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Chapter One

His name, we’re told, is Jason Templar. My head only goes up to his jaw,
which appears to already justify the daily attention of a razor. He turns up
one night at Folk. Gerry says he’s seventeen.

It is 1994.
As well as running Folk, Gerry is active in peace circles and publishes a

periodical by the name Juggernaut Press. When my parents still went on
CND marches Gerry would be there, up on stage, waving a megaphone and
working the crowd. ‘Can you hear that, Mr Major?’ he’d say in a mocking
voice, and a chorus of MAGGIE, MAGGIE, MAGGIE! (OUT! OUT!
OUT!) would erupt, for while Mrs Thatcher was no longer Prime Minister,
the wounds were still raw, if only in the imagination. ‘That’s right,’ Gerry
would yell, as if he’d just served the government a damning indictment.
‘The people have had enough!’ And he would list all the things about which
the people had had enough. Corporate Greed. Police Brutality. Ecological
Destruction. Western Imperialism. Racism. Apartheid. Poll Tax. The list
was long. There was much to be angry about. Unlike most of our friends’
green-leaning parents – the dads especially – Gerry has charisma.

Folk convenes once a week at the community centre canteen, an outhouse



attached to a sprawling labyrinth of a building that has been constructed,
reconstructed, extended and renovated at various points in a legacy going
back to Queen Victoria. The canteen is a more recent, rather unspectacular,
addition. With its pea-green walls, frosted glass and strip lighting, it has the
air of an institution from a bygone era. Usually we can guess from the smell
what the kids had for lunch; cauliflower, liver and boiled potatoes being a
particular favourite of whoever plans the menus.

While the canteen has changed little in the time we have known it, Folk
has undergone major transformations in recent years, most conspicuously in
its numbers. From a peak of thirty-three young people and three leaders in
the late 1980s, we are now down to a hard core of eight. Nine if you include
Jason.

Jason comes with the spring. The cherry blossoms are everywhere, all
through the lane that runs around the back of the community centre,
clinging to boots in the rain, coating them in a fine pink powdery dust.

And it had been raining on this particular day, the day Jason Templar
entered our lives.  I see him the moment I turn the corner. Dressed all in
white, he appears like an apparition, glistening in the evening sun.

‘Mark!’ Gerry waves me over. ‘Come and meet someone!’
  His eyes – his whole face – is hidden by a baseball cap. His jacket is

shiny and zipped all the way to the chin. His trainers are gleaming and
pristine.

‘This is Jason,’ says Gerry. ‘He’ll be joining us.’
I smile at Jason and try to look non-judgmental. He lifts his head, and

finally I get to see his face. He looks rough. Like you’re not sure whether to
offer him your hand or your wallet, I will later recount. A long silver stud
sticks out of his left eyebrow.



‘Mark’s been coming here for years,’ Gerry continues, and laughs as if
he’s cracked a joke. ‘I go way back with his folks.’ He laughs again, and
says: ‘June still singing at the Dog?’

June is my Mum. The Dog is the Dog’s Whistle, a pub out of town, taken
over a few years earlier by a couple of ageing hippies belonging to a time
that Gerry calls Way Back When. They held live sessions in the back room,
where Mum was a regular and much admired performer.

Gerry leans in. ‘Mark’s mum,’ he says, dropping his voice as if sharing
confidential information, ‘is a supremely gifted jazz singer.’

I attempt an ironic wince for Jason’s benefit. It is not clear, even to me,
what I expect this poorly executed gesture to achieve. Solidarity?
Recognition? Rapport? I am trying, I suppose, to make a connection.

‘Safe,’ says Jason, not looking at me.
Jason’s voice. I have heard voices like it before, but only on the telly. It is

the voice of someone from a world that is both exotic and familiar. Is it
real? I do not recall my parents ever watching soap operas when I was
young, but Nomi – Zee’s middle sister – loved them, and I recall us all
sitting together, me and the three sisters, devouring the melodrama, one
soap frothing into the next; Nomi bringing us up to speed, with the names
of the women screaming at each other, and details of who is having affairs
with whom and which one has a gambling addiction. ‘Oh yeah,’ she says
one time. ‘Mark’s got AIDS.’ ‘HIV Positive,’ Zee corrects her. ‘Mark’s HIV
positive.’ ‘Same difference.’ ‘Not to Mark.’ And then Megan, who must be
about six at the time, pipes up: ‘Are you Haitch-I-Vee Pos’tiv, Mark?’ and
we all have a good laugh because Megan is cute, but I still wonder whether
it really is only the fictional Mark they are talking about or whether they
know something I don’t. Don’t Die of Ignorance, warned the adverts from



our childhood, with looming tombstones and icebergs inscribed with the
word AIDS to hammer home the point. Of course, I am low risk, being a
virgin and not a drug user, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying. 

Anyway, that’s Jason’s voice.  Gerry is still smiling.  I try to think of
something welcoming to say, but all I can manage is:

‘Do you like music?’
The moment this question pops out, I know how weak it is, and I rue my

inability to keep my mouth shut. Gerry’s comment had not required a
response. It could have just been left there.

Jason does not answer, at least not with words. Only a tiny curl of the top
lip betrays what he thinks of my question. 

Gerry comes to my aid, requesting assistance. He wants help fetching
some things from the car.

Once we’re out of earshot, he begins to talk. ‘Mark,’ he says. He always
uses my name. ‘I need you to do me a favour.’ He hesitates for a moment
and lowers his voice. ‘It’s Jason.’

We look back at where we’ve left him. He’s still there, obviously. He has
removed a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. I watch him insert one into
his mouth.

‘He seems nice,’ I say.
At the car Gerry opens the boot and begins exploring the chaos. The boot

of Gerry’s car is like a permanent car boot sale, full of weird, unwieldy
items that offer no obvious connection to each other or to anything else. So
a box of macrame will be squeezed in next to a garden hose, a vacuum
cleaner, some yarn, some dog food (Gerry doesn’t have a dog), an axe,
several jars of pickles and a parachute. We sometimes say that all of life is
contained within Gerry’s boot. For example: say you need a particular tool



or a valve or a plug or a stopper – mention it to Gerry and he’ll say, ‘Ah,
you might be in luck there,’ and he will nip out to the car and, nine times
out of ten, he will return with exactly what you’re looking for. Who needs
Mary Poppins’ handbag, we joke, when you have Gerry’s boot?

‘Jason’s new here,’ he calls back, his voice slightly muffled. ‘Doesn’t
really know anyone.’

He pulls out a plastic ringbinder, clutching it with an air of triumph. ‘Ah-
ha!’ he exclaims, and I laugh.

Gerry’s approach to paperwork is notoriously haphazard. ‘We’ll save the
rainforests,’ he would say, depositing official forms and guides into the
recycling bin, barely giving them a glance.

He hands me the folder and bangs the boot shut in that nonchalant,
confident way that he has. We start walking back towards the canteen. 

‘He’s not had it easy, y’know?’
‘Right.’
‘He’s a good kid.’
‘Right.’
‘I’m telling you, Mark, because I think you’re more mature than some of

the others.’
‘Right.’
‘You don’t have to do anything special. Just make him feel included.’ He

stops and turns, squinting slightly, head cocked to one side. ‘Can you do
that for me, Mark?’ 

I nod. ‘I can try.’
There are voices up ahead. Gerry grins and puts his fingers to his lips,

letting rip one of his ear-splitting wolf whistles. The sound ricochets off the
brickwork, startling the pigeons and threatening to shatter the community



centre windows. Every head turns. ‘Evening, campers!’
One head in particular is looking more vibrant than usual this evening.

Anna has been at the peroxide again. When she moves, she displays a
kaleidoscope of tones, from amber roots to radioactive ginger and burning
white tips. Anna’s hair is a constant source of concern, and fascination, for
us all. 

‘It will fall out,’ Zee will have cautioned. 
Completing our little gang of four is Seb, crouched down and rolling

himself a rolly, his long fingers dextrous from years of dedicated guitar
playing. With his dirty straw-coloured hair and scraggly beardy bits, his
famous lookalikes are either Kurt Cobain or Shaggy from the Scooby Doo
cartoons. This depends on one’s points of reference and whether we’re
trying to wind him up. Normally I’d join them but I’ve just agreed to look
after Jason.

‘What should I do with this?’ I ask, holding up the ringbinder. 
‘Oh,’ says Gerry, absently. ‘On the counter, buddy.’ 

***
Jason has already gone inside. I find him staring at a child’s drawing of a
burning house. The rescue workers are trying to free someone on the top
floor, who has a speech bubble coming out of their face with the word
HELP! 

The scene is rather harrowing for a child, and I wonder how it can be that
I must have walked past this picture so many times and never paid any
attention.

‘The school next door,’ I explain. ‘This is their canteen.’
Jason flinches, as if I had struck him, and turns to me. The stud, I note, is



a bit longer than ones I’m used to seeing, more like the piece of metal Anna
once stuck through her belly button. (A party at Seb’s, a bottle of surgical
spirit and a needle from Seb’s mum’s sewing kit. The piercing went septic
after three days and Anna wound up with a nasty scar, which didn’t stop her
from wearing crop-tops.)

‘Did it hurt?’ I enquire, touching my own eyebrow. 
‘Naw, I had a couple of biffters first.’
‘Right.’
I’m trying to look at something that’s not his eyebrow. I follow his eyes as

they move around the room. They stop on Zee, who’s chatting with Seb, in
the corner by the stacked chairs. 

‘Who’s the girl?’
My cheeks burn. The stubble above his top lip twitches. 
‘You fuck her yet?’
Zee whispers something to Seb, which provokes an explosion of laughter,

and then she’s coming towards us, her hair pushed up high by a yellow silk
scarf. Her cherry-red Docs squeak on the lino.

‘Hey, babe,’ she says, giving me a chaste hug.
If I wear my boots we’re the same height.
She turns to Jason. ‘Hello, stranger,’ she says, offering him her hand. 
They shake hands. His hands, the skin so pale against her skin, are much

bigger than hers. Man hands. There is scarring around the knuckles.
‘Jason, meet Zee,’ I pronounce with a flourish. ‘Zee, meet Jason.’
She looks him up and down, openly checking him out, like she would a

painting or a curiosity in a museum.
‘You know, my mother once said,’ she begins, and I know what’s coming.

She’s going to use the pantomime voice that she sometimes adopts to



impersonate her mother who, it should be noted, doesn’t even have a West-
Indian accent, or whatever accent Zee is doing:  ‘Don’t never trust a man
who wears more jewellery than you, girl!’

I’m watching him closely to see what he will do. 
What Jason doesn’t know – what he can’t know – is that Zee’s mother

sounds nothing like this person. Yolanda grew up in the north of England
after coming to this country as a baby. She got accepted into a grammar
school, then Oxford, followed by a series of research positions and
fellowships and eventually professorships at the UK’s top universities. She
has written books. She’s been on telly. She’s met the Queen.

But Zee does this with new people. Especially if she suspects they might
be a bit – or a lot – racist.

We wait for his response. His lip does its twitchy thing again. 
‘Well,’ he says. ‘Mum knows best.’
Zee grins at him. She likes this answer. Their eyes meet. 
‘Not mine, Jason. She’s a complete fucking disaster.’
‘Erm,’ I cut in, ‘I think it’s Circle Time.’ 
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