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      He could have been any young man in this age of universal style, trudging down into this cathedral city with its university,
         its public school, its colleges and its prison. Under the crisp new baseball cap his blond hair was caught up in an elastic
         band before it snaked down his back. His parka jacket with its false military credentials drooped over his jeans, which in
         turn drooped over his brand-new boots. His compact rucksack was tightly packed. His pale, sculptured face had a tinge of gold,
         as if he’d recently been in the sun. The striped scarf looped into itself in the modern way around his neck seemed to signify
         his place up the style scale rather than down.
      

      
      A gust of sharp autumn air made the young man hunch his shoulders and thrust his hands deep into his parka pockets. The day
         was bright, but still cold. In the blue sky clouds left trails, like unravelling white wool.
      

      
      As he walked along the gleaming pavement he was careful where he placed his feet – snug in their shiny new boots – as he skirted
         puddles still scummy from the residue of early-morning ice. He was feeling good, relishing this exposure to the elements.
         In these last two years he’d only felt sun on his head, fresh wind or rain in his face when he was being escorted between
         tall square buildings. But at that time, whatever the weather outside, he’d felt perpetually cold, huddling in on himself
         for both warmth and protection. Even the late-summer heat of Cornwall – where he’d recently been to warm up, to scrub off the last of the prison pallor – had made little difference to this habit
         of folding in on himself.
      

      
      Now he sniffed the air and closed his eyes, revelling in the faint layers of scent that under-clothed the city: scent laid
         down by generations of miners, students and perfumed tourists, undercut by the smell of food: fish and chips, academic dinners,
         pizza and pasta, potatoes, beef, bread and beer consumed by generations of intellectuals and workers giving public and private
         service in this county town. The line of people went right back through a thousand years to hard-handed stonemasons and carpenters
         clambering wooden scaffolding, constructing gracious, glorious buildings they could never really inhabit. It came to the young
         man, whose name was Adam Mathéve, that the shelters of those workmen would have smelled something like the back corridors
         of prison: gamy and ripe and infused with unfulfilled desires.
      

      
      He hesitated at the bottom of the station bank. His first instinct was to turn to his right, along the road edging the back
         gardens of the Georgian houses of Western Hill, and on between the great edifice of St Cuthbert’s church and the sixties gargoyle
         of County Hall. Then on, on he might go, until he reached the sprawling Three Hills estate that had been his childhood home.
      

      
      But that could not be his destination today. He’d had to memorise quite a different route with quite a different destination.
         He’d marked this route on his map with his ink pen: straight across the road, past the grey rise of the hospital, left under
         the rearing viaduct to the traffic lights, then right again, through more lights. One more right turn and he’d be there. This
         was where she lived now: this was his destination.
      

      
      He took a deep breath and stepped out into the road, forcing a van to screech to a halt. He leapt back and it just missed
         him by inches. A burly man leaned out of the window, his face bulging with a potent mixture of anger and fear. ‘Got a death
         wish, have you? What ya think yer freakin’ doin’, idiot?’
      

      
      Adam opened his hands palms up and half smiled, ‘Sorry, mate.’
      

      
      The driver stared into the young man’s fair face, his bright, watchful eyes. Then he shrugged, and put the van back into gear.
         ‘You need to watch your step, son. Your lucky day today. Just had me brakes fixed. Last week these brakes were crap and I’d’ve
         run you down and we’d’ve both been in the shit.’ He glanced in his rear mirror at the traffic, which was backing up. ‘Like
         I say, you watch it, son, or you’re dead.’
      

      
      It had started to drizzle now. Adam crossed the road, pulled his hood up over his baseball cap and set off again at speed.
         At the second set of traffic lights he stopped. One part of him was shrieking to turn, to go back the way he’d come, up through
         the town, back to the station, on to a train to anywhere. Any place but here. The wind rose and the breeze started to drive
         the raindrops against his cheeks. A convulsive shiver rippled through his body from his heels to the nape of his neck: someone
         treading on his grave.
      

      
      A double-decker passed in front of him, its brilliant surface urging him to go to the Christmas pantomime at the Sunderland
         Empire. He relaxed and smiled at that. At least – now – he could go to pantomimes, if he really wanted to. He eased the rucksack
         more comfortably on his shoulders, took a deep breath and turned the corner.
      

      
      The building rose before him: red brick, three storeys high, gridded with windows. In its proportions it was not unlike some
         of the institutions he’d lived in during these last two years. But this building, with its artfully leaded windows, was different.
         His mother lived here. This was the place where – without any reference to him – she’d chosen to live now. This was certainly
         not his home. Home to him was Three Hills, a seventies experiment in private and public housing on the edge of the city: an aspiring,
         child-friendly place with open green spaces and trees grown large in the forty years of its existence. Growing up there had
         been good enough, in the web of the friends and families who had been his safety net when he had to fend for himself when his mother was away.
      

      
      Adam had always known his mother was unusual, going about this business of buildings when other mothers stayed home and baked
         cakes. Her being away so much forced him to be self-sufficient. Despite this he had never felt abandoned. She’d always made
         sure he was safe and well fed. Her last words, before she stepped into her battered Mitsubishi Mirage, were always some variation
         of the following: The list is on the fridge, Adam. A meal for each night, just to heat through. And money for each day in the envelopes in the
            desk drawer. Clean under-stuff and shorts on the bed in the spare room. Don’t forget. Bath at night, wash in the morning.
            I’ll ring you at eight o’clock every night. And she did. But, as she always said, trusting him.
      

      
      Adam had taken care of himself like this since he was twelve. Before that his stepfather Jack had taken very good care of
         him. Oh, Jack. A ripple of grief raced through him. Jack! He wanted Jack here with him now.
      

      
      But he wasn’t. And these days his mother didn’t live on the Three Hills estate. These days she lived here, at this new place,
         Merrick Court, in this new block that had risen like a phoenix from land liberated by the demolition of a garage. He remembered
         the garage.
      

      
      He looked up at the red-brick wall and wondered how she, who loved buildings to the exclusion of people, could bear to live
         in such a place. The building was neat enough, discreetly designed to meet the rigid planning constraints in this historic
         city. With its ersatz Victorian windows and ersatz narrow Georgian doors, it reeked of gentility, obviously latching on to
         the unique market here for posh downsizers and transient academics who wanted to live small but did not want to live scruffy.
      

      
      Adam hated the place on sight. At least Three Hills had been honest, unapologetically modern; a cheerful seventies optimism,
         when people were surging forward, not casting nostalgic glances behind them.
      

      
      He checked the address on his phone. 15a Merrick Court. An arrow under the name plaque directed him through a Norman-style archway into an inward-facing courtyard with landings
         leading off two ornate concrete staircases that serviced four floors. Each landing had four neatly numbered Georgian doors.
         He noted all this in the split second before he caught sight of the crumpled figure of a woman in a long green coat at the
         bottom of one of the staircases. He recognised his mother only by her distinctive mane of grey hair: the mask of blood on
         her face made her look like a stranger.
      

      
      A perverse streak of anger rose through him like bile. Then he darted forward to kneel beside her. He put his hand on her
         narrow shoulder and saw the seepage of red blood behind her head. It was glossy, like the icy step on which she lay.
      

      
      He felt for his phone and rang the emergency number. ‘Yes, she’s fallen down some outside steps. Slipped on the ice, I think.
         Yes . . . unconscious . . . No, I don’t know how long she’s been here. I just got here. No, her face isn’t cold . . . Her hands are . . .
         Yes . . . What? Yes, she’s my mother . . . 15a Merrick Court . . . Yes. Warm.’ He thrust the phone into the front of his rucksack, took
         off his parka and spread it over her. Then he scrabbled in the rucksack and found two sweaters to heap on top of the parka.
      

      
      His mother seemed very small, lying there. Looking down he saw that the flesh of her foot, turned awkwardly, had puffed up
         like a ball and was spilling over her neat brown shoe.
      

      
      He knelt again beside her. ‘Christ, Marie, what have you done? What are you doing? Spoiling things again. I wanted to talk
         to you. I really wanted to talk to you. It was time to talk.’
      

      
      But now there could be no talk, no new connection. He’d scripted this meeting in his head dozens of times in the last two
         years. But the conversation always took place in the house on the Three Hills. It might take place in various locations –
         on the doorstep, in the garden, in the little sun room out the back where she liked to sit with her notebooks and papers.
         He used to lie there in his prison pad and let the scene roll before him like a YouTube clip. She would fly into his arms and say how wonderful
         it was to see him again. That it had been too long. That they could start again now. Now, she would say, it would be like
         it had been before.
      

      
      No, that wouldn’t do, would it? That was when his prison daydream would stop and he would have to rewind it. Marie couldn’t
         say that, could she? He wanted her to say it would be better than before: after all, before had not been so good, even when Jack was still there. Before she was always away, and even when she was home she’d be preoccupied – immaculate, he remembered, in narrow linen trousers
         and a sweater topped off with a silk scarf – peering at her unique photo archive of European buildings; making notes, writing
         reports, glancing absently at him over her half-spectacles.
      

      
      Part of him was proud that his mother did all this, this important stuff. He was proud of himself because he was independent
         and could manage without her. But there were crucial times when he wished she were there, just doing the ordinary things with
         him.
      

      
      She’d been away the day he went off to university for the first time. He’d packed his own bag, cleared his own room, and called
         his own taxi to the station. She’d left a folder with all his financial arrangements neatly in place: fees paid, monthly allowance
         fixed up, contract phone agreement; everything taken care of with quiet Marie-esque efficiency.
      

      
      She’d rung him from Brussels on his first night in college. ‘Well then, what’s it like, Adam? The hall?’

      
      ‘All right, I suppose.’

      
      ‘All mod cons?’

      
      ‘Just about.’

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      His turn. ‘How is the conference?’

      
      ‘Good. All the usual people.’

      
      There seemed to be nothing else to say. ‘I’ll have to go,’ he said. ‘Someone’s knocking on my door.’
      

      
      ‘Well, enjoy it all, Adam. A great opportunity. Lots of love.’ This was said casually, but he always treasured the words.

      
      ‘I will. But I’ve gotta go. Lots of love.’

      
      In fact no one had been knocking on his door, but Adam’s lie inspired him to go and knock on the room next door. That was
         when he met Sam Rogers, his liberation and eventually, he now saw, his nemesis.
      

      
      That call from Brussels set the pattern of all telephone calls during the time he was in college: brief, stilted, without
         much emotional content except for the final message of love. He knew his mother was like that, stiff on the phone; always
         had been, even when he was younger and home alone. While he was at college their paths only occasionally crossed. Even during
         vacations, Marie would often be away. And the times she was at home, Adam himself was would be away on his travels to Cyprus
         and Ireland with Sam and their friend Rachel. His mother would happily buy him travel gear, fund his trips and give him lists
         of buildings to look out for. He could decode her actions as some kind of love, but she never once said she would miss him.
      

      
      For Adam this was normal life. It did not make him unhappy. In prison he had time to think it through. Her actions did show
         her affection. He knew it wasn’t that she disliked him. She didn’t dislike him at all. She was just preoccupied with more important things. And she wanted him to be as self-sufficient
         as she herself had always been.
      

      
      But other mothers weren’t like that. Sam’s mother was not like that. Sometimes Adam thought she was like this because she’d
         been nearly forty when he was born and was a generation ahead of the mothers of his friends. But in the end he concluded it
         was not Marie’s age, it was her character. She was always so close, so contained, whereas he – he finally realised – had always
         been looking for some openness, some declaration from her, some gush of affection that was never forthcoming. Even that thought
         embarrassed him.
      

      
      He knew, by the time of the court case, that the notion of reaching out to Marie in this particular dilemma was unthinkable.
         So, although he could have done so, he decided not to telephone her from prison. How could he risk her talking to him in her
         usual abbreviated way, covering her shame and embarrassment? Things were bad enough in there without that.
      

      
      Of course she was better at letters. She’d always been good at letters, written to him from all round the world in her round
         artist’s hand, decorated with fragmentary drawings of the buildings she was visiting. He had loved and cherished her letters.
         This couldn’t happen with the letters she sent him in prison. He only read the first one. The rest he returned unopened.
      

      
      And in the twenty-six months he was inside, he did not allow Marie to visit him once, although she applied many times. He
         recognised the perversity of deliberately losing touch with her. All around him in prison were men who had been intensely
         anxious to keep in touch, eager still to be nurtured by their mothers, wives and lovers, even while locked away and out of
         physical contact. He knew some men who had even persuaded strangers to love and nurture them in letters, hooking up with unusual
         or lonely women who were touched, or turned on, by the thought of a man in confinement. Others were adept at appealing to
         the mothering instincts of prison visitors – not necessarily for privilege or advantage, but possibly (Adam thought) for the
         glimpse of maternal affection in the eyes of older women.
      

      
      Adam told himself that in order to survive he’d chosen to take the opposite road; he did not want his mother tainted by that
         life. Even so, he still carried Marie’s first letter in his pocket. The letter was creased and battered now, but he kept it
         in his wallet like a perverse talisman:
      

      
      

         Dearest Adam

         I hope you are coping as well as possible in that place. I am so very concerned that this experience will have hit you very hard.
         

         I was sorry I could not catch your eye in court. I was a little hurt to see you turn your face away. I wanted you to see my
               concern. I must tell you that what you would have seen in my face was understanding and not gratuitous blame. I cannot for
               the life of me see why they remanded you in custody. I know the poor boy died, but as yet it is not proved that you are really
               at fault. I talked to the policeman and he said that it was because your passport showed that you were already widely travelled
               and so they suspected that you would think nothing of leaving. It does not seem likely to me that an open, adventurous mind
               would show deviance. If that were the case, I myself would have been behind bars many years ago.
         

         I will keep in touch with your solicitor and the police and will write to you again.
         

         Lots of love always

         Marie

      



      
      That letter had sent him back to his cell in tears. For days, even the touch of the envelope would make his face tight with
         unshed tears. That was when he told the perplexed wing officer that he wanted his mother’s letters returned unopened.
      

      
      ‘Why’s that, son? Everyone in here likes the comfort of letters.’ The officer paused. ‘Did she do you harm, like?’

      
      Adam shook his head. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘She never did me no harm. That was the best thing about her.’

      
      ‘Draws buildings, doesn’t she? I read about her in the paper.’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Adam had said. ‘That’s what she does. Draws buildings. She’s very good at it. That’s another good thing about her.’

      
      And now at last he had come to find her, to tell her all that, to tell her all about everything, to tell her how much he loved
         all those things about her. And here she was, oblivious to his voice, getting colder by the second. No wonder he was angry.
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