw – these were bonds between them. And she knew everything about Fairharbour, so did she also know what his tools were capable of? What stories did they share, back and forth?
I wish I’d paid more attention to the job of developing photographs, but I never had an interest in that area, which leaves me in a difficult situation now. First things first: the darkroom. Pawel made it himself, in the corner of the back room, hanging heavy tarps from the ceiling to create an enclosed area. The dark material is unfaded, and I take out my clockwork torch, wind it, then push through the tarps to find two parallel tables with wires strung above them, and my mother’s old clothes pegs left dangling. There are trays, and tubs of chemicals under the tables that bear warning labels – illustrated skulls and crossbones, dissolving hands, fish flapping in puddles of acid.
Don’t touch, my Esther.
He could be just behind me, his voice on the back of my neck. I could turn and see him, couldn’t I? I’d give anything to see him. If he was in the winter city, I think Jamie would have found a way to tell me.
I listen to Pawel’s warning. I don’t touch the chemicals. I thought it might come back to me if I saw this space, but I have no idea how to turn the roll of film into a handful of photographs. But perhaps I don’t have to understand how to do this, because Jamie might. And – I’m in luck. There’s a patch of snow under one of the tables, drifting up into a pile. Another sign. Too late to back out now. This has been a journey of intuition.
I put the tubs of chemicals in the drift and I place Grandmother’s camera there, too. Maybe her ghost will go with it.
* * *
On another day there’ll be time to look through the workshop properly, and see what’s been left behind, but I’m running on empty, and I want to see Theo, check he’s okay. Maybe he’s waiting for me at the factory. It’s time to squeeze back through the hole and start for home.
It’s an oddness, this business of ghosts.
When somebody leaves behind their body, does their spirit stay near the remains, or is it free to travel? Do the dead split their time between our cities of summer and winter, watching both versions? Of course, ghosts are only figments of the imagination, I know that. Crouch said that Uncle Jan paid her to watch for ghosts at the Lavendar Theatre. It must have been the spirit of Carmen Pike she’d been sent to look for. He feared her return that much.
It’s approaching midday as I near the cathedral. There’s an unsettling buzz to the crowds. People are talking, clustered in groups, or they’re moving fast, purposefully. As I near Fairbright Fountain the groups thicken. I push through them, and I overhear snatches of conversation that chill me.
…it’s
sick, the work of a sick
mind…
…you
know him? We all knew
him…
…right
across the throat, and the mouth,
too…
Then the people fall away, and I stand before the fountain.
The gilt decoration gleams in the sun, and the water in its basin runs red. Theo’s body lies there, half submerged, his face turned upwards, the slit in his throat so deep that it seems his head is barely attached to his body, his arms and legs loose, his summer shorts and shirt waterlogged, rippling. His eyes are wide. The corners of his mouth have been sliced upwards, into a smile.
Pip has sent her message.




There is a small man with a bag. I don’t recognise the man, but I recognise the bag because I would see it all the time when I was living up in Gallant Heights with my father. The bag’s owner had a stethoscope and cold hands, and would refuse to have his tarot read. After each visit, my father would lay cards for him anyway, predicting something different every time. Sometimes, I would see the man – the doctor – climbing the stairs between floors, huffing with each step. I think he had a clinic somewhere in the towers.
Inside the bag are reels of gauze, and other silvery pieces of equipment.
“You’re lucky,” says the doctor every time he feeds me pills. “There aren’t many of these left.”
There is a gentle beeping for a while, and when that goes, I am lulled instead by the rise and fall of the room’s temperature, awoken, sometimes, by the pinging of the radiators as they warm. There is snow beyond the window. Sometimes, the snow is lit by the sun, but mostly it’s lit by the cold streetlamps of Celeste Street – the only street in the city that still glows like it used to, before the endless winter. I am being cared for by the Doormen, then. I sip water through a straw when I can, but it’s mostly just to wet my dry lips.
One day, Henry is standing at the window, watching the snow fall.
“Henry?” My voice croaks.
He turns to me. “What was that place?”
“Can I have some water?”
Henry takes the doctor’s chair, and raises the cup, putting the straw to my lips. “It was so green,” he says, softly. “Like in a movie.”
“Fairharbour,” I tell him, between sips.
He smiles at me, like I’ve told a joke. “Was it ever like that?”
“It’s like that right now.”
“What do you mean?”
“That’s where Esther is. Another Fairharbour.”
The door opens, and in comes the doctor, glaring at Henry until he moves. Then, he sits and reaches beneath the sheets, freeing my arm. At least, it looks like my arm. But where my hand should be is a swathe of bandages. I jolt, alarmed, fully awake at last.
“Hold still,” says the doctor.
“My hand!”
“You’re lucky Henry found you,” he says gruffly, pressing his free hand against my chest to stop me from moving. I am pinned, too weak to struggle. “He saved your life.”
I glance at Henry, but he’s not listening anymore. His expression is distant, and his eyes are following the snow as it falls.
As the doctor unravels the bandages around the place where my hand should be, I feel myself weaken. I find something else to look at. Henry has returned to the window, his fingers pressed lightly against it. I wonder what he can see out there, in the white. I watch him until my eyelids become too heavy, and sleep takes me again.
* * *
Days pass. I lose track of time.
Eventually, Henry returns. His cheeks are pink. “How about a shower?”
He helps me across the landing, to the small bathroom. The bath is built into the wall, and the showerhead is attached to the taps via a rubber hose. The tiles are a shade of brown that might be age or might be their aesthetic. Everything is so clean, and with the warm water running over me I sit in the tub and soak, feeling ten years old again. Henry goes, and returns with a razor, which he uses to rid me of my new beard.
I rest my ruined arm on the rim and try to ignore it.
Once the boiler has run cold, Henry helps me dry off and wraps me in warm clothes. They’re brand new, and still have the creases and plastic tags from the packaging. Some of the Doormen’s stock. “Fancy a trip?” he asks as he pulls a big coat over my shoulders, and for a moment I am convinced that I really am ten, that Henry is his father, Uncle Harry, pulling our anoraks on in anticipation of leading us on a brisk walk to Fairbright Fountain, to see the waters in winter, frozen in motion. When Henry hauls me to my feet, I wonder if I look like my father as well.
They were always good friends, my father and Henry’s father. Good old dependable Uncle Harry – solid, and stocky, and always available to lend a hand moving furniture or doing a bit of DIY. He used to take Henry out rambling through Fairharbour’s wilder elements, and sometimes I’d come along with them, struggling to keep up as they navigated the woods and cliffs with enthusiasm.
I’m still very weak, and when I step outside, the world feels too bright.
There’s a snowmobile waiting, painted black. We are near the top of Celeste Street, and I see Doormen going about their business in the cold light of day. Henry helps me onto the back of the snowmobile, and then climbs on himself. The motor roars beneath us.
Snow so fine it rises like dust drifts across my goggles, and I have to breathe through my scarf. It’s difficult to keep hold with only one hand, but I don’t care. The journey is exhilarating. Henry runs us down the hill and turns deeper into the city, taking us through streets I haven’t walked in years. The vehicle makes Fairharbour feel small.
He drives along the waterfront, first, down the promenade, and then further still, towards the docks. I haven’t been to the docks since my father left the city, and the snows have buried the road with mounds like dunes. Henry skims them, making my stomach lurch, and the frozen shore flashes beside us, a sea of ice knives. I see some of those knives shifting, and wonder if the great thaw of Silverside Bay is spreading.
* * *
On the day the blizzards began, the city’s televisions stopped working. Radios could pick up local signals, but nothing off-island. The light on the aerial up on Cherry Mount turned from green to red. Sometimes, on nights where there were no clouds, Bea would set up an antenna on top of the Patent Office, and we’d catch snatches of radio signals, voices from the world beyond Fairharbour. We’ve never been able to return any signals, but it’s nice to know that we’re not alone.
Nobody from the mainland has come to find us. But sometimes, people leave across the frozen sea.
The docks are dark, and crowded with the half-buried chassis of trucks. The masts of most of the boats have been severed, and there, out in the shards of the sea, is the Fairharbour ferry, listing at an angle as if caught on a wave. This is where the people of Fairharbour tried to escape on the day the blizzards began.
Henry stops the snowmobile at the top of the rise overlooking the docks and turns off the engine. The sea crackles, and the engine ticks as it cools.
I raise my goggles – a difficult manoeuvre with one hand. “What are we doing here?”
Henry leans against the snowmobile and lowers his mask. “Do you remember the day my Dad and your Dad left?”
All too well. We were still children. Plenty of advance parties had ventured across the sea on foot, never to return, but this was the big one: two hundred people, carrying provisions and tools on their backs, determined to reach the mainland and bring help back. Uncle Harry was wearing his best climbing gear, and I watched him strap a helmet onto my father’s head. Henry and I stood in this very place, at the top of this rise, watching their torches light up the ferry and the frozen sea beyond.
“Be right back, Jamie,” my father told me, and I believed him.
Bea waited with us. She held my hand, and Henry’s hand, and together we watched as the torchlight and noise of all those people slowly faded. Then, we went back to the Patent Office, and Bea made us hot chocolate.
They never came back.
“Thank goodness for Bea.”
Henry exhales slowly. “Do you know why I joined the Doormen?”
“Uncle Remi offered you a job.”
“Uncle Remi is insane.”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you know why he’s doing what he’s doing?” Henry gestures broadly at the frozen city. “Having us brick up all the doors?”
“He says it’s to ‘preserve’ everything, for when winter passes.”
“That’s the official line, yes. Do you want to know the truth?”
I lean forwards. “Yes. Please.”
“He’s paranoid. He thinks we’re going to be invaded, so he’s having us seal up the city as a ‘defensive measure’.”
Something slips into place in my head. “Invaded by who?”
“He’s never been specific. At least, with me. Anyway – does it even matter? The point is that he’s clearly lost his mind. The only reason anyone works for him – the only reason I work for him – is because he’s the only person left in the city who can offer decent resources. He gives us somewhere to live, and he gives us food, and all we have to do is brick up some old vacant buildings and pretend like we’re preparing for war.”
“A war with who?” Remi, I realise, must know about the summer city. Suddenly, all the pageantry – the hoarding of resources, endless patrolling, and carrying of fake rifles – feels as if it makes sense. It’s never been about preserving Fairharbour. It’s always been about Remi’s secret war against the summer city. I wonder why he is so afraid of it…
“Did you ask him?” I say. “Did you ask him why he’s been lying about it being a weatherbomb that caused the freeze?”
“Sure I did, and he was as elusive as ever. But you’re not listening. Remi’s paranoia doesn’t matter.” Henry crosses his arms and bows his head. “How do you think you’re able to get away with as much as you do? Breaking into bricked up buildings, and living in the Patent Office? Why do you think you still had power in there? Why do you think people give you so many cans of food in return for your funny little inventions?”
“Because…”
“Because I make it happen. All of it. Because Bea is useless, spending her days buried in old bits of paper that nobody cares about anymore, and you’re useless, spending all your time wishing you were still with Pawel, tinkering with toys, and one of us has to do real work.” Henry turns to me, and I can see tears in his eyes. “You stupid, selfish idiot. Everyone’s gone. The blizzards took most, and the sea took the rest, and now there’s just me, and you, and our awful, insane Uncle, and I can’t lose you too.”
“Henry…”
“No, fuck you.” He punches me on my good arm. “What the hell was that machine? What were you doing? Bea isn’t saying anything, and you’ve been barely conscious for weeks. I want to know what was worth risking your life over.”
“It was…” I take a deep breath. Then, I reach out, and take Henry by the shoulder, and pull him into a crude embrace. I can feel him shaking. “I’m sorry.”
“I know you’re sorry.” He leans into me, and mumbles into my shoulder. “You and Bea are a sorry pair and I hate looking after you.”
“Thank you,” I tell him, and we stay like that a while.
* * *
By the time we arrive at the long drive that leads up to Idlemire House, I am struggling to keep hold of Henry. The bike bumps and jolts over things beneath the snow, and I loll against him, feeling weightless with weariness. There is something comforting about the trees, though. As we drive between them, following the old track, I am reminded of winters long past, peering at the trees as we approached along the driveway late at night, half-asleep and barely upright. I remember the way that the house itself was lit up, rendered fantastic by its height and wings and all the windows glowing across them.
We’d step out, our shoes crunching on the gravel, breath steaming.
The house looks even better than my last visit. The ground floor has been completely boarded up, and there is even a little scaffolding beneath some of the high windows. Best of all is the porchlight over the double doors, which is bright white. It’s starting to get dark, and the glow seeping out between the gaps in the boards beckons, promising warmth. Henry pulls up beside the old fountain, and I rest my head against his shoulder, just for a moment. “Home.”
He helps me from the snowmobile, and the wind, as gentle as it is among the trees, makes me stumble. I am so weak that I am momentarily afraid that I might be blown out to sea. Henry steadies me. “Long day,” he says. “But Bea promised soup.”
“Bea is here?”
“Of course she is. I wasn’t going to let her freeze.” Henry gestures at the heights of the house. “She’s been spending most of her time in the attic.”
Halfway to the entrance, the radio attached to the snowmobile begins blaring. Frowning, Henry helps me over to the steps. “Hold on,” he says, dashing back. He raises the handset to his mouth and begins speaking into it. The words are lost to the wind.
An old shutter creaks upstairs, still loose.
There is a pulley beside the doors, and I give it a tentative tug. Ice cracks across it, and black paint falls in flakes, but the spring mechanism still works. I give it a sharper pull, and just like magic, there’s the same old sound: the distant tolling of a bell. My father would lift me so that I could operate it, all those years ago – one hand beneath each of my armpits.
One of the doors scrapes open, and there, instead of my grandmother, is Bea, wearing an apron. “Jamie!” she cries, throwing her arms around me.
“Ow. Ouch.” She smells like vegetables and sawdust.
“Ah. Sorry!” She releases me, looking me up and down. I am too tired to resist when she takes my injured arm. “How is it healing?”
“I haven’t looked.”
“You need to take care of yourself.” Gently, she turns my arm over, inspecting the bandages. “This is good work, though. Very professional. Does it still hurt?”
“It aches. But I ache all over.”
“That’s good. Aching is healing.” The way she is giving me her full attention feels new. Finally, she notices how unsteady I am on my feet and helps me inside. I am unused to this fussing, focussed Bea, but I don’t think I’ve ever been so grateful to see her.
The entrance hall looks ragged, and one of the staircases has completely collapsed. I am astonished to see that the old chandelier is still intact. There is only one bulb aglow in its crystalline heights, but it’s a merry glow. “I’ve been doing a lot of sweeping,” says Bea, helping me to a threadbare chair. “We’re not going to be short of timber for a while.” She helps me out of my boots.
“How are you?” I ask.
“Me? Oh, I’ve been having a wonderful time.” Carefully, she tugs the coat from my shoulders. “I should have left that dusty vault years ago.” The entrance hall is warm enough that my ears are starting to tingle. “This house is full of secrets. Just bursting with them. I’ve been up in the attic.”
“So Henry tells me. Find anything good?”
“I’ll show you later. But right now, you need soup. I’ve got the parlour cleared out.”
The parlour is indeed cleared out, and the fireplace is lit. There is a stack of pieces of old furniture beside it, and Bea selects the leg of what might have once been a table, feeding it to the flames. I take a seat in one of the old sofas, which sags beneath me more than it should, and on the coffee table is a mug with steam rising from it. “Help yourself,” says Bea, and I do. There are chunks of vegetables, and salt, and it has a thick, broth texture. I can feel it warming me.
Bea watches me sip, stood beside the fireplace. Then, she says, “Oh!” and rushes over to the far wall, where some of my grandmother’s portraits have been stacked up. “Before Henry gets in, I should show you this.”
Hefting a large portrait across, Bea pants beneath its weight. “I went to Radio City. Mostly ruins, but I remember that Pawel used to do a bit of contract work for the hospital. You know how he was, odds and ends for everyone. I thought he might have a prosthetic or something you could use. I didn’t find one, but I did find a camera.”
I sip. “A camera?”
“Yes! And it had some film inside. There were some chemicals with it, so I developed it. You won’t believe what was on it.” Instead of showing me the subject of the portrait, she reveals the back side of the canvas, where there are dozens of photographs held in place with sewing needles. She angles it towards the fire so that I can see. “I think it’s a kind of map,” she says, and I feel her enthusiasm begin to reawaken me. “It took me a while to work out how it all fits together, but…”
The map is green, and it takes me longer than it should to realise what I’m seeing. “It’s the other Fairharbour!”
“Yes.” She smiles. “Look. I’ve made a key.”
The coloured pins mark familiar places made unfamiliar by a years-long summer, and at the base of the canvas are those place’s names, drawn in marker. I spend a while taking it all in, the city where Esther lives.
“There are so many people,” says Bea, and when I peer closer, I can see them – small dots. Thousands, perhaps.
“These pictures must have been taken from Cherry Mount.”
“Close. The floating gondola, I think.”
“They still have it?”
She shrugs. “Must do. And a lot more. Food. They still fish.” She runs her fingers across the outline of Silverside.
“It’s…” I take a step back. “Beautiful.”
“They don’t have fuel, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“The refineries are ruined. And it looks like someone is living in the power station.”
We have fuel and they have food. We have winter and they have summer. Two halves of a city, divided by season.
“I told Henry.”
“About the other Fairharbour?” Bea seems relieved. “Good. I’m glad. I’ve been keeping it a secret from everyone. And I’m not very good at keeping secrets.”
I study Bea’s face, and she smiles back at me. “How have you been?” I ask. “Really?”
“Worried about you,” she says, gently.
A voice calls from the hall. “Jamie? Bea?”
“We’re in here!”
Henry appears, looking flushed, his breath still steaming. “We have a problem.”
“What is it?” I ask, and I realise that this is the first time the three of us have been in a room together in months.
“The Doormen…” Henry starts, and tries again. “Remi, I mean. He’s worked out how to rebuild your drill.”
“What? But how? Didn’t it shatter?”
“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that he’s amassing a force.”
“For what?”
“A first strike, Jamie. They’re going to try and attack the other Fairharbour.”
* * *
Uncle Remi’s dog is responsible for at least two of my phobias.
It was an enormous, coal-black crossbreed, and we cousins collectively hated it. In fact, I think most of the family hated it. Remi would bring it to every celebration, every dinner, every barbeque, and it would wander from person to person, twitching and barking, setting everyone on edge. Even when it was calm, it was always chewing on something, lending every event the background noise of teeth scraping against plastic or bone. Its breath stank, and its fur stank, and Remi would feed it from his own plate, encouraging it to snatch from others. Sometimes, I would catch it watching me, its muscles tensed as if ready to spring. To this day, I can’t stand barking. Not that there are many dogs left in Fairharbour.
The worst night was the night my grandmother hosted a party to celebrate the launch of another one of her movies. I don’t remember which movie it was, but I remember that it was an adults-only affair, and we cousins had been left in Idlemire House to fend for ourselves during the premiere, wandering the halls and rattling at the locked doors. This was allowed because everyone would be returning to the house directly after the screening, to where tents had been set up across the lawn. There were photographers, and staff, and security everywhere, and it was imagined that none of us could get into any real trouble. In the end, this assumption had been correct, and by the time the party arrived we were all tired, huddled together in one of the balcony windows, awaiting the fireworks.
We could see our grandmother, our parents, and all our aunts and uncles downstairs, mingling with the famous actors and actresses, and at the far end of the lawn were a large group of staff rigging up the firework display. This was enough of a distraction that none of us noticed the approach of Uncle Remi’s dog until it was too late – until it was in the room with us, its claws clicking across the wood. Its sudden bark sent us scattering, hiding beneath the bed, or in the wardrobe, and this seemed to satisfy it. It settled into the far corner, gnawing on a chair-leg, a tense presence awaiting something new to bark at. Reluctantly, we four resumed our station at the balcony, creeping out from our hiding spots and glancing over our shoulders from time to time.
Teeth scraped on wood.
The first of the fireworks was spectacular. We watched the little red spark fly into the dark sky with wonder. There was a huge bang as it exploded, raining sparks.
Immediately, there was a commotion behind us. Claws skittered against the floor. There was a sharp bark, followed by a deep growl. We backed up against the window as the dog approached. In its eyes, we could see the second spark, vivid blue as it arced into the sky.
When the second firework exploded, so did the dog.
I dove beneath the bed again, but this time it wasn’t enough. The dog came after, snapping and snarling, as if I was to blame for the explosions outside. I scrambled backwards, rolling out from the far side. The next firework made the dog yowl, and it leapt onto the blankets, head whipping back and forth. I remember Henry dragging me to my feet, and Esther pulling me by my pyjama top into the hallway. We spilled out onto the carpet, scrambling to run as the dog bounded after, barking and snapping as the fireworks continued.
Ahead, there was an open door with Myra at the handle, and we all rushed past her. She slammed it shut just in time, the dog clattering against it. There was a bolt, and she threw it, locking us into the bathroom, but this did nothing to deter the dog. As the fireworks went on, we four pressed ourselves close together, desperately trying to prevent the horrible creature on the other side from getting at us. It barked, and yelped, and yowled, and scraped with its claws, and threw itself bodily against the wood, making the whole frame shudder. In hindsight, it was clearly scared – frightened enough to attack whatever was closest. But in the end, it didn’t matter when Remi finally arrived to call it off. The damage was done. We were all terrified.
Remi was reprimanded, and the dog was never again allowed at family gatherings, but I never was comfortable around dogs after that. Fireworks displays lost their lustre, too – I always found myself nervous around them, wary of the shadows they cast with their brilliant bursts.
* * *
Watching Henry dismantle my grandmother’s oven is frustrating, because he isn’t very good at following my instructions. He elaborates on everything I tell him to do, twisting instead of pulling, using the wrong size screwdrivers, and cutting the wrong cables, as if he might know better than me. We exchange heated words over the hob but, eventually, the right bits come free, and he arranges them on the kitchen table in front of me, along with an egg-timer scrounged from a cupboard, and a spare set of chunky radio batteries from his pack.
There is a crash from somewhere upstairs, and shortly after Bea returns with a big, colourful crate. Those colours have been tarnished, but it’s clear enough what’s inside: fireworks, and plenty of them.
“Will it work?” asks Henry.
“It will if you follow my instructions,” I tell him, wearily.
Bea goes to the oven hob and sifts through the parts of it. “Do you think we can salvage it?” she asks.
“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that we get this together. Now. Quickly, please. We don’t have much time.”
Henry and Bea sit on either side of me, and slowly the invention takes shape. Bea snips and twists some cables together, joining the egg timer to the sparking element scavenged from the stove, and those to a set of batteries. At first the wires are out of alignment, and the element remains dead. But then, at last, it starts to work. Bea sets the timer, and we watch it tick down until, with a jolly ding, it produces a fierce electrical clicking, and sparks are thrown every which way.
“If I didn’t know any better,” says Bea, “I’d say we were making a bomb.”
“It’s not a bomb,” I tell her. “It’s a warning.”
Henry has drilled some holes into the breadbin, where he has been arranging the fireworks, twisting their fuses together into one long braid, and aiming the pointed ends upwards in a way that means they will launch in series instead of all at once. He’s left enough room for the timer at the base.
“Surely people will just see the fireworks and think it’s a carnival? A celebration?” says Bea. “I love a good firework display.”
Henry and I exchange a glance. All those minutes that felt like hours we spent trapped together in that bathroom. “Esther will understand,” I tell her. “And maybe that will be enough.”
* * *
I catch glimpses of the snowmobile between the trees. It leaves a burst of powder, and I hear the lawnmower buzz of its engine long after it’s gone out of sight. There was only enough room for two people on it, and as much as I might protest, the truth is that I am exhausted. I’ve given Henry and Bea the best instructions I can: find a hint of spring with open sky, set the timer to an hour and leave the fireworks there. If, an hour later, we hear the crackling of fireworks, we’ll know that we failed.
It’s deceptively quiet on the doorstep. The winds are gentle today, and only a light snow falls over me. I wait there until the tips of my toes are numb, and then, feeling useless, return inside to the parlour, to stoke the fire.
Warming my hand, I take the time to look over the map of the other Fairharbour in detail. There are birds everywhere, visible as silhouettes. In most places, it’s difficult to make out the streets because the greenery has gripped it so completely. Trees emerge haphazardly from holes knocked in the walls of the tenements and towers. Idlemire is a mass of overripe green froth beside Silverside, and where Idlemire House should be there are the canopies of trees. Silver threads weave between the trunks, suggesting running water, and I pull the threadbare blanket from the back of my chair and over my shoulders, eyeing the rafters above me, wondering about that other city so close and so far away. Maybe there is a tree growing in the exact place I’m sitting right now.
I bet it’s warm there.
There are a few photographs inserted into the base of the frame Bea used to construct the map, and I tug them free, sorting through them on my lap. At first glance, they look like outtakes, the slip of a finger causing accidental pictures. They are mostly blurred, colourful swirls. There are details visible in some, however, and they take me by surprise. These have not been taken in the summer city. They have been snapped right here, in Idlemire House.
I recognise the curl of a banister. There, at the edge of a picture, is my father’s shoulder, his hand cradling a half empty glass of champagne. As I sift through them, I realise that the pictures are of an old party – photographs taken by a drunken hand with poor aim. They are snapshots of a time when the house was alive, and I see smiles I recognise. There is the glint of my grandmother’s rings, still attached to her hand.
One of the pictures looks like it was taken inside my grandmother’s office. There is the edge of her desk, with its grandiose wood carvings, and there are some of her prizes in the background, distorted by the photographer’s unsteady aim. Someone has wrapped themselves up in her rug, wearing it like a robe, their face blurred as they turn, elongating their smile. I go to move on to the next picture, but something catches my eye before I do. There is the glint of metal embedded in the carvings of the desk, made blazing by the camera’s flash. It’s at the back of one of the lions near the desk’s base, and it looks, to me, as if it might be a hinge.
This house is full of secrets, said Bea. I wonder…
Grabbing the shovel by the front door, I head upstairs. Henry and I made a good go of excavating the office a few weeks back, but the light had been weak, and we certainly hadn’t got deep enough into the snow to uncover the carvings at the base of the desk. I manage to pull the door open again, scraping it across the warped wood of the hall, and eye the icy mass there. It doesn’t look as if Henry made much more progress without me.
Digging with one hand is very difficult. I lever the shovel against my other arm, but progress is slow and exhausting. Tapping at the ice works well, though; it breaks into chunks that I am able to lift away one by one.
By the time I make it all the way down to the lion I saw in the photograph, the wind has started to pick up. It whistles between the slats of wood nailed over the shattered windows. Before long, however, I manage to uncover the lion – still perfectly preserved, even after all these years. And there, at its back, are a set of hinges.
I lean against the hinges to loosen them with my body heat, holding my hand beneath my armpit to give it new life. Then, straining with the last of my strength, I pull the lion aside.
There is a secret compartment in my grandmother’s desk, just big enough to store a few papers. And there is, indeed, a folder in there. The edges of the paper are yellowed with time, and there are some truly ancient cobwebs unwilling to release their hold of it, but the folder has been preserved well enough that the sheets inside remain white.
The office is freezing cold, so I head back downstairs, closing the door behind myself.
By the light of the fire, I read through the folder’s contents.
It quickly becomes apparent that I am reading a financial report. There are a lot of numbers, most of which I don’t understand. It seems to have something to do with my grandmother’s production company, and the trust she put together to maintain it. The report makes special note of certain digits, and quite a few are underlined in red.
I flip through to the final page, and it’s there that I find clarity.
The report has been put together by a forensic accountant by the name of S. Büchner. As should be clear, they conclude, R. Pike and J. Pike have been siphoning substantial funds from the trust for several years, and the methods they have used are criminal. I urge you to remove both parties as trustees immediately and report their actions to the proper authorities. Yours, S. Büchner.
R. Pike and J. Pike could only be Uncle Remi and Uncle Jan. Which means that my uncles were stealing from my grandmother, and she knew all about it. I check the date on the report, and it looks like it was made several months before catastrophe hit Fairharbour, which is strange. From what I know, both Jan and Remi were still in my grandmother’s good graces. I remember them going to the private premiere of her last film.
I also remember my father coming home from that premiere – Swimming Pikes! The long-awaited autobiographical account of our family’s relationship with the city – disturbed by what he saw.
Surely Carmen Pike wouldn’t have made a movie about her sons stealing from her? Would she? I find myself laughing. I go to the portrait, and when I turn it over I see the picture of my grandmother there, fierce and proud, painted in oils, her eyes afire with inspiration. Beneath her chin, gripped with a hand covered in rings, is one of her prizes, shaped like a movie camera cast in silver.
Of course. That’s exactly what she would have done.




Time passes, and it doesn’t.
A day and a night have turned, in their clockwork, dependable fashion. Losing Theo hasn’t changed that pattern. It’s only that I’ve aged faster, harder, and I am older. I feel older.
Theo was an idiot and a traitor but he was, in some way I can’t explain, mine. We ate ice with long spoons, and we argued, and we made each other laugh with our bad moods. If he is gone then the person I got to be in his company is gone too. I used to think I was separate, untouched, unbothered. I was certain I needed nobody. It turns out I needed Theo.
He has been dead for three days.
People come with their things to mend, and I mend them, and people leave. I wonder when Pip will call. Will I go to her meeting with Uncle Jan? Will I stand beside her when she starts remaking the city to her liking?
For now, I will stand here, in my factory, even though it smells beyond awful. And it’s the smell that will make me move, make me keep on living. Everyone who doesn’t die has to keep on living. What a ridiculous thought. Theo would have told me to stop worrying and enjoy the sunshine.
* * *
The problem of happy, breeding rats in a broken city of endless summer is hardly a surprise. I’ve dealt with infestations a few times myself, making humane traps, taking them down to the harbour to release them near the Catchmarket, thinking the pickings there will stop them from returning to my neck of the woods. I know, I know. I’ve felt more than a little guilty about moving the problem elsewhere.
I find the old traps and place little lumps of hard cheese inside each one.
I did a deal with Crouch for the cheese. She has started hanging around the factory, looking over my makes with quick, questioning eyes. I find I don’t mind her company. It’s a link back to Theo, in a way, that brings me a little comfort.
When she brought me her favourite belt buckle to mend, the day after Theo’s death, she took me by surprise. I didn’t hear her footsteps. She sniffed the air and made a face.
“Something died in here,” she said. She wore a ring of daisies that sat haphazardly on her head, dipping to one eye.
“I know.”
“Apart from that, it’s good space, nah?” She ran her hands over the workbench. “Good making space. I wish I could make like you.”
She sounded wistful. Maybe she doesn’t believe there’s a different path open to her. I’d like to persuade her that there is.
* * *
Yes, I know how death smells, and I’m on the hunt for a decaying rat corpse as I place the traps around the floor. The smell gets stronger as I approach the old generator, and I move around its hulk to find another, odd smell, beneath, like burning rubber, and marks on the wall and thick metal casing.
Behind the generator the usual tangle of weeds has been flattened, as if a large circular weight fell upon it. What could have done such a thing? I see what’s causing the smell of death – the body of a rat, in the very centre of the circle. Revolting. Curled and hairless and—
It’s a hand.
Cut through, cleanly, sliced at the wrist, with a sharp weapon. And on the fingers, slightly flexed inwards to the open palm like the corpse of a spider, there are rings.
* * *
Time has passed, and it hasn’t.
Crouch gets better every lesson. We sit together on the roof of the old supermarket every night, side by side, our hands busy. I oversee her efforts to master tools, understand workings, and she is fast and keen, full of questions. She seems to see as well by moonlight as by day. The time makes no difference to her.
Tonight, I have her wiring a plug.
It was one of the first tasks I learned before, Pawel overseeing, and I try to channel his calmness, his wisdom. I’m not a natural teacher. When she asks me yet again, “What’s it for, meh? What’s it actually for?” I tell her to get on with it anyway.
She’s right. There’s no purpose in a plug, not in this city. But sometimes it does good to live with the inexplicable and have faith in the process. I want to believe that. I think I do believe it.
It’s been seven days since Theo died, and still there’s no call from Pip.
I’ve taken to Crouch’s hours. Two in the morning, and I’m not even tired. When everyone else sleeps, we work, sitting side by side on the roof of the supermarket to make the most of the night breeze, and there’s peace in picturing others below us, dreaming. Or it could be the supermarket is a dreamless, sweltering place. The first time Crouch led me through the interior to the access ladder in the back storeroom, I couldn’t get over how many lived there. The big freezers that used to line the walls, keeping all cool, have been rearranged – tipped and turned on their backs to make rows of cots, tiny windowless homes for those who have nothing left. They have made them personal by draping beads, taping pictures ripped from old books and magazines, drawing on the sides or attaching broken electrical goods. Anything to mark the space as their own. The sights, the smells – sheer smothering heat, food, disease and life – together, intense, in once-clean white halls. There’s so much more to this city than I knew.
“There,” Crouch says, with more than a hint of pride, and I examine her work. Pretty good. I take another plug from my belt, this time a three-pin that will need stripping, and throw it to her. She catches it, and her expression is a delight of outrage.
“What?” she says, and “Not again.” She reminds me of Theo, living in the moment, a child of the summer.
“Do it faster. Do it better.”
“I want to make,” she says. I feel her frustration.
“Then make me happy with your work.”
She glares at me, but she does as she’s told. She must really want this – a child who grew up with only their own rules, letting me lay down mine. She’s humouring me to get what she wants. She thinks I have some sort of power that I can bestow upon her – why do they all think that? Were Pawel’s abilities an open secret, and do people really think I somehow learned them? Is it really about the ability to fix what is broken, or do people want miracles?
“What’s new with the Smiling Knights?” I ask, softly, using my nickname for Pip’s bunch of believers, and Crouch shrugs. She loves that movement, uses it often. A liquid abdication of responsibility.
“It’s all plans with them.” She’s concentrating hard on the wires.
“Don’t you mind?” I shouldn’t say anything, but it’s too late. The question has leapt out of me.
“Mind what?”
“About Theo.”
“Ain’t my business. Ain’t my family.” The way she says it, stiff with defiance, makes me realise that there is somebody in the world she thinks of as family.
“Who is, then?”
“Them below.”
The supermarket homeless, the orphans and forgotten who eschew the uniform of the Fenestration, all brought together with strong bonds. My uncle’s destruction has created a city within the city.
“That’s good,” I say. “Good to have family.”
“I want to make things for them,” she says, suddenly. “Make the city work. It’s all connected. How’s your bones?”
This is a Crouch tactic I’ve come to recognise. She says strange things, oblique things, then changes the subject, leading away into safer territory. I admire her slipperiness, and like her far too much to try to change it. At some point she’ll say what she wants to say.
“Nearly done,” I tell her. I hold out the project I’ve been working on so she can see my progress: the bleached, cleaned bones of the found hand, strung together with wire, tiny pinholes in the finger bones, careful whittling of the knuckles. I know no medical names and I’ve been finding myself amazed by the complexity within this amputated hand. Such beautiful pieces of bone, twenty-seven of them, were revealed after I’d bleached away the remains of the flesh.
“Don’t look like much,” Crouch says.
“It’s what I want it to be.” Her attention on my project doesn’t bother me. It’s good to have someone practical, unfazed, seeing it through critical eyes. She doesn’t judge it as mad or macabre, and that makes me feel better about this plan. Once I found the hand, I couldn’t move it from my mind. I had to make something of it, for the sake of the one who had lost it.
“I have a thought,” I say to Crouch, to the night, to myself. I’ve not been ready to admit what I’m about to speak out loud, but tonight, yes, it feels right to let it escape me. I think maybe I can teach Crouch trust by showing it. To have faith in what comes next. “This hand came to me decorated, bearing my grandmother’s rings. It came to me clean, and cold, and sudden, like a shock, and I think it belongs in the winter city. It belongs to someone I know, who is trying to reach me, and lost an important part of themselves in the process.”
There it is. It’s just an idea. Maybe it’s not Jamie’s hand, maybe he wasn’t trying to find a way through – did get through, somehow! – I can’t think more on that, it’s already keeping me awake, alert. If he has found a way to join us, and lost this part of himself…
“The winter city,” says Crouch, very softly. “You said about it, to Pip. In Lavender Theatre.”
“It’s real.”
“I know that.” She breathes out, her lips parted, and says, “Out watching for a ghost, long nights those, waiting to see someone come over from the dead. I didn’t know back then that doesn’t happen, never happens. People don’t come back, not dead, not mums and dads, not nothing. But this one night the dark parted like a curtain, in a spot where the warm had got thin. There it was, like a dream. Thought maybe it was a dream. The snow, the cold, and walls without holes, but the stage door bricked up. Emptied of weeds, too, nothing growing. The wind blew and the air was so full of ice it cut my chest and I thought I would die. I couldn’t breathe for it. Then the warm settled back over like a blanket. Heavy. I didn’t ever know before how heavy it was.”
“You’ve seen it’s true.”
“It’s not just me. Even Pip knows it’s true, but it’s not in her interest to say so, is it? She wants to be in charge of this place, not the other.”
“She’s a murderer.” It feels good to say it out loud.
Crouch laughs, a little. “So’s a lot of us. That’s another thing it’s not in anyone’s interest to say.”
“If the only reason she’ll end up in charge is because nobody said anything different, then…”
“Then what?” I hear the challenge in Crouch’s voice, and I understand her. If all I’m going to do is moan, then maybe silence is the better option.
I turn my attention back to the bones, aligning them, drilling them, stringing them. I’ve shaped the smallest and carved it with three flat points. I think this tiny bone might have been the tip of the little finger. It’s time to slot it into place. Here goes. I feed it into the crosspiece of the knuckles, and it fits, and all that’s left to do is to string a ribbon through the heart-shaped hole I’ve carved at the base piece, which I think would have sat just above the wrist. I’ve chosen deep red for the ribbon, the same colour as the hassocks in the Shining Heart Cathedral. A holy, revered colour for a special making. I tie it in place, and I’m done.
I’m holding a large key made of human bone. It is awful and delicate, a thing of closings and of openings, and as beautiful as anything I’ve ever created.
Crouch spoke of pulling back a curtain. It reminds me of a time we went to the cathedral for some big Sunday service, I can’t remember what for, and even my grandmother was in attendance. The family took up the first two pews, adults in front, children behind. The bishop – whatever happened to him? – would look skywards, to the spire, as he intoned. Jamie, Henry, Myra and I were so bored. Nobody had eyes on us. We ducked down and crawled out, the four of us in a line, and we made it all the way to a small box-room in which old books and hassocks were stacked high. It was a daring escape. We wanted to go further, run faster. There was a small door in the back wall, half the size of a normal one, made of old, warped wood. No handle, but a large keyhole, through which we all looked but saw nothing. Well, I pretended to have seen the Smiling Knight doing a dance, but everyone rightly ignored me.
Henry said: It goes down to where they keep the dead people. He always did like to scare us.
Jamie said: In that case we need a skeleton key.
I had no idea what that was. He explained the joke to me. A key to open any door. Fairharbour always was a city of doors and windows. If only a key did exist that could open everything.
Then Myra said: Quick, we need to get back. Right now. And she led the way as we returned, in our crocodile crawl, and took up our pew for the final hymn.
I still wonder what was behind that little door. A locked door is in itself a fascination, even if it leads to a stagnant destination. No wonder Jan wants them all destroyed. When everything is open there can be no surprises left.
The sky lightens. It’s alive – a flash of electric colour and a bang follows – sharp, demanding. The night explodes. White. Pink. Green. Yellow. Fireworks. Rhythmic popping, and then screaming, very high. The sky is screaming, and more explosions come. I get to my feet, stare upwards. Crouch is pointing. “What is it? What is it?”
“A warning,” I tell her.
I know it, in my stomach. Fireworks mean danger. They always have. Danger, even if you think you’re safe, you’re protected. It can come from nowhere. Flashes of colour, of teeth, of fear and pain. I feel like a child again. I want to run and hide. I squeeze the key tight, and it hurts the skin of my palm.
People pour out of the holes of the supermarket walls and look to the sky. Here, now, something is happening. We are brought together by it. We are all focused on the same thing. The sky is alive with colour and sound, and then—
It stops.
The last bang fades, the last lights fall.
People turn to each other. They murmur. A sense of business restores them to normality. Now that they’re awake, they might as well stay awake. The braziers are lit and soon there’s the smell of cooking. Griddled pineapple, and banana. Crouch stretches her arms above her head. “It’s today,” she says.
“It’s not even dawn.”
“No, not time, not clock stuff. Pip will send for you today, nah. It’s meant to be this big surprise, to get you all not sure what to do. Wait and pounce, like with rabbits in the weeds. So I give this message to you at midday. Call you to the meeting with your uncle.” She coughs, then says, “Catch.”
I hold out my hands as a reflex, and she throws the plug to me. Without even seeing her hands at work, she’s wired it well. Sneaky and efficient. I must take a risk, and I think she’s my best option.
“Can you do me a favour?”
She hesitates. Good. Only idiots agree to unknown things. I reach into my belt and pull out my grandmother’s rings. They are opulent, precious, flashy. Certain of their own worth. And they’re not mine, just as her legacy is not mine. They rightfully belong to someone else in this city, and that is not Pip.
I ask Crouch to deliver them, and I press the rings into her hands. She could simply take them to Pip, or keep them for herself. I have to hope she won’t. Her eyes are filled with the pretty stones and shapes. She tries them on and admires her fingers as I talk, then slips them into her many pockets, each ring in a different hiding place, fast and quiet, and gone from view.
“On it now,” she says, and skitters over the roof to the hatch. She starts to descend, then stops, only her head visible. “The Shining Heart. That’s where it’ll be. That’s where Pip’ll want you to be.”
The cathedral. It was meant to come as a shock, but I find that doesn’t surprise me at all.
Crouch is gone. I spend a little more time on the roof, listening to the talk and laughter below, breathing in the smells of company, and wishing I’d be easily welcomed.
Maybe I would.
Maybe it’s time to find out.
* * *
The cathedral walls are too thick to be broken by a few Fenestration members with sledgehammers, so they stand intact. Looking at them from across the stretch of lawn kept up by a few loyal believers, it would be easy to believe in permanence.
Here’s the thing: nothing lasts forever. Nothing. Not even gods and their cities. But these big blocks of stone are a welcome illusion of Fairharbour’s lasting character, and I take my time upon my arrival, making for the shade of the buttresses so I can place my hands upon them, one by one, as midday approaches.
I don’t know as much about the Shining Heart as I should, having never been interested in what it wanted to sell, but I have loved the construction of it, the effort spent over many years. It strikes me that it’s a good place to demand power, if you want to be taken seriously. The Patent Office is too clearly stamped as Fenestration territory. The Lavender Theatre is too emotional, particularly if you believe in ghosts. But the Shining Heart is old knowledge, lasting ways. Births, marriages, deaths. The words you say within its walls are words you mean.
Or used to.
If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the past few weeks, it’s that the old city is dead and if we ever did manage to reunite it, make it a city of all seasons again, it would be on new terms. Some of those terms will depend upon what happens here today.
They arrive at the edge of the lawn, six of them. No, seven. Pip is in the centre of her little group – the heart of the Smiling Knights – and the others walk close to her, protecting her with their close, even strides. Matthew Shinga is one of them.
Pip is smaller than the men who flank her, and she’s still in her working clothes, that T-shirt, with the hand-drawn smile. It’s a message: she is one of the people. Is it a disguise? Maybe it would be better to see it as an old skin that will soon be sloughed, to reveal the leader underneath.
I pull back into the shadows of the buttresses as they approach. I don’t want to walk in with them. They are intent on their mission, anyway. They mean business. I see their determination to only emerge from this place once Pip is in charge.
Unless Uncle Jan is not coming.
Then what?
How long can he sit in the Patent Office before the Smiling Knights reach him? How many would have to die to take power, if he refuses to relinquish it? Nobody else should die as Theo did. As a message, a pawn, a price. In the end, lying in Fairbright Fountain, he was no longer human at all.
No more deaths. No more messages. That’s what I need to ensure.
I see Jan.
He leads the way across the lawn, but he’s bringing his own entourage – another six men, in his wake. Or should I call them boys? Their number must have been agreed in advance. He walks with his face tilted back, his eyes behind sunglasses. How long has it been since he’s stepped outside? He looks shrivelled in the sun. He stops, points up at the spire, and says something to the one closest to him. It could be a comment on the beauty of the lone tree that grows from the spire, or a command to pull it down – I can’t tell from this distance. But I can clearly see the case he’s carrying. I’d know it anywhere. Is the musical instrument Jamie made inside it? If it is, why would Jan lie about smashing it? Why has he brought it here?
They pass from my sight, into the body of the cathedral.
Behind me, at the place where the first buttress meets the wall, there’s a patch of snow. I push at it with my foot, and underneath there’s a grate, leading down to a space underneath the cathedral. On an impulse, I take out the skeleton key and drop it between the close metal bars of the grate. It is made for a door, somewhere, that has yet to be opened.
And now the moment is here. I need to go inside and find a way to act on the warning I’ve been given to stop this city from sliding into danger, into more death. I will walk in and take a seat in the second pew, and it will be as if I’m a child again, listening to talk I don’t understand. I have to find a way to understand it.
Time passes, and it doesn’t. Sometimes it doesn’t move at all.





It begins to rain for the first time in months.
Rain of any substance in Fairharbour is a rarity and a luxury. It rushes down from the sky and melts the snow and ice, making it gush through the gutters and splash against the frozen sea. Beneath its onslaught, the city sags, no longer supported by the weight of all the ice holding it together. Tiles slide from rooftops, bricks tumble from crumbling walls, and towers fully collapse into themselves. Rain makes the city sigh.
But rain also makes the city sing.
I climb the stairs up to the first floor of Idlemire House and listen to the dripping. It’s musical on the remaining tiles of the roof, and where there are leaks it drums against the wooden floor-boards, and carpets, and splintering bannisters. A small stream is forming down the central staircase, and I sit on the top step, watching it run in the flickering light. There is a distant rumble. This rain is a storm, and soon it will bring the heat of lightning to the city.
I think about the ball bearing that fell into Silverside Bay, with the gleam of a summer sun in it, and I wonder if this storm is my fault.
Wind tumbles to and fro, whistling through the gaps in the windows upstairs, and weary as I am, I try and shutter a few, closing doors where I can’t. There’s no telling what the rapid melting of the snow and ice will do to Idlemire. What I’m hoping, more than anything, is that it will delay the attack on the summer city; that the Doormen will be driven back to their little houses on Celeste Street to wait out the downpour.
The streets will be slippery right now. Henry and Bea have been gone for hours, and I hope they’ve found shelter.
I try to pull at the shutters on one of the front windows, but it’s difficult work with one hand so I leave it where it is, hinge rusted in place. I watch the storm as it gathers, and there are tiny flashing pinpricks of lightning on the horizon. Light leaks from the house, illuminating the driveway, and the silhouettes of trees shift in the wind, rocking like they used to before the endless winter.
I see another silhouette among the trees.
Wet branches slap at him, and his boots slide in the new mud, but there is no mistaking his bulky shape. He holds his tricorn in one of his hands to prevent it being swept away, and when he emerges from the treeline his metal suit gleams. He pauses there, helmet revolving to take in the house, and when he sees me he raises his free gauntlet in that unmistakable signal of greeting: a wave from mayor to constituent.
I rush downstairs and fumble with the handle to the front door. The sudden thaw has made the wood heavy and it scrapes inwards, sagging on its hinges. He waits beyond it, and the rain pings from his suit, making him chime.
“Come in!” I yell, over the din.
He shakes his head, slowly.
“What do you want?” I cry.
He gestures at the dark city beyond the trees of Idlemire.
“You want to show me something?”
The mayor bows slightly, and I wonder why he doesn’t speak. In his testaments, his speech became more slurred – more distorted – as his affliction progressed. I consider what the years might have done to him and his voice, what I would see if he removed his helmet today. If there is any sign left of the man he once was.
“I can’t go out like this. My hand…” I show him my arm, what’s missing.
The mayor remains still for a while. Then, he takes his tricorn and places it back upon his bulbous helmet, holding it in place. His symbol of office.
I don’t know why the sight of it affects me so much. I’m tired, and hurting, and I know I should stay and wait for my family to return. But here is the mayor of Fairharbour, asking me to go with him. “Fine,” I tell him, for the sake of his silly hat. For the way he still believes in it. “Let me fetch my coat.”
* * *
It feels as if Fairharbour is sliding into the sea.
I am buffeted by the winds. The mayor leads the way with a swinging gas-lamp, burning white and making a haze of the rain. There are rivers down the hills, pulling loose cobbles from the lanes, and long-buried bits of rubbish whirl in the waters. I huddle into my coat, which is too warm. The rising temperature has left me clammy and sweating against the wool. It’s better than being soaked, though. The storm splatters me with big heavy droplets, and my hat is sodden, dripping down to my collar.
We pause at an intersection and see the Fairharbour Tuna glide along a current, being pulled to the edge of the city. The old puppet’s glass eye gleams, anticipating its return to the sea. Maybe it’s been swept all the way from the top of Cherry Mount. There is a flash that feels like daylight, followed by a rumble mighty enough to tremble the melting snow.
The mayor inspects the way ahead with his lantern and finds his footing in the flow, reaching out and guiding me with his free hand. We cross the intersection, and I glimpse the tail of the Fairharbour Tuna as it vanishes into the night.
There are people watching in the windows.
There are more of them than I thought there would be. With the rise in temperature, they have pulled their shutters open to watch the melting city. The mayor waves up at them with his tricorn, and they wave back. Someone unfurls a length of ancient bunting, and it immediately whips around in the wind, colours bright against the dark.
We come to Bannerman Square. This is one of the oldest parts of the city, and the stone flagstones are so worn that I struggle to keep my balance. I pause at the empty plinth at the centre of the square, where news was once dispensed – or so I’ve been told – and hold on to one of the metal rings embedded in it, catching my breath. The mayor waits nearby, lantern raised. People are watching us from the windows of the old houses, and I silently will him to mount the plinth and address them. Instead, when I’m recovered enough, he leads me to the foot of the Proud Bannerman.
The Proud Bannerman is Fairharbour’s oldest free house. I don’t remember the story of the Bannerman, but his likeness is still painted on the signs, bleached, splintered and weatherworn almost beyond recognition. It’s a heavy looking place, squat and sunken into the flagstones, and the melting snow runs in rivers from its roof. It’s difficult to determine what remains of the original inn. The building became bloated with years of renovations and extensions, turning it from a small tavern into a tourist destination. By the time the city split, it was a hotel, and bar, and restaurant, and there was even a small performance hall in the basement, used for live music and amateur theatrical productions.
It was also owned by my uncles, Jan and Remi – one of their joint commercial investments in the city, and a nexus point for their rivalry. I remember an endless stream of live acts imported from the mainland and set up to play in the Bannerman’s performance hall, each brother trying to outdo the other with a famous magician, or acting troupe, or band. The queues would tail around the block, and in its latter years, the Bannerman was getting regular noise complaints from all across the district.
The mayor leads me through the old garden, squelching in the mud, and beyond the twisted remains of the conservatory. At the empty balcony doors, the mayor pauses, turning to look at me. Then, with a gesture, he ushers me inside.
The building is sagging. Water runs in rivulets down the walls, peeling the wallpaper, and the floorboards bend as the mayor advances. He goes to the steps that lead down to the basement – where the brothers built their performance hall – and takes them one at a time, testing them. Miraculously, they hold his weight. I descend with him, passing peeling posters for live shows that never happened.
At the base of the stairs, the waters are rising. There is a groan from upstairs as part of the building shifts. I wonder if the whole place will be pushed into the sea, maybe the whole city. Maybe we’ll be swept away by the storm, and wake up floating on bits of old buildings, washing up on the shores of the mainland.
Undeterred, the mayor wades in. His lantern illuminates the heavy, sodden curtains of the stage, and all the scaffolding between them. It looks as if the Bannerman’s hall was being redeveloped when the first blizzards hit.
Bits of wood float in the water, bouncing from my shins. My teeth start to chatter; the waters are sucking the heat from me, through my feet. I stop and momentarily consider turning back, but the mayor has stopped too. He is waiting for me beside the stage, lantern beaming on the woodwork.
I recognise the toolbox. There’s no mistaking it because I coveted it as a child. It’s a custom thing, built broad enough to contain all of Pawel’s tools. It lays open on the wooden bench, and all the hammers and wrenches and saws that he once kept so clean are rusted together in a heap. Pawel must have been leading the renovations down here.
But it is an object immersed by the water that the mayor points at. The rippling of all the droplets dripping from the ceiling distort it, but it’s surprisingly well preserved. It must have been frozen beneath a layer of ice – hidden here since the very first blizzards, perhaps. The rains are revealing the city’s deeper secrets.
It’s an enormous, two-person saw.
Together, we drag it from the water. It’s heavy, and I am weak, but the mayor does most of the work, sliding it onto the stage.
I remember this saw. It stood pride-of-place in Pawel’s workshop, displayed above his bench. It was designed for two people, with a handle on either end, and Pawel always kept it well-polished, gleaming in the light of his workshop – an ornamental piece.
He told me a story about it, once.
Long ago, in his home country, there lived a blacksmith who made the most extraordinary tools. He made knives that never blunted, and hammers that could shatter steel plate with a single tap. The local lord, who was an aspiring young fellow, tasked the blacksmith with forging him the sharpest sword in the realm, and the blacksmith obliged, polishing and sharpening the blade for no less than six months, until its edge seemed to hum.
The lord collected his sword, and went on his merry way, only to return three days later, claiming that that it was defective.
The blacksmith checked the sword over, but there was not a single flaw in it.
The lord swung his sword at the branch of a tree. It met the branch, and there stopped. The lord gestured at the branch, which was entirely unmarked.
“Look, my lord,” said the blacksmith, pointing at the tree’s canopy. For the rest of the forest was in summer, and richly green, but this tree’s leaves were now autumnal.
The lord swung his sword a second time, and the tree shed it leaves all in a rush.
The lord swung his sword a third time, and blooms erupted all along its branches.
The lord swung his sword a final time, and the tree’s leaves unfurled, full and green.
For the blacksmith had made a sword so sharp that it could cut a season.
Pawel told me this tale with a glint in his eye. It was his favourite from his home country, where people used great saws to cut down the pines, he told me, and every time he took down his own prized saw, he would sharpen it, and hum to himself, thinking about the blacksmith who had made a sword so sharp that it could cut a season. Winking, he told me that he had been sharpening his saw for nearly three decades – each individual tooth, one at a time, over and over, in a sort-of a ritual of remembrance – and he wondered if it, too, could cut a season yet.
With the lantern illuminating the saw, I see that there are dark stains dirtying the steel of its teeth. I pick at one with a fingernail and it flakes away, a burgundy crust like an old scab.
“Why are you showing me this?” I ask.
The mayor gently touches the saw’s teeth, and then his chest. He draws a line diagonally down his suit, from shoulder to waist across his heart.
I suddenly realise what the stains are, and flick the flakes from my finger in shock. “They used this?” I ask, but I already know the answer. Of course they did. Without a single idea of what it might be capable of. And where better to hide it after the act, than among the rest of Pawel’s tools, in this benign and forgotten place, buried under the ice? I can picture them so clearly – my Uncles Remi and Jan pulling, and heaving, sweating and straining, tearing their mother and their city in two.
* * *
We watch the storm from the ruined jazz lounge.
Most of this room is covered in velvet, and it’s all in tatters. I open the balcony windows, letting the storm whirl through – rain pattering across the patterns in the ruined fabrics – and pull the chair to the edge of the weather, easing myself into it and feeling the broken springs prod at my back.
The mayor has been rustling away behind the bar, and he emerges with an intact cocktail glass, held delicately between two fingers. I watch as he stomps out onto the balcony and raises it to the sky. The rain pings from his helmet, and the lightning makes of him a silhouette. The glass is so shallow that it doesn’t take long to fill. When he returns, he offers me the glass, and I take it, sipping at the storm. It tastes like dust.
The mayor lowers himself into the chair beside me, and it groans with his weight.
“Maybe it shouldn’t be undone,” I say, eventually.
Slowly, his helmet revolves to face me.
“I know you’ve been looking for a way to undo it. All these years. Working out how it was done, and how you might fix it. But it’s been too long. Years and years. We’ve all moved on. We’ve learned how to live. We can’t go backwards. Sure, things could be better, and it would be nice to see each other again – I’d love to visit the summer city. But I don’t think it should be undone. Maybe you should try to bring us all together, instead. Build a bridge between us. Like you used to. Giving your speeches.”
The mayor’s porthole remains fixed on me, and I see myself reflected in it.
“You did some good speeches,” I tell him.
The mayor remains still for a while longer. When he rises from his chair, lumbering into the darkness of the Proud Bannerman, I wonder if I have affected him at all. Maybe he will return downstairs and study the teeth of the saw that divided our city in two, as if he might find an answer along its jagged edge. Maybe he will always be there, at the peripheral of the city, lumbering silently among the ruins, a symbol of what we lost when the city split.
I am surprised when he returns, holding a piece of wood.
He shows me what it is, angling it so that I can see the gold lettering shining in the light of his lantern.
THE KEY TO FAIRHARBOUR
PRESENTED ON THIS DAY TO CARMEN PIKE
And there is the key itself, bolted into place at the centre of the display: a large, ornamental golden skeleton key, with the tattered remains of a ribbon still clinging hold of it. My grandmother’s key to the city. I have no idea how it found its way here, but it’s a lovely piece of rubbish. “Did you present this to her?” I ask.
Instead of answering, the mayor grips hold of the key fully in one gauntlet, and with one sharp tug snaps it from its housing. He offers it to me.
I don’t know why I’m so touched by the gesture. Maybe it’s the bitter chaos of the past few days and weeks and months and years. But it’s an act of such silly pageantry and kindness that I find myself standing to graciously accept it, bowing, and shaking the mayor’s hand, and formulating the beginning of a speech in my mind. What would I say? Thank you, of course, for the honour of this gift. I am truly grateful for—
There is a crash of thunder so loud that the entire building shakes.
I keep my balance, and so does the mayor, but there is a great blue glow shining over the city now, illuminating the storm. I pocket the key, and we go out onto the balcony to see.
The source of the glow is immediately obvious.
A lightning bolt has struck the cathedral’s spire. We watch, and we wait, but it remains there, fixed in place. Unmoving.
A frozen bolt, uniting the city and sky.
* * *
Up close, it’s obvious that the lightning bolt is not a lightning bolt at all. It looks more like a crack, or a fissure, rising from the cathedral into the heights of the sky. And visible through that fissure is the blue sky of another city. Even this distance from the crack – watching it from the far side of Fairbright Fountain – it’s clear that it’s not stable. It looks as if it might burst open at any moment, splitting the heavens.
The mayor’s suit shines, reflecting the fissure’s sky blue.
The rain makes shadows of the Doormen. They are deeper darknesses, guarding the way to the Shining Heart, their dark uniforms making them wraith-like. Their heavy presence reassures me that my assumption was right, that this is where the Doormen are breaching the space between the cities. This is where they’re mounting their attack. And that fissure is evidence that not all is well.
The mayor’s helmet swivels to and fro, trying to weigh up the scenario.
“Jamie!” A familiar voice, and a welcome one. Bea emerges from the shadow of the fountain. It’s strange seeing the fountain moving, water sloshing from its edges, agitated by the sky’s onslaught. Bea is, of course, soaked through to her skin, and her hair is wild and plastered to her face, but she’s smiling with all the force of the storm. “You look sodden.”
“Where’s Henry?”
“Scouting the graveyard. We’re hoping they’re not covering the crypts.”
“Is there a way through?”
“I hope so.” Bea’s eyes grow distant. “It’s all a big tangle down there. Tunnels going everywhere. I had some maps, in the Patent Office. But…”
“What’s your plan?”
“I’m not sure.” Bea blinks. “I think we’re just sort of making it up as we go along. Oh! Hello there, Mister Mayor.”
The mayor raises a gauntlet.
I only notice Henry when he is behind me. The rain covers the sound of his footsteps. “You shouldn’t be here, Jamie.”
“How could I not be?” I point at the fissure. “That doesn’t look right.”
“It didn’t happen when we set up our drill,” says Bea.
Henry sighs. “Engineers and inventors. Mercy, please.”
“Is there a way in?”
“I think we can get into one of the bigger crypts,” says Henry, and I notice the prop rifle over his shoulder. I wonder if its weight is a comfort. “Might be a tunnel down there.” He, too, nods at the mayor. “Hi, Mister Mayor. Are you here to help us?”
The mayor raises his sodden hat, and places it on his helmet.
“Lovely.” Henry wipes the rain from his eyes. Then, he says, “Fine. Follow me.”
We skirt the long way around the cathedral, passing through alleyways that have been inaccessible for years. The melting ice has revealed their cobbles. “Watch for bodies,” says Henry, skirting a dark shape in the running waters, and I see that there are many of them here – victims, perhaps of the first storm, preserved in the ice. Maybe they were running for the supposed safety of the cathedral. I let my eyes pass over them, my fist clenched tight around the key in my pocket, but I notice the mayor pausing at each one, touching them gently before moving on. Paying his respects.
At a gap between the tall houses, I catch a glimpse of some of the cathedral’s shattered stained-glass windows, and they are bright. Whatever is happening inside is producing a lot of light.
Henry takes us through a gap in the black iron fence surrounding the graveyard, and straight into a crypt, using his heavy torch to light the way. Water runs down the steps, and I keep my hand against the clammy wall as I descend. The mayor’s boots thump behind me. He has to crouch to fit his bulbous helmet.
At the base of the steps is the crypt, and the water is already up to my knees. One of the old wooden coffins bobs. Henry’s torch flits back and forth, searching for a way forward.
“Here!” says Bea. “Shine your torch here!” Henry obeys, revealing some shabby stonework. “Look at the way the water is moving.” And indeed, it looks as if the rains are seeping away through gaps in the bricks, draining into a concealed chamber beyond.
Henry bats at the wall with the butt of his rifle, to no effect.
Lumbering through the flood, the mayor ushers Bea and Henry aside. Placing his gauntlets against the bricks, he begins to heave.
At first, the wall remains resolutely solid. Then, stones start to shift. A brick falls, splashing into the water, and then another, until the whole shoddy mess of them slides inwards, clattering and rumbling and revealing a dark space beyond. We all pause, listening, but there are no shouts. The rains must be loud enough to have concealed the crash.
Henry aims his torch at the void, illuminating a tunnel.
It looks as if we have broken through to one of the large central crypts. The tunnel continues around a corner ahead. “That must lead to the cathedral,” I say.
“Watch where you tread,” says Bea. “You might step on a saint.”
The deeper we go, the quieter the rains become, until there is no sound except for the rhythmic splashing of our feet. We round the corner and emerge onto a slope that takes us from the water and on to dry brickwork. The quiet and darkness become sombre. Henry’s torch reveals stone tombs: the smiling saints of Fairharbour.
Here, then, is where they were buried: those who were said to have stood with the Smiling Knight, all those centuries ago.
A rumbling slowly becomes apparent, and not much further through the twisting passages, we begin to see light ahead. Henry dims his torch, and we slow our walk. It is difficult for the mayor to be stealthy, but the rumbling, whatever it might be, seems to be enough to cover the sound of his heavy diving boots striking stone.
Voices become apparent. There is yelling.
We come to an area lit by a glow from an open doorway, at the top of a stone staircase. The rumbling is a growl here, trembling the rocks and vibrating my feet. The shouting is barely audible, and it’s coming from above.
I recognise this room: this is the tomb of the Smiling Knight, kept, as it is, beneath the body of the Shining Heart Cathedral. And there is his gravesite, at the very centre of the chamber. I always thought that the statue was grim – that there was something unsettling about the smile etched into it – but here, in the low-light, it looks manic and inspired, bearing a smile of absolute lunatic certainty.
Something catches my eye at the foot of the statue.
I stoop and take the gleaming thing from the floor. It looks like polished bone.
Bone in the shape of a key.
I turn. “Bea?” but she is following Henry, and Henry is following the mayor. They are going to the foot of the steps. “Wait!” I cry, and they pause.
I pocket the bone key and rush to catch up. “What are you doing?”
“We’re going upstairs,” says Henry, patiently.
“Why don’t you wait here?” says Bea. “We won’t be long. We’re just going to talk with Remi. Get him to stop what he’s doing.”
“I can help.”
“You only have one hand,” says Henry, “and you’re clearly unwell. Stay here.”
“No! You can’t—”
The mayor steps towards me, eclipsing my family. I am taken aback when he goes down to one knee before me, as if he is about to propose. Instead, he takes the tricorn from his head and, taking my hand in his gauntlet, places his sodden symbol of office gently but firmly into my grip. Then, he puts his gauntlets on my shoulders, forcing me to look into his porthole. It remains dark – there is no view of what lies on the other side – but I feel as if he is telling me something important.
“Wait here,” says Henry, again, and they mount the stairs together.
For the longest moment, I do as I’m told. I cling on to the mayor’s hat, and I think about the two keys in my pocket – the key to the city of Fairharbour, and the key of bone.
A gunshot cries out overhead, making my heart leap.
Someone has a real gun?
There is another gunshot, and another. In our city of props and devices, where even its authorities carry fake rifles, the retort of the real gun is all too loud.
I am hesitant, turning back to see the statue of the Smiling Knight there, so sure of itself. Then, dragging my feet, I mount the stairs.
The cathedral’s interior is a mess. There are cracks all through the air and across the pillars, through which glimpses of another cathedral in another city are visible, and those cracks are slowly splitting wider, rumbling the room. It looks as if two versions of the same building are trying – and failing – to occupy the same space. And there, at the centre of the fractures, is a monstrous machine, ripping the fissures wider and wider.
Henry has his back against one of the cracked pillars nearby, clutching his arm, and Bea is hiding behind a pew, with her head in her hands. There are Doormen everywhere in the room, but most are dead, their bodies torn through by the lashing fissures. There is only Remi left, standing with a couple of his lieutenants beside the machine, and he has a real, working pistol that he’s using to shoot at the mayor. It barks when he pulls the trigger, making me flinch with every shot. I have to cover my ears.
When a bullet strikes the mayor’s suit, snow bursts from the hole instead of blood. He stumbles, but still he continues, slowly advancing on the drill, one heavy boot at a time.
The mirrored drill they’re using is enormous. It’s several categories larger than the version I made with Bea, though I can see elements of that prototype grafted into it. There are thick cables feeding it power which snake out the door of the building to some unseen generator, or point of contact with the city’s unreliable power grid. Even though it’s been bolted into the stone floor, it still shudders perilously with the sheer force of its drillhead, a solid, whirring, disco mass of light, the tip burning white. It’s clearly too big. I yell at them, to tell them that it’s tearing too much of the wall between the cities away – that they can’t possibly share the same space. My warning barely carries, too weak to be heard over the grinding of the machine.
The fissures are slowly widening, creating further cracks, some of which snap open with such suddenness that they cut through the pews, and the stonework, and the flesh of Doormen, severing whatever they strike.
And through the cracks, and beyond the tip of the drill, I catch a clear glimpse of another Shining Heart Cathedral. It’s so green, and so bright, and there are Doormen among the growths, prop rifles raised. And there are more people, in the green. People wearing ragged T-shirts, their mouths open in exclamation. I think I see someone who might be—
I try to advance, but Henry grabs my leg.
There are too many holes in the mayor’s suit. He is slowing down, starting to sag.
Remi reloads his pistol, even as tiny cracks start to lash his skin, drawing lines of blood. The other Doormen with him are divided, cut clean through as the air snaps, bisected by the network of fractures uniting the cities. But it is then that the mayor finally arrives, plodding wearily up to the podium.
The mayor grabs Remi, and raises him into the air. Remi looks so small. He is a scared little man, his eyes wide, hands clenching and unclenching. “Wait!”
With an almighty heave, the mayor throws Remi onto the drillhead.
This time, I have the foresight to duck.
The drill explodes. Shards of mirrored glass spin through the air. I huddle against Henry, gripping the mayor’s tricorn as tightly as I can.
* * *
We find the remains of the mayor in a pool of water and shattered glass shards. His suit sags, and snow falls from the holes, and here and there in the snow are tiny green shoots with white heads – snowdrops: a spring-time flower. If the mayor was still at all human when he died, then he is no more. We observe him for a while, catching our breath.
The fissures have all snapped shut. Rain patters down the windows, and wind whistles through the gaps in them, but everything is resolutely singular again. There is no second city, intruding upon our own. The machine – the monstrous drill – is a twisted mass of mirror parts and metal, and the tear it opened is gone. I have yet to venture outside, but I’m willing to bet that the fissure in the sky is closed too. The city is no longer lit up bright blue.
There is yelling from outside. The Doormen are coming.
“We need to go,” says Bea.
“What about the mayor?” asks Henry. He’s pale, and his arm is bleeding badly.
The mayor is mostly melting snow, now. “He’s dead,” I say, even though I’m not completely sure. Those tiny white snowdrops suggest otherwise.
“Come on!” calls Bea, ushering us back downstairs.
Then suddenly we are running, clattering in a rush back into the catacombs. Bea is carrying Henry’s torch, and it flashes back and forth, lighting our way. We splash through the tunnels, and emerge back into the crypt we broke through, and out and into the noisy night, being pelted by the rain.
“Where now?” calls Bea. “Where can we go?”
I turn about, trying to determine where we are. This looks like Valiant Street.
“I know a place!” I call back.
Henry has fallen to his knees beside the fence, and Bea half-hauls him back to his feet, almost dragging him along as I lead them. I don’t know where she’s found the strength.
Valiant Street has been buried beneath snow for a very long time now, but this storm has freshly revealed it, in all its ruin. And there, halfway down, is Aunt Fi’s house, just as it was. It looks as if the house was buried deep enough that it even escaped the Doormen’s gaze. It feels strange to see an intact front door in Fairharbour.
All the glass has been smashed inwards, and I clamber inside through the empty kitchen window, helping Bea to pull Henry in after us. Then we three collapse to the filthy floor, breathing hard. There is more yelling outside, but it sounds distant and muffled by the rains. “Looks like we’ve got away,” I say.
“Maybe,” says Bea. She’s got the torch on Henry’s arm. “I think Henry needs help, though. This looks pretty bad.”
“My belt,” he says, tugging at it.
“What about your belt?”
“Use it as a tourniquet,” he snaps.
Bea does her best, running it around his shoulder while I gather blankets. And there are plenty of blankets. Aunt Fi always liked to stay cosy.
“I think I might have…” says Henry. He is looking pale. “I think I might have seen Myra.”
“I think we should get you to a doctor,” says Bea.
“No,” says Henry, but his expression is grim.
“You should go,” I say. “They don’t know… They’ll think it was the mayor. They’ll find his body and think he ruined the machine. They won’t know we were ever there.”
“It’s a bullet wound,” says Henry. “Difficult to explain away.”
“Jamie’s right,” says Bea, defiant. “You need a doctor, and we can come up with an excuse. Maybe I shot you?”
“Too right you’d shoot me.” Henry laughs, and then sighs, grimacing. “Fine. I don’t want to bleed to death. You’re going to have to help me though.”
“Of course I’ll help.”
“I…” I make to volunteer, but the truth is that I think I’m finished. I’ve pushed through tired, into weary and now into new realms of helplessness. I can barely stand any more, now that the thundering of adrenaline has passed through me.
Bea shines the torch in my face. “No, Jamie, you stay here. You’re done.”
“But—”
“For fuck’s sake, Jamie,” says Henry. “Stay put. You’ve done enough.”
“I’ll come find you in the morning,” says Bea, and before I can put up any more resistance, they are gone, back through the kitchen window.
I drag myself back to Aunt Fi’s ruined living room, where I left all the blankets. I remove my sodden coat, and curl up among them, listening to the drumming of the rains outside. It’s warm tonight, and my thoughts turn soft in moments. It’s been years since I last fell asleep to the sound of rain.
* * *
Not long after he met Aunt Fi, Pawel made a useless compass.
This was back when Aunt Fi used to use the excuse of taking me and Esther to see him as a means of spending time with him herself. We would idle away hours in the Radio City workshop together, and Pawel would show us all the strange things he made and how he made them, and Fi would come up with excuses to stay later and later. And then, one day, much to his own frustration, Pawel made a compass that didn’t work.
The compass itself was a beautiful thing to behold. We watched him make it out of fine metals and woods. He spent weeks on the thing, intricately layering each small detail, until it was so fine an object that I liked to imagine a pirate captain using it. Sometimes, Pawel would let me hold it, and I would stand up on his workbench, and place my hand over my eye like an eyepatch to squint at the unfinished thing as if I might determine a heading. Pawel would push his bench, scraping it along the floor in the direction of my pointed finger, all the while yelling: “Avast! Avast! Ye scurvy dogs!”
When it was finished, it refused to point north.
Pawel tried exchanging the needle, but the same thing happened: it would remain fixed in an unspecified direction that would change from time to time. He tried replacing the different metals, wondering if one of them was magnetic, but nothing worked. In the end, he simply kept it as a display piece, an intricate, gorgeous piece of metal, up on the highest shelf in the shop front, among the radios there.
On one of the days when Esther and I were left to fend for ourselves at the front of his shop while he and Fi shared tea in his tiny kitchen, I climbed on a chair, balancing precariously to fetch the compass, determined to play pirate again. I don’t think Esther was very impressed. But she followed me as I limped around the room, stiffly pretending that I had a peg leg, striding back and forth just like the needle was doing. Only when the needle finally stilled itself did Esther make the very sensible suggestion of simply following it.
“It doesn’t point at anything,” I told her.
She shrugged. “Maybe it’s treasure.”
To follow the needle, we would need to go past the beaded curtain at the back of the workshop and into Pawel’s house, but we had been in there plenty of times before. The beads parted around us, and we followed the needle through to Pawel’s kitchen, where there was music playing. Pawel was sat in a chair and clapping along, and I was astonished to see Aunt Fi dancing across the linoleum. She looked happy in a way I had never seen before, and her face was flushed red, and her golden bangles clattered as she moved, laughing, to the rhythm.
“Look,” said Esther, pressing her finger to the compass, and we both watched the needle flick back and forth, following Aunt Fi’s every move. Pawel’s true north.
That was the first time I understood that Pawel was in love with her.
I search through the ruins of the Valiant Street house in the first light of dawn. Being here overnight reminded me of the compass, a warm memory. The rains have stopped, and the cold light of day leaks in between the ragged curtains. It’s difficult to imagine this place as it was, so colourful and full of life. I know that the compass is here somewhere because Pawel gave it to her as a gift when they finally started dating. It was a terrible gift really – imagine being given a compass that only points to yourself – but Aunt Fi had placed it on her mantelpiece, in pride of place between two of her most treasured porcelain dogs. I find the shards of those dogs as I sift through the ruins.
The storm stopped a while ago now, and the temperature has begun to drop again. The city will freeze, and soon its streets will be so slippery that I will be able to slide all the way to Celeste Street. But before I go and check on Henry, I want to find the compass.
Pushing aside the remains of the sagging fireplace with my feet, I find it there, among embers so old that they have crusted. I pick apart the black muck, and I’m surprised to see how well preserved the old piece is. It’s tarnished, and dented, and its glass is so scratched that it’s difficult to make out the cardinal directions, but there is the needle, and it still moves freely, fixed in one direction. It still points at Aunt Fi.
I stand, and go into the light of the window, where I left the mayor’s tricorn. I know it’s silly, but I can’t stand to leave it behind, so I tuck it beneath my arm.
The truth is, I’m not sure where Aunt Fi is. I had assumed for so long that she was somewhere in my Fairharbour, her body buried by years of snow, just like this compass. But maybe she’s in the other Fairharbour, with Esther. This compass will help me find her. I will go out into the city, and follow it all the way to the place where its needle starts spinning. If Aunt Fi is there, then I’ll find her. And if she’s in the summer Fairharbour, then I’ll know.
I’ll wait a while. I’ll watch the needle, and see if Aunt Fi moves, or if she’s found her final resting place. And if she has – if she’s dead – then that’s where I’ll break ground. I know it’s morbid… but I think this is what the golden key and the bone key are for. They’re a reminder. We’re all citizens, alive and dead, and we can still come together again.
And that’s where I’ll meet you, Esther – at Aunt Fi’s grave. I hope you understand, when you see this compass. I hope you remember. Because this is a message that only you, in all the world, in all the worlds, will understand. I’ll lay this compass down among some summer flowers, and hope it finds its way to you, so that you’ll know I’m coming. I hope you’ll meet me there.
I place the mayor’s hat upon my head, grip the compass tightly, and go out into the city. It’s time to make a bridge.




“You want me to step aside, or you threaten a war,” says Uncle Jan. “You want murder? Blood? The works? I’ve seen the act of murder! You don’t want it in your life. You don’t move on from that moment, even though you age faster than you ever thought you could.” He’s beside the stairs that lead up to the grand pulpit, one hand on the wooden pillar. “You never recover. It splits your soul in two.”
“Nobody wants that,” says Pip. She’s been taking a slow tour of the Shining Heart, touching the backs of the pews as she takes measured steps down the aisle like a bride. It’s still a stunning building, but I get the feeling she’s not really seeing it. She stops before my uncle, but Jan doesn’t look at her. His attention is fixed on me. “Esther?” he says. That one word contains a question I can’t answer.
I shift in the front pew and look at my hands. I have nothing to say to either of them, all I can be is a witness in their war. What I would give to be little again, surrounded by my cousins, with Grandma Pike in charge of us all. We would duck down and crawl away from this mess, off to the Fairharbour that belonged to us alone, all games and makings.
I hear Uncle Jan climb the steps to the pulpit. His men have set up the musical instrument Jamie created there. He lied about it. It remains whole. He means to put on a show. “Did you really make this?” he asks. “I could have sworn it was Pawel’s work. Did you know the Fairharbour Fund for War Refugees sponsored his little workshop? Your grandmother sat on the board of that charity for years, before Jan and I took over her duties—”
“She’s only here to remind you of your family responsibility,” says Pip. “Not to chat about the past.”
“She’s here to be next on your hitlist, you mean. You’d send me another message, this time up close and personal. Right here in the Shining Heart, you’d break her, would you? You’re a cold one. They tell me you run the floating gondola. Came here from the mainland. You’re not even local.” His disdain for the outside world is poisonous.
“I’m one of many who loves this city, and wants it to go on. Not become mere pieces.”
He looks down his nose at her, leaning on the lectern. “One of many. The one in charge of the many, am I correct? Well, I’ll leave that for you to squabble over. My grand experiment is done. The past still found me, in the form of a clear glass song played on an instrument made by a master. I’m through fighting ghosts. One more song today and I’m done.”
“What are you—” Pip says, and I can’t wait any longer.
I call out, “Listen, the city’s in danger, there was a warning.”
But he’s starting the instrument, making music, and the high, thin sound fills the cathedral. He’s been practising. I know this song. I tried to do it justice in the headquarters of the Fenestration, but didn’t get close. The lightness of experience and meaning is in Jan’s old fingertips, and in his voice.
He doesn’t sing in words. He makes open sounds, long and steady. His voice is a tool and this tune is his making, a counterpoint that fits snugly to the melody, enhancing, amplifying. The two strands of sound permeate these solid bricks, swell up to the very tip of the spire, and I can see things. I wasn’t wrong, that day in the Patent Office. This instrument has the power to make visions. Ghosts. Everyone has seen ghosts, Crouch said to me, and now it’s my turn. Summoned from the glass and by the song, I see them. My family.
Aunt Belle and Uncle Turn dance amid the pews, flickering in soft light, before falling down together through the ground as if it opened up beneath them – lost to the marsh, maybe, when the cataclysm struck? Then they reappear and begin the dance again, as if stuck on an endless repeating reel. There are others. Uncle Eric and Uncle Harry, bleached white, hunched against falling static, settling snow, struggle to walk the length of the cathedral, then lie down side by side only to vanish and reset, to begin their trek again. My mother, half in darkness, sits quietly on the bench for the choir. I want to call to her, go to her. She is separate from me. Her eyes are not looking at me, but at someone behind me. She points. I spin around, catch a glimpse of a figure, is it Pawel? Is it Pawel? My hands form fists, my nails sharp against my palms. I’m not sure.
Beneath the altar a scene plays out in black and white. This one has cracked sound, and for the first time in years, I hear my grandmother’s voice. There she is: Carmen Pike. Her chin is raised high.
You’re bleeding me dry between you. You will do the same to the city.
They appear. Uncle Jan and Uncle Remi as they were, years ago. The ghosts of youth. They stand on either side of Carmen, their backs to me, to the imaginary auditorium of the Lavender Theatre, the seats empty, the premiere over.
The stage is bright.
She wears her long, tailored suit of black and white.
It splits across her collarbone, a diagonal, to her waist. She is a tyrant, fearsome, creator of the future and past. She is a frail old woman, and they know that too. How can she be both?
When you have taken it all, you’ll turn on each other. I know you. You can’t share this city. You’ve always been boys with bricks. One makes a wall, the other knocks holes in it until it all falls down.
You made us do that, says Remi, sweating, slick with rage. You directed us. You told us what to do.
We’ve only ever done what you want us to do, says Jan. He is shivering, miserable.
There is a way to avoid the shame of your schemes and destructions, she says. A way for me to protect this city. A final glorious story to tell, in which I follow in the footsteps of the great hero of our city: the Smiling Knight.
She points to the front of the stage. Between them, before the orchestra pit, is Uncle Pawel’s massive two-handed saw.
What can’t be shared must be divided, she says. She smiles. Do it.
They understand. They act. They put her hands to her throat and silence her. Jan is right. Murder is a terrible thing to witness, but I can’t look away. It takes time, a long time, but she finally lets go of her life, her plans, and they can then work together, taking up the saw, putting the teeth along the line of her suit and sawing, sawing, back and forth, back and forth, their eyes shut, the work hard, the force it needs, the pressure, they sweat, the sound of the teeth on her skin, her muscle, then her bone, and the light so bright I don’t want to see it but I see it, as old Jan sings on, through lungs, through heart. At the last scrape of the saw there is a flash. The song reaches its peak. Everything is dazed, poised, shining. All the ghosts divide into two, then into many swirling shapes that coalesce into one stage, one city.
All except one: the ghost of my young Uncle Jan crouches beside the head, shoulder and arm of his mother. He kneels in her copious blood. Remi is gone. The saw is gone.
Jan puts his face to hers. He trembles.
He calls for his brother, and there is no reply. He calls again and again, and there is no reply. Then the flickering image fades, and is gone.
* * *
“See?” says my uncle from the pulpit as the last glass note dies away. He looks so much older, and so alone.
The glass harmonica is indeed the work of a marvellous maker. Of all the emotions I’m feeling right now, this one is the only good one: I’ve never been prouder of Jamie. He is the equal of Pawel. Pawel, who made a saw so sharp it could cut a city in two.
“See what?” says Pip. She did not share the vision. Maybe she has no ghosts. That terrifies me more than anything I’ve witnessed.
“You really don’t care about the past, do you?” Jan asks her.
“It’s not relevant.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. But my time of trying to make Fairharbour my own is over. I won’t fall into that trap again. Take it, gondola attendant. Take this city as my gift, just as my mother gifted it to me. As a broken and divided place.”
“I don’t have time for gifts,” says Pip, and her words remind me of who I was only a few weeks ago, before Jamie started to send me the objects that have changed me, and led to this moment. I had more in common with Pip than I would ever want to admit. I hated anything that came my way without a price put upon it up front. Can’t she see running Fairharbour comes at the heaviest price? She understands nothing. She can’t shape us all to her vision. She would be as bad as Jan.
Is this my time?
Is it time for me to stand up, and seize this gift?
Jan is looking at me again, his gaze begging me to act. So this is his plan, just like his grandmother’s plan. I’m meant to stop Pip and take the city for myself. It would be the proper Pike thing to do. But I can’t bear the thought of being like him. I will never forgive him. He robbed me of my grandmother, my cousins. My city.
I don’t stand up. I don’t make a sound, and the moment passes, and is gone.
“But here’s the truth,” says Pip, busily shaping the way we should all see this moment, “This is not a gift, but a payment owed. Tell your men they now answer to me.”
Jan hesitates, then nods. “One more thing.” He reaches out and pushes the glass harmonica from the pulpit. It falls, smashes on the stone, the glass scattering into shards. That beautiful instrument, capable of conjuring the past, destroyed.
“My last breakage,” Jan says. He steps down from the pulpit and picks his way through the shards, carefully placing his feet, to the back of the cathedral where his men wait. I swivel in the pew and watch him talk. The men nod, and leave, and Pip’s men come forward. They surround Jan, but they don’t touch him. At least there’s restraint in this transfer of power.
“I’ve got no more time for your family and their strangeness,” says Pip, and I see something in her face that makes me think she does see ghosts after all. “You’d better get back to your factory and stay there. Stop making your crap, Esther. If I see another one of your gadgets there’ll be a reckoning.”
“You’re taking to power easily, aren’t you?”
“It’s the same as the gondola. I’ll take us along the only route there is, but I’ll do it well.”
“That’s what worries me,” I tell her, and she mock bows to me, and escorts me out of the Shining Heart.
* * *
They’re waiting for her in the sunshine.
Myra is front and centre. Barker is with her, and Crouch stands a few steps behind. Uncle Jan and his escorts are off to one side, surrounded. Fishermen from the Catchmarket, the supermarket homeless, the residents of Cavalier Heights and Cavalry Square, those from the harbour and the factory district, and the ones I’ve seen at Cherry Mount and Fairbright Fountain and oh, all of the city as I know it. So many people. Faces I recognise and faces I don’t, gathered in body and purpose.
Pip stops in the doorway of the cathedral, still in shade. I’m caught behind her.
Myra nods to me, then says to Pip in a voice loud and strong, “You’re done.”
“You reckon so?” Pip calls back.
“No killing. Not anymore.”
“How are you going to manage that?” says Pip. There’s a tremor in her voice I’ve not heard before.
Myra smiles.
Looking back on it, she always was the one who got us out of trouble at the last moment, keeping her calm, doing what needed to be done. She looks like a Pike, through and through. A glance at her hand tells me all I need to know. Crouch succeeded in the task I gave her. Myra wears the rings.
The crowd behind her follow suit. They smile. The force of it is a wave that crashes over the cathedral. Pip takes one involuntary step back, and her power is broken.
A fresh wind, colder than any I can remember, sweeps across the ground. I see the crowd shiver as the sunshine fades, and clouds coalesce, vast and dark, blotting out the sun. The air turns chill. The sky is oppressive, the clouds pressing close, and there’s a sound, like a pattering, all over the grass, then on the roof of the cathedral. It takes me too long to realise hailstones are falling. Ice, ice coming down, and the stones are perfectly round and hard, and of a size, too – they remind me of the ball bearing I sent to the winter city with the first of my makings. The hailstones come thicker, faster. Dangerous. People in their loose, light clothes cry out. The crowd shifts, splits apart. Some run away and others head for the cathedral. I step back, and Pip follows as a stream of bodies enters the Shining Heart. Barker, Crouch and Myra are the last. She comes to where I’m standing, by the stone altar, and we hug. She pats my back.
“Do you think it’s happening? The cities are coming together?” she says, and I watch people shake out their clothes and hair, complain and wonder about the skies. The hailstones lessen, turn to rain.
“I don’t know. Maybe. The fireworks, though. Remember the fireworks. Did Crouch tell you? I think they were a warning. From winter.”
“A warning about what?”
The air turns colder. There’s a chill charge to the atmosphere. My skin prickles, goosebumps forming, and the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck rise, I feel it.
The floor shudders. Myra pulls back. The ground convulses, cracks. The pews are scattered, the people flung wide. I’m thrown sideways. I hit the font hard, and cling to it in a half-daze, looking down the broken aisle. There are two pulpits. There’s no way to understand it. Two stairs, two lecterns, trying to exist in the same space, one bright, one dark, a different cathedral but the same. I see it, I can see the winter city. Frosty air reaches me, and people are coming. They are wrapped in heavy coats and have snow on their boots. They carry weapons and yell, and my ears are ringing, Myra is back beside me, mouthing something. I can’t make it out.
Myra pushes me back, further behind the font, and strides forth, shouting to the people she knows. I see Barker rallying, following her lead, then others. Some fall into cover, arrange pews, and others form groups and charge at the men in coats, bringing them to the ground.
There’s a flash of light, falling debris. Bricks and a burning branch, and the quality of light in the Shining Heart has changed. I look up in the sudden clarity. The spire has split and a giant tear is visible, like lightning, frozen in time. I think I’m screaming. No, it’s not me, it’s another voice. Many voices. And Myra’s mouth is open, she stands tall, her eyes very wide. I realise what she’s saying.
Henry. Henry.
Has she seen him? I can’t see him. I think I see the mayor in his suit, but missing his hat. Where is Jamie? The mayor is moving, everything is on fire. Smoke erupts, and I close my eyes, cough, put my hands to my mouth and think of nothing but my own breath.
The sounds, the screaming, come to an abrupt end. I can’t bear to look. I must look. I open my eyes, and there is nothing but thick, stinging smoke. It burns. I blink through it, and when the smoke finally clears, the winter city is gone.
* * *
Here’s the truth: smiling won’t solve any city’s problems.
It’s not that I’ve lost faith in the stories of our past. It’s only that I’ve learned that new issues can’t be solved by old solutions. There are two cities now, not one. Pretending we are all the same will not make it easier for us to stand in the same place.
Summer Fairharbour is a mess. The sudden storm, the drop in temperature, the hailstones. It’s a wonder any buildings still stand, but they do, and we can rebuild the others. There’s enough left to be recognisable. The cathedral, the Patent Office, the largest structures still stand, and they are being put to use as shelters. We worked overnight to get everyone a meal, including the icy intruders who call themselves Doormen. The few who will talk say they were told we were an enemy state. Uncle Remi pointed them in our direction, and now they’re just confused and sweaty. Many will have loved ones on this side, and I’ve told Myra I’m determined to find them, and reunite them, where I can. I’m amazed by how happy it makes me to have taken on this responsibility. I’ll ask the Doormen to remember what they can of their relatives, and I will try to track them down. Family is important.
That doesn’t change the fact that my grandmother was right about my uncles. They never could learn to get along, even when they were given two different cities to play with.
As the sun came up this morning Myra called a meeting of the factions she has somehow managed to unite. Hastily organised representatives were present from Paragon Park, Cavalier Heights, even the Fenestration. Crouch stood for the homeless, and a man called Lennard for the Catchmarket and the fisheries. Barker was deemed to have too much of a conflict of interest. They all want to do things right. It was not a polite meeting, but that’s good, I’m thinking. All those areas have their own personalities that must be heard.
The meeting took place in that small room we cousins found in the cathedral, back when we were trying to escape another boring lecture on duty. Myra gave out my grandmother’s rings, leaving only one for herself. You all have a share in this legacy, she said. She sent for the kaleidoscope and showed them the winter city, one at a time. I don’t know what they saw. I did not ask to look. The kaleidoscope must be near the end of its usefulness, with the glass scratched many times. Besides, I don’t want to see people I love in pain, struggling, at war. Did Myra see Henry? Fighting, or injured? I can’t bear to ask that, either. I have so much fear. I can’t think of anything else but my fear. It seems strange to me that there was ever a time when I thought myself separate from it all.
That’s why I’m sitting on the iron bench in the centre of the Garden of the Hidden Heart.
It’s late morning. I’ve worked all night trying to piece families together, and now I need a moment to think of my own. I’ve picked my way through rubble and overgrowth to find this tiny haven, slotted behind the council buildings at Cavalry Square. Few people know of this place, but someone has been keeping it tidy, freed from weeds, for the longest time. The idea of an unseen gardener quietly tending this serene spot has long made it special to me – that, and the fact that it was one of my mother’s favourite gardens. She brought me here often when I was small. I think one of my earliest memories takes place here. It’s hard to say.
I remember pink flowers behind her head as she put her hands in the dirt of the flower bed.
That’s it. The whole memory. I have no idea why she was picking up handfuls of soil. She looked happy. It wasn’t an expression I saw after Pawel disappeared and the city got stuck in summer. Even though she hardly left the house after the divide, she still came to this garden. After she died I scattered her ashes here. I put handfuls of her into the flower beds, got my hands dirty, just as she once did.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her. They are the words I would have said to her ghost, if I could have spoken. “I’m sorry I didn’t try harder to be part of our little family of two, after summer came, and we were left alone.”
The pink flowers are rhododendrons. She told me that once, when I was older. They were once outsiders to Fairharbour, but now they look at home. The day is overcast, the temperature cool. It feels as if the fight has gone out of the sun. Aren’t the first days of Autumn like this? Weaker, calmer. The wind stirring branches that hang low, holding leaves that might, one day soon, be persuaded to stop clinging to their time.
Dead leaves could rustle under my feet and get clogged in the spokes of the bikes. I’d love that.
But, for today, it’s definitely still summer and the garden is how it’s always been.
I should get back to my new responsibility. These new arrivals to our city will need so much help. I stand, adjust my toolbelt, and then I see it – a glint, metal and glass under the old bench – in a small patch of snow by one of the legs. I drop down and scrape around it, and it comes free. I know immediately the wonderful work of Pawel. And I know why the needle of this long-lost compass, now miraculously found just when it is needed most, spins around and around without stopping. It points to love. My mother told me so. If it isn’t pointing in one direction, then I’m already in the presence of love.




The last time I spoke to Grandma Pike was around a month before the city split.
It was a bright day, and we were working in the garden at the rear of Idlemire House. It was an enormous garden, surrounded by the woods, and its boundaries were unclear. Every year, an army of gardeners would descend upon it, and every year they would retreat, defeated by its untameable enormity. Still, once or twice a month, my grandmother would don a straw hat and thick gloves and trim some hedgerows, or mow a lawn, or plant some bulbs, and I would sometimes join her, pulling up roots and throwing them into the compost. That day, we were working at the edge of the lawn. Grandma Pike was working at the soil, planting some daffodils for spring, and I was tugging at the last of the year’s dandelions, throwing them into a bucket.
On her knees, hands in the earth of our island, Carmen Pike looked frail. It wasn’t a kind thought to have, but to me, back then, it was astonishing to realise that she was at all capable of looking vulnerable. Eventually, she sat up and clapped her gloves together to loosen the soil clinging to them. “Lemonade?” she asked. I followed her back to the glass doors and the kitchen beyond them, where there was indeed a tall decanter. She poured us both a glass.
“Perhaps you can help me with something,” she said.
I waited as she removed her gloves and hat and went into the house, leaving me alone with my drink. When she returned, she had a small package. “A producer sent me this,” she said, “and I’m not sure what it is. Maybe you can tell me?”
I opened the package, and inside was a black plastic VHS tape. I recognised it because a friend of mine had a father who was a foreman at one of the factories and could afford a colour television; he had recently purchased a big, bulky device called a VHS player, and would regularly import VHS tapes from the mainland so that he could watch all the latest blockbusters at home. It was a miraculous device – imagine being able to watch a film whenever you wanted, as many times as you might like! I explained all this to my grandmother, showing her the way the interior of the cassette was a bit like a film reel, and she watched me silently, sipping at her lemonade.
When I was finished, her expression grew distant.
“When I was your age,” she said, “my grandmother took me to see a moving picture at the Lavender. It was a novelty, back then. I had heard of the moving pictures, of course – we all had – but it took a while for a screen to arrive on the island, and when it did, it took even longer for anyone to take me. The picture was silent, and the projector was so poor that it flickered all the way through, but I was instantly enchanted. It was as if a person’s imagination had been poured out for everyone to see. There was a scene when the train seemed to be heading straight for the screen, and I remember the audience gasping, shocked and delighted, and I was shocked and delighted with them. Of course, my grandmother hated it. It was too frightening, she claimed, and she never took me again.”
Grandma Pike placed both hands around her glass and met my eyes. “You’re going to inherit all of this, one day,” she told me.
I laughed. I wasn’t sure what she meant. “Your house?”
“My house, and my name, and more.”
She was quiet, then. I wasn’t sure how to reply.
I don’t remember what we talked about after that. I remember the clouds moving in, over the garden, and I remember shutting the big glass doors against them. And I remember my grandmother sitting at the kitchen table with the VHS tape before her, eyes distant, and though I didn’t think it was possible, she seemed even more vulnerable than she had in the garden.
* * *
My last memory of Pawel begins with his silhouette.
It was the week before the city became two cities, and Fairharbour was under a pall. Pawel was stood before the balcony windows in Aunt Fi’s living room, looking out over the gloom. Flakes of snow were falling hesitantly over the rooftops out there, and the great shroud of the sky was so low that it looked as if Cherry Mount might disappear into it. Pawel was always in motion – hammering, sanding, running his fingers through his beard – and it was strange seeing him so still.
I was curled up in the corner of the settee, and Esther was occupying Aunt Fi’s armchair, and the radio was on, but I don’t think either of us was paying it any attention. There was an argument underway in the kitchen – between Aunt Fi and my father – and though the walls were thick enough that we couldn’t hear the words being exchanged, the muffled rise and fall of their voices seemed inescapable. In the middle of the living room were the shattered pieces of the glass coffee table. My father had struck the table with the base of his mug, by way of making an emphatic point about something political, and the whole thing had fallen in.
After a while, Pawel fetched a dustpan and brush from the cupboard under the stairs and swept all the glass from the carpet and into the lid of a jigsaw puzzle box. Aunt Fi loved jigsaws, and had a huge collection stacked up in one of her bookshelves.
With the glass tidied, Pawel switched the radio off and smiled at us.
“Would you like to know a secret?”
The voices in the kitchen felt as if they faded a little.
“Do you see these puzzles?” he crouched and ran his finger across some of the cleanest boxes, at the very bottom of the shelf. “I will tell you a secret about them, but only if you promise that you won’t tell your aunt.”
“I promise.” I shuffled forward, and so did Esther.
“Good. You are good children.” Drawing two of the boxes from the shelf, Pawel showed them to us. One was a picture of a starfield, and the other was a picture of a flock of flamingos. “These are cheap puzzles,” he said. “The designer takes pictures and chops them up.” He made a chopping motion with his hand. “But he is lazy. He does not care about his jigsaw pieces. He uses the same pattern for every puzzle.”
Pouring both jigsaws onto the carpet, Pawel began to mix them together.
“So, you see. They can fit together.”
We watched as he spent a while sifting through the mixture, before taking a couple of pieces and slotting one into the other. They were both edge pieces – one dark and pricked with stars, and the other pink and feathered – and they fit perfectly together.
“Why don’t we make a new picture?” said Pawel.
We worked as the light outside began to dim, and snow started falling more heavily. Pawel switched on a lamp, and the image we were making, black and pink and fractured, slowly began to take shape. It was a tough challenge – tougher than putting together an ordinary jigsaw – but there was something satisfying about joining the pieces together and making something new out of them. I barely noticed when the voices in the kitchen stopped.
“Jamie.” A voice from the doorway, interrupting my focus. My father was there. His face was red. “We’re leaving.”
“I’m busy, Dad.”
“We’ve got to go. Put your shoes on and fetch your coat.”
I did as I was told. There was no sign of Aunt Fi. I brought my shoes back to the living room and laced them onto my feet on the settee. Pawel was still working at the puzzle, as if my father had not interrupted us, but Esther was watching me, frowning. I didn’t realise that it would be the last time I’d see her, or Pawel, or Aunt Fi, and I wish I’d said something. Anything, really. But I didn’t. I finished putting my shoes on, and pulled my coat over my shoulders, and stood over the half-finished puzzle. It was some flamingos in space. Or maybe some stars among flamingos.
“Are you ready?” My father, impatient.
“Ready.” I took his hand, and he led me from the house.
* * *
Word seems to have reached all of Fairharbour: someone is making a door.
They have set up tents outside the Garden of Hidden Heart, turning the snow to slush beneath their boots. There is a band playing. I can hear an accordion, and what sounds like a violin, and the thump of toes against wood. There is the smell of something being cooked. Children sit up on the walls of the Garden, their feet tapping against the stone, and adults stand behind it, peering over and watching us work.
There are Doormen in the crowds, but they feel disarmed: they have foregone their blacks. Without Remi, there is a power vacuum in the city, but nobody has filled it yet. Maybe we are all too tired of listening to charismatic leaders.
Someone is making a door.
Henry sits atop a barrel, guarding the red velvet rope. The cordon is held up by two brass stands, and there’s something about it that seems to buoy up the crowds. Exciting things happen beyond red velvet rope. So far, nobody has tried to get through, but Henry sits there sternly still, the last Doorman in black, with his prop rifle across his lap. Not that he could even brandish it if he wanted to: one of his arms is in a sling.
There’s a second Fairharbour. And somebody is making a door to get there.
We took the rope from the depths of the Lavender Theatre. There were so many storage rooms it took us a while to sort through them. Bea insisted on spending time in a room full of old costumes, saved from my grandmother’s movies, and she strides back and forth in a bright red boiler suit, gathering cables and looking like a caricature of an engineer. I have the mayor’s hat on my head, and I suppose that Henry, Bea and me are all in costume, but it only seems to add to the drama of what we’re trying to do.
There’s a second Fairharbour, just like ours, and it’s warm there.
It was among boxes of ancient, rusted reels that we finally found what I was looking for. The oldest reel in the building. My grandmother’s very first film, from all those years back before I was born, when she was a student. It was only a short film, about fifteen minutes in total, and from what I know it was never shown anywhere but the Lavender. But I remember it distinctly, and have thought about it often over the years.
Someone is making a door.
The film is called The Door, and it’s extremely simple. It’s composed of a single shot of a door set against a brick wall. The door is unextraordinary. It looks a bit like a castle door, rounded at the top, with big, black hinges, and made of thick looking varnished wood. It has two keyholes, and single, heavy-looking doorknob. The point in the film, or so my grandmother told me, is the door’s potential. Of course the door never opens in the film, but the fact that it might is what keeps the audience’s attention and ignites their imagination. The audience is made to wonder what lies behind the door.
Bea finishes setting up the projector, and turns to me. “That should be it. We’re ready to go.”
I have, in one pocket, a hammer I spent most of the day polishing to a mirrored shine, and in the other sixteen ancient brass nails. I count them again, and then I go to Bea and hug her. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For everything.”
“Don’t thank me yet. It might not work.” She hugs me back.
The crowd, up on the walls and behind the velvet cordon, quietens as the projector flickers into life.
There is my grandmother’s door.
Bea has aimed the projector at the Garden’s far wall, between the frigid trunks of two dead trees. The stones have been blackened by years of ice and grime, and the door is bright between them. It’s the memory of a door, I think – a ghostly resurrection of a door long dead, made of light. It’s an illusion, and there is muttering in the crowd. This isn’t what they came to see. They wanted a door to another city.
Fifteen minutes. The duration of the film is all we have.
I exchange a nod with Bea, and we get to work.
She takes a brass nail from my pocket and places its tip gently against the blackened stone. The projection of the door’s hinge plays across the back of her hand. I take the hammer and polish the tip of its head with my jacket. It’s mirrored flat, and I see my eye in it.
Holding my breath, I gently tap the head of the nail.
It makes a sound like a tuning fork being struck. It sinks slightly, but it doesn’t sink into the stone. Bea withdraws her hand, and the nail remains stuck, protruding from the projected image of the door’s hinge. I tap again, and it sinks further. Then again, and again, until it’s embedded all the way up to its head.
Bea takes the next nail from my pocket.
The trick is light. It’s always been light. The kaleidoscope and the drill pierce the space between the cities because they turn and tumble and refract and reflect, and that’s what we’re doing with this door. We’ve made a door out of light, and now we’re fastening it in place using nails from the mayor’s diving boots, hammering them with a mirror that reflects and doubles their potency.
The third nail snaps. They’re delicate, because they’re ancient – they were embedded in the mayor’s boots for more than a century before he wore them, after all. Its pieces tumble into the snow. I pause and polish the hammerhead while Bea places the next. We took twice as many nails as we needed. Eight is enough. Four for each hinge. Of course, they won’t be able to take much weight, but they don’t need to – light doesn’t weigh anything.
When the sixth nail is in place, I glance over my shoulder at Henry. He’s got a stopwatch in hand, and raises two fingers. Two minutes left.
The next nail snaps. And the one after. I take a tighter grip of the hammer.
One minute to go.
Three strikes and the next nail is in.
Thirty seconds.
Two quick taps. Two chimes.
We stumble back, Bea and I. The nail heads gleam. The projector hums, and clatters, and whirs, and the reel comes to an end.
But the door stays put. Bright against the black wall.
The crowd erupts. What a magic trick!
Bea bows, enjoying the applause, but Henry places a hand on one of the brass cordons as a warning. This isn’t over yet. The most difficult part is yet to come. We have a door, but how do we open it?
I reach for the handle – a chrome knob, embedded in the wood – but my hand only brushes the black wall and the grime there. There’s nothing for me to grasp hold of. I wonder about making a chrome knob, something to reflect the light and turn it. I put my hand in my pocket and find the keys there instead, and wonder.
The brass key – the key to the city – enters the first keyhole as if it belongs there. I turn it, and there is resistance; a bolt slides back.
I try the bone key, and it sinks into the second keyhole as if falling into a shadow. I turn it, and something catches. Both locks have been released.
Bea is at my shoulder. Henry approaches, with his rifle over his shoulder. I grip the brass key, and pull, and the door opens




There’s a queue building up behind me, but I can’t move forward, not just yet. I need to prepare myself for the transition. It always makes my insides feel shuddery, not quite my own. A sweat, a shiver, from cold to hot without so much as a second to mark the change. I’ll never get used to it.
“Any time,” says the doorman, with a smile, and I make the journey. Frostharbour to Fairheart, just one step apart, through the door created by Jamie over thirty years ago.
I haven’t told him I’m coming to visit. I wonder where he’ll be.
I remember the creation of the door in this very garden – now a travel checkpoint, surrounded by stalls and sellers and important looking officials – with a clarity that many of my life’s events have lost, and I’m glad to keep it, cherish it. I had my mother’s compass in my hands, and I was watching it spin, with the force of a wild, living thing caught. Then the needle froze, pointing away from me, and ahead of it was a rectangle of light, very bright, very straight, as if drawn by a steady hand. Jamie was within it. He stepped through, cold and clear and weary, snow and ice thick on his clothes and hair.
There’s nothing as special as snow to me, even now, and I think it’s because of that moment: the gift of Jamie.
This talk of gifts reminds me – have I brought my present for Jamie? I forget more than I remember now. No time to check, not with others waiting to step through behind me. I leave what was once a garden by the designated exit and stop by the old council chambers, now the Fairheart Museum. The mayor’s helmet is in there, along with an exhibition about his life, and his dream of reuniting us. There’s a smashed glass harmonica and a broken kaleidoscope. Other objects that once meant something to me. On the steps, I open my backpack and check the pocket. Yes, I have it, and I must get moving if I’m to give it to him. It’s already past ten, and the day will only get hotter. I remember that well, too.
I set off into the busy city. It has trade links now, thanks to Bea. She found a way to reconnect our radios with the mainland, and it began a process of growth and endless rebuilding. Using the ingenuity of both the cities and the mainland, a slim corridor for business and travel was established across the sea from the summer city, finding a way through what had seemed impassable. A ferry runs in the morning and evening, with the flags of Fairheart and Frostharbour painted on either side.
The Lavender Theatre was one of the first structures to be knocked down. Long gone. In its place stands the Catch Alls, an open space for performance where anyone can rise from the seats and tell a joke or sing a song. Sometimes everyone joins in and it is riotous. Far too loud for me nowadays, but I used to love it.
But Frostharbour has its Lavender Theatre intact, still showing my grandmother’s movies, but now with a dedicated troupe of players, too. They recently restaged The Mutual Murder of Carmen Pike. It was more than a little uncomfortable to watch someone play members of my family. Jamie decided he didn’t want to attend, which I can well understand. I’m not quite sure why but I’ve gone along a few times. I have a theory that it’s never enough to only see a ghost once. It’s a unique feeling that a person wants to repeat.
I pass the Catch Alls and take a short stop at the new crossroads, with Fairbright Fountain at its centre. People rush past its restored magnificence. Time to take off my big coat and sling it over my backpack. I should have done this earlier, but I find I’m always reluctant to discard my winter clothes. I like being a coat person, with layers, protections. Besides, the cities aren’t as extreme in temperature as they once were. Over the years they’ve softened, but Frostharbour is still prone to icy blasts and Fairheart remains far too warm for my liking.
Where am I?
East stretches on towards the watery stretch of Idlemire.
South leads straight on to the harbour, where the fishing boats will be out in force and the Catchmarket traders shouting out their finds.
I guess West, then. To the factory.
Jamie and I shared it, for a while, after he first opened the door. We couldn’t get over the delight of being together – stepping around the corner of one of the machines to see the other taking a nap, maybe, or working at the bench. We were like children again, and Myra and Henry visited all the time, nearly every day, bringing treats, laughing. They’d watch us work on new ideas, projects, pushing at the boundaries of what we could do. Three hands, two brains, one purpose: the joy of creating. We made some marvellous things. It was a wonderful time. One of those times I don’t remember so clearly, but the feeling remains.
And we searched for Pawel. Pawel, who was never a ghost to us.
He was not in the summer city, nor in the winter, so we sifted through our memories like we used to search in patches of snow and spring. We wanted answers. What was the connection between Pawel and Carmen Pike? Had he believed it when she told him she would use the two-handed saw as a prop for some great final project? But isn’t that exactly what she did?
Where had he gone after her murder?
Had he found a way out, and left us all behind, in disgust at our ridiculous family?
No, no, we never did believe that.
Living without all the answers is necessary in this place, but that doesn’t mean it’s painless. It took a toll on our happiness. And maybe we had all lived too long apart. I could not bear the sun anymore, but the cold made Jamie’s stump ache, so there came a time when we had to go our own ways. Henry had the urge to travel. He was involved in the election for renaming the cities, counting the votes, wanting to get an inkling of where the future led, and after that he left, one of the first to take the new ferry. He sends Jamie letters, now and again, and Jamie reads them aloud to me.
I journeyed to the mainland once or twice, to visit him. I also searched for my father there, but I had nothing to go on, and I suppose I didn’t really want to find him. Families grow and shrink. I never did quite make a space for the man who never wanted me. And although the war is over, I find the mainland too argumentative for my liking. Tempers run high, and people don’t learn lessons. Frostharbour gives me a cool haven from it all.
This journey used to feel shorter. There it is: the factory. It’s good to look upon it again, even if the holes are all filled and the wall rebuilt with a shining row of windows. The weeds are kept under control, and the sign outside tells the city that this is the school of makers. I hear hammering inside, different timbres, the music of making.
“Esther!”
It’s Chris, who was once known as Crouch. People as well as places can change. Chris leans out of the nearby window and waves. They look happy, well fed, strong. They are in charge of this place now. Jamie’s first student, and he said one of the best he taught. An obvious choice to take it over when he decided he’d had enough.
“Is he there?” I ask. Sometimes he still comes by, just to see what new students are working on.
Chris tells me no. “He know you’re sun-side?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“He’ll hate that, nah?” I shrug, and they laugh. “He—”
I hold up a hand. “Don’t tell me.” I wave them back to business.
The supermarket is now an accommodation block for students of the school, almost unrecognisable to me without its haphazard wire trolley construction before it, packed with seagull nests, but the roof remains the same, and there are even two young ones sitting on it, kicking their legs and making strange contraptions: a welcome sight. I wonder what they’re working on. I could call out and ask, but they’ve got no time for me, nor I for them. I must find Jamie before midday, when it’ll be far too hot and I’ll need to hide indoors for a while. My gift for him is heavy, jarring against my back.
Maybe he’s visiting Bea, in her little cottage with the red door on the clifftops to the north. Every time he goes there, he takes her another plastic windmill to stick in her crowded garden. It’s getting silly but nobody wants him to stop.
But not today. I think I know where he is today.
At the old floating gondola, carefully maintained and repainted bright blue, I pay for one trip up to the top.
It’s run by the Fairheart Tourist Board now, and it makes a profit, I hear. Restarting that industry was one of Myra’s ideas. She threw this place open to the world. Frostharbour – which remains accessible only through Jamie’s door – not so much. Perhaps that’s why I prefer it there. I always did like the illusion of minding my own business, and having my own space.
I share the gondola, not without a tinge of annoyance, with a young family. Four children, pointing and rushing as we ascend. I see it as it was. Or, at least, I think I do. Wasn’t there a tree at the tip of the spire of the cathedral? In Frostharbour that row of houses – was it Victory Row? – has been demolished to make a nest of offices to house the import and export businesses that are turning that place into the home of money. I don’t like it, but I’m not stupid enough to try to change it.
Pip vanished in the aftermath of what happened in the cathedral. Nobody knows where she went. Jan was imprisoned until he died, a few years later. Then he was buried alongside Remi, out by Idlemire. I don’t think of them often, but they come into my head every now and again, and I think they would have hated what this city is becoming. Uncontrolled, uncontrollable. A thing growing beyond the power of one vision. Good and bad comes with that, and I will take both.
I think maybe my grandmother, the great Carmen Pike, would have been aghast. Good. I can watch her old films and appreciate how they are made. I will always love her devotion to craft. But she doesn’t get to decide what I take from her stories. I will always see them as both an entertainment and a warning. That is out of her control.
I stand back and let the family leave first, then stroll out to the slope of Cherry Mount. The seagulls wheel around the laden branches, and cherry stones are thick underfoot. Maybe some things don’t change so much, at least, not quickly enough for me to see it. Another gift. I’m grateful for that.
It’s five years today since Myra died.
She was a big fish in a bright shoal, keeping all swimming around her, and forever finding a way to solve a problem or find a solution. But nobody’s way of seeing the world should dominate forever. She got voted out of office about ten years back, and she returned to the Catchmarket, and to Barker. She gave it all up gladly, even our grandmother’s final ring. It was passed on to the elected official who followed her, as a badge of office. When I asked her if she resented that, she told me some things are only worth having when they are freely given, and I have remembered that well.
I think that applies to my present for Jamie today. It’s my latest film: a following of last turning’s Fish March. That festival takes a new path through both cities now, and different customs have sprung up on either side. I interviewed people about what they made of the celebrations and everyone had a different answer. It’s interesting. I cut it through with shots taken from my grandmother’s famous film of the subject, putting them side by side. Three versions of the same event, cold, hot, and in between, no one view taking precedence over another. There are a few shots of Myra dancing, lost in the moment in the crowd, who seemed to move around her as if they knew she was the very centre. It was the last turning she saw before the illness took her.
Jamie will love it, I think, and I made the film with him in mind, for his eyes alone. I’ve learned how to have time for gifts. Not for a thing’s use, or for what purpose it should serve, but for the fact that, when we give, the one who makes and the one who takes share the closest thing we can ever get to an understanding.
As I approach the hidden hut where we once carved our names, children escaping our family for a few brief moments together, Jamie appears in the doorway. He rests his hand on the frame.
He says, “Found you,” as if he is the one who has been looking for me, always, all along.
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