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I owe the underlying notion of this story to Patrick Tierney's The Highest Altar, and in particular to his conversations on the subject with the Hebrew scholar Hyam Maccoby, which led me to Maccoby's own remarkable book. However, the greatest strengths of Pact of the Fathers are the work of my editor, Melissa Ann Singer, who sent me the most detailed and perceptive editorial letter I've had in the nearly forty years since August Derleth showed me how to write. Is my daughter Tammy in here? Her time in York is, though I may have taken liberties with the university syllabus.


By the time the island bobbed up on the horizon under the blazing blue sky Daniella had lost count of how often she'd stopped herself wishing she were somewhere else. Before she was even out of sight of Athens the sea had begun to throw itself and the small smelly motorboat about, and that was more than an hour ago. Fixing her gaze on the horizon convinced her that some part of the world was staying as still as she hoped her airline lunch would. She clung to the drenched prow with both hands and told herself all this had to come to an end— the heavy stench of petrol mixed with the fumes of the boatman's cigar, her unprotected eyes flinching from the glare the sea threw up, the salty gusts that lashed her bare arms, already tender with sunlight that was a hot mask clamped to her face. Now a line of boats much like hers swayed into view ahead, and an object as white as the edge of the waves rose beyond the boats. "Nektarikos," the boatman said.

She assumed he would be pointing at the island. It was the first word he'd addressed to her since she had stepped on board. The white object raised itself above patches of green, and she realised it was a villa on top of the island. She tried to hang onto its steadiness while the island took shape, reaching out a claw of rock to shape the bay. As the boat passed to the left of the line of tossing vessels and the fishermen exchanged Greek shouts with her ferryman, she saw buildings at the foot of the bleached island. Long slow waves drew the boat towards little more than a sketch of a harbour as her stomach and the inside of her skull risked recalling how it felt to be settled. When the boat sidled against a landing-stage short of several planks, she had to swallow only once.

A road as white as the pebbles of the beach led past a handful of tavernas, outside one of which a fat man naked to the waist and basted with sweat was scraping a barbecue grill, and vanished uphill between squat unadorned white houses to reappear below an olive grove. The boatman stepped deftly onto the landing-stage and twirled the thick rope around a splintered post before extending one large hairy hand to Daniella. She'd hardly grabbed her jacket and her underweight suitcase when she was swung onto the shaky planks so fast it took her brain a moment to catch up. He let go and strode towards the tavernas, and she stumbled after him as fast as her renewed dizziness permitted. "Nana Babouris?" she pleaded.

Whatever he answered was accompanied by a swing of his left hand to indicate the villa. "You mean," Daniella protested, "I'm going to have to walk?"

He scratched his curly greying beard and shrugged. She appeared to be faced with tramping uphill at least a mile, a prospect that filled her mouth with dryness. She needed water, and was trudging after him in the hope that English money would buy her a bottle when she heard a screech of brakes and saw dust rise among the highest trees. "Babouris," the boatman assured her with a smile that exposed all the gaps between his teeth.

Around a dozen rubbery screeches preceded the arrival of a sports car that would have been silver but for dust. The driver's eyes were hidden by wrap-around sunglasses. She hurried after the boatman over the unsteady pebbles as he seized her case and marched to the car, and had to support herself on the passenger door while he threw the case into the boot. "Do you mind," she asked the driver, "if I just get a drink for the road?"

He raised his bristling reddish eyebrows that the road had turned pale and offered her the emptiness between his considerable hands, and she would have mimed her need if the boatman hadn't opened the door for her as she let go. "Babouris," he repeated helpfully.

"Babouris," the driver confirmed.

Nana would have all the water Daniella could drink, and suddenly the girl yearned to be with someone to whom she could talk. She sat in the car, only to jerk forward with a gasp at the heat of the white leather. Despite his knife-edged trousers and crisp shirt the driver smelled so intensely of sweat it brought back all her fear. There was nothing to be afraid of now, she told herself as he jerked up a V of his fingers and jabbed them so close to her eyes she could see every whorl of the fingertips. When he indicated his own face with his other hand she said "I didn't bring any glasses."

She had to point at her eyes and flap her hands on either side of them before he seemed to understand. She'd barely tugged the seatbelt across herself when the car swerved with a clamour of pebbles and raced uphill. Three scrawny kittens survived scurrying across the road and chased through a hillside garden into a less than vertical cottage in front of which sat an old woman, her brown face wrinkled small, and then the tiny village fell behind. The road veered between the trees, which were keeping their shade to themselves, though not the shrill insect rasping they passed back and forth as if Daniella's approach was being announced all the way up the island. The car didn't slow for even the sharpest bend, and neither digging her nails into the seat nor squeezing her lips together did her any good. Blurting "Can you slow down?" brought her nothing but the taste of dust. She shut her eyes in case not watching the road slew about might stabilise the contents of her skull, but she was ready to get out and walk— preparing to haul on the handbrake if a request failed to halt the car— when she felt it swing around a wider curve before it stopped with a squeal that stank of rubber. As she willed it to have come to rest she heard a clatter of sandals and a cry of greeting. "Daniella."

She opened her eyes to see Nana hurrying along a path composed of the same white marble as the villa. Her sun-bleached blonde hair spilled out of a jewelled silver comb and down her back, over a long silk dress yellow as the centres of the sunflowers standing guard in a small labyrinth of paths through sprawls of blue and purple blossom, between pine trees and glossy shrubs. "Didn't you enjoy your ride? Stavros," Nana said, and more of a reproach in Greek. "Sometimes I think he wants to drive like they did in that chase in my first film."

She'd been in her twenties then, two decades before Daniella was even born. Forty years seemed hardly to have aged Nana, no doubt partly thanks to the cosmetics her firm manufactured. Daniella opened the hot door and leaned on it, then on Nana's arm. "Have you luggage? Let him bring it," Nana said, placing a cool hand over Daniella's grasp. "Tell me what you'd like now. Anything I can give."

"I'd…" She almost gasped that she would die for a drink, but the thought made her mouth even drier. "I'd love some water," she said, and bore down on Nana's arm.

Nana's sea-blue eyes and long classical face turned to her. "Is something else wrong?"

"The boat trip wasn't too much fun."

"It wasn't my choice of a welcome, I promise you. My boat is away for repair. When it's brought back I'll show you round my ocean."

She prolonged an apologetic smile as she led her guest up three broad shallow steps into the wide single-storey building. The vestibule was more than twice the size of Daniella's room in her house in York, and furnished with a pair of low couches and several vases spilling vines. Daniella tried not to shiver at the sudden coolness, but she did. "You poor girl, what now?" her hostess said.

"I wonder if I could lie down for a little while. Maybe stuff is catching up with me."

"I won't ask what kind unless you want to say."

"I'd rather not start just now."

"Then you shan't. Come with me to your room."

Daniella's hand was pressed to Nana's arm as she was escorted along a marble corridor, past a closed door opposite a bedroom with white walls stained blue by sunlight through drawn curtains, and into a similar room. "Make yourself comfortable or tell me if you can't," Nana said and swept out, closing the door.

Daniella stripped to her panties, slinging clothes onto a tall straight-backed pine chair, and fumbled her wristwatch onto the stubby-legged table level with the mattress, then inched beneath the single purple sheet. It felt cool as an autumn breeze. She slid down and laid her cheek against the pillow. The contents of her skull had almost ceased rotating when Nana's footsteps crossed the vestibule and grew more compact in the corridor. She was only starting to sit up as Nana filled a glass from the jug of iced water she set on the table before supporting Daniella's head and holding the crystal glass to her lips. Daniella sipped the glass half empty and swallowed a last mouthful on her way back to the pillow. Her hostess stood the glass beside the jug and leaned down to plant a dry kiss on Daniella's forehead. Daniella's eyes had closed by the time Nana spoke from the doorway. "Rest as long as you like. Nobody knows you're here but us."
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The smile the young receptionist behind the steel-grey horseshoe of a desk offered Daniella was by no means purely professional. "Can I help?" he said.

"I want to go up and surprise my dad."

"I'd like that if I were him, but you'll need to tell me who he is."

"Teddy Logan."

"Mr Logan." The receptionist lowered his head an inch to regard her under his brows, incidentally presenting her with a better view of the wet black turf of his scalp. A drop of gel glistened on the right shoulder of his collarless jacket, which was only slightly greyer than the desk. "You're his daughter," he said.

"Right so far."

"Are you planning an acting career?"

"I've done a bit. Does it show?"

"It mightn't to most people. Nice try, but you missed one detail."

"Tell me."

"Mr Logan's American, and you'd know if you heard him talk."

"You're new, aren't you?"

"Not so new I don't know how to do my job."

"He isn't going to like you doing it this hard. Why don't you call upstairs and tell him I'm here."

"Someone's pitching him an idea for a film."

"Call his secretary, then."

"You're saying you didn't know she's gone for lunch."

"Right, I didn't. Listen, you've been good, but—"

He crooked a finger until she leaned close enough for the scent of gel to oil her nostrils. "What would it be worth for me to say you took me in?"

"Not much. I'm a student."

"I don't look as if I need your money, do I? Just company for dinner."

"I've already got a boyfriend."

"Must be pretty insecure if you can't accept an invitation for a night out on the town."

She was wondering resentfully if the accusation was aimed at her when the glass doors admitted a burst of the rumble of traffic on Piccadilly before sweeping it out again. "Any messages, Peter?" the newcomer said.

"Nothing for you or Mr Logan, Miss Kerr." To Daniella he murmured "That's his secretary."

"I know. Hi, Janis."

"Hi, Daniella."

The receptionist struggled to maintain a smile as his words began to flee him. "Excuse me, Miss Kerr, this young lady isn't, that's to say, is she…"

"She's the great man's best production."

"I'm sure. Will you take Miss Logan up to him, Miss Kerr?"

"Happy to," said Janis, but stayed Daniella with a negligently half-open hand until the receptionist looked up from the clipboard he'd abruptly found interesting. "Even though she's who she is you'll need to give her a visitor's pass."

"Absolutely. I was just—" Just relieved, Daniella thought, that Janis headed for the lift without waiting for his stumble at an explanation. He shoved the visitors' book across the desk for Daniella to sign and crouched off his seat to hand her a plastic badge. "Sorry," he pleaded in a whisper.

"I believe you," Daniella said as Janis restrained the lift on her behalf. The box of mirrors full of images of Janis— tall, elegant, sallow, ebony-haired as a film in glossy monochrome— and of herself— slim enough, face too round to be really interesting, small nose that annoyed her by appearing to want to look cute, blonde hair in which last month's rust was lingering— had barely closed its doors when Janis said "Any problems with our new boy?"

Daniella remembered how she'd had to search for a summer job— how hard it was for so many people to find work. "No," she said.

Janis snapped open her suede handbag to touch up her black lipstick. "So what brings you to town?"

"I was supposed to have lunch with my mother, only one of the companies she looks after, their computers crashed this morning. I was on my way out when she called, so I thought I'd use my ticket anyway."

"I know Mr Logan will be glad you did. Stop him brooding over whatever's on his mind," Janis said as the doors revealed the London offices of Oxford Films.

A carpet greener than grass after rain led along the wide blue corridor. Framed posters from the fifties showed suited people accompanied by slogans that grew less discreet as the decade progressed, until by its end they were promising horrors in bright red before discovering sex for the sixties and seventies. Nana Babouris's face appeared on some of them, and occupied more space as the posters abandoned sex to become steadily braver and weepier. Two posters for Help Her to Live— Nana beaming as she lost a wheelchair race to her adopted daughter for the British market, Nana lifting her high above the child's chair for America— guarded Janis's door, and Daniella recalled using up a boxful of tissues when, at ten years old, she'd watched the film. She grinned wryly and dabbed at her eyes as she followed Janis into the office.

Janis sat behind her wide thin pine desk and tugged her charcoal skirt over her darkly nyloned knees as she thumbed the intercom. "Mr Logan? I thought you'd want to know your daughter's here."

His response was audible through both the speaker and the connecting door. "I'm on my way," he shouted and flung the door open to stride out, his white shirt bulging with his stomach but not quite straining at its buttons, his arms and his bright blue eyes wide, his bushy eyebrows crowding creases up his high forehead all the way to the temples that used to boast more of his grey hair. He hugged Daniella and rubbed her spine until he yanked her T-shirt out of her jeans, and she did her best to match his fierceness, however overstated she'd begun to find it recently. "Good to see you too," she gasped.

"That isn't the half of it. You're a picture." With some reluctance, as if he hadn't finished assuring himself she was there, he left off hugging her and led her by the hand into his office. "Say, you can be the audience," he said.

Beyond the window flanked by posters a bus without a roof passed soundlessly, its sightseers turning their backs on the Logans with a movement so unified it might have been choreographed to gaze across Green Park towards Buckingham Palace. Fat bags of soft black leather sprawled on the tubular frames of chairs in front of and behind her father's massive antique desk. A man with a briefcase gripped between his gleaming coaly brogues sat perched on the edge of the chair facing the desk as though he was afraid to relax. "Isaac Faber. He wants to make movies," her father said. "Isaac, meet my only child."

The man sprang up to shake her hand, nearly tripping over the briefcase, and sat again at once. His scalp was only slightly hairier than his unshaven chin. His pudgy youthful face was doing its best to be ready for whatever came next, and she felt sorry for him. Her father sat on a couch and patted the portly cushion beside him, and said as she joined him "Try and sell my daughter. She's your target audience."

"It's," Isaac Faber told her, "well, as I was saying, it's about searching for a myth."

"Who's doing that?"

"That's right. I mean, it's interesting you ask. I was thinking while you fetched your daughter, Mr Logan, it could be a knight, Arthurian, he could be. Brought to life by magic or he's been in like suspended animation till people need him again."

"That part sounds better," Daniella's father said.

"He sets out to look for others like him," Daniella was eagerly informed, "but he can't find any, so he goes searching for what people believe in like they used to believe in the Holy Grail. And he finds the world's more savage than it was the last time he was alive. The only myths left are success and wealth and power, and people will do anything to get them."

"Sounds pretty true."

"But would you pay to watch it?" her father said.

"I don't know," she had to admit.

"Sounds like no to me. There's your answer, Mr Faber, from a young lady who goes to the movies every week. People need myths to live by. That's why The Flood broke records. My daughter and her friend Chrysteen saw it twice."

He was directing a thumbs-up at the posters for the film, the ark balanced on a dripping mountain-top beneath a rainbow, the column of Oscars— best cinematography, best effects, best original song (The Engine Of My Heart: "No oars, no sails, just the engine of my heart…") all dwarfed by the image in the clouds of Shem (Daniel Ray) embracing Sarah (Nancy Hilton). "We fancy Daniel Ray," Daniella said.

"That's what movies are about, Isaac, giving people what they want, not what you think they ought to. Lots of animals and fart jokes for the kids, and romance for the ladies, and action for us men, and spectacle for the family, and wonder on top of it all to send everyone out feeling they've been somewhere they want to go back."

"I thought you might want to consider investing some of your profits in a movie that could earn you a different kind of award."

Daniella's father grew monolithically still, as he did on learning she'd behaved in some way he thought wrong. Whatever she might have dreaded he would say to Isaac Faber, it wasn't "Want to teach me about investments too?"

"Only—"

"Some of the television companies have public money to risk is what I hear. Try them. Now if you'll excuse us, it's been too long since what's left of my family had a talk."

Isaac Faber grabbed his briefcase and stared at it until he was out of the chair. "Thanks for your time," he said, his attention shuttling between his listeners, "and your advice." He closed the door with a painful gentleness before making a rapid escape. "What a monster," Daniella's father said.

"I didn't think he was that bad."

"Not him. Me."

"You were only doing your job. You're still my usual dad." Nevertheless he'd given her the chance to ask "What's the matter?"

"What should be?"

"I'd say you had something on your mind."

"Plenty of room for it." When the quip didn't turn her gaze aside he said "I guess, I guess I just don't understand how anyone could think I'd care to put my name anywhere near the kind of message that guy wanted to send. Maybe you can tell me what I must be doing wrong."

"Nothing I know about."

He reached out to her with the hand that used to sport his wedding ring, but refrained from touching her. "I wish you'd told me you were coming."

"Don't worry, dad, I wasn't trying to catch you out."

"At what? How do you mean?"

"At nothing. That's my point."

"I meant Mr Faber could have waited and we'd have had lunch," he said, tramping to his chair behind the desk. "So how's your work shaping up?"

"I like having to act and not just being a waitress."

"Your university work, Daniella."

"Good."

He rubbed his forehead, but the creases stayed as deep. "You didn't need to get yourself a summer job. You could have come home to me and had more time to study."

"I don't need more time, honestly, and I want to earn a bit. You always said how hard you had to work to get a break." She could have added that she valued her independence, but she knew that wouldn't please him. "I thought you'd be happy I got a start in life."

She didn't expect to see his eyes grow moist and turn upwards as his hands closed into fists on either side of his gold pen standing tall in its golden holder. She could only assume he was growing nostalgic. "Anyway," she said, "don't you want me to use my student house when you bought it for me?"

"Make the most of it, yes. I know you're doing that, even if you could ask your tenants for more rent. I know they're your friends, but that's all the more reason to do business properly with them." He drew a breath that reddened his face and blurted "Listen, Daniella—"

He could hardly have been inviting her to hear the footsteps that became audible just as the door was edged open. "Teddy, we need to talk," the newcomer declared. "Oh, hello, Daniella."

He was her father's partner Alan Stanley, and she didn't believe he hadn't known she was there. He stalked past, lanky and stooped and round-shouldered, bestowing scents of soap and after-shave and deodorant on her, and leaned down to grip the edge of her father's desk. "It's been long enough," he said.

Her father lifted his hands as though to seize his partner by the lapels and pull him conspiratorially close. Instead he muttered "I'll be with you in a minute."

"Don't let anything prevent you." Stanley laid his gaze on Daniella as he retreated to the door. "Please," he said.

Her father seemed anxious, but not to stand up. "Will you wait till I'm through?" he said to her, barely a query. "Then I'll drive you back and we can talk. No, you'll be bored waiting." He turned to the safe and typed the combination fast as a stenographer. "You go shopping and be back in let's say two hours."

"Thanks, dad, but…" As he lifted out a wad of twenty-pound notes she saw a slim white wooden box at the rear of the safe. "What's that?" she said.

"My wad for emergencies."

"Not the money. The box."

"Nothing." His face appeared uncertain whether to grow pale or red as he shut the metal door. "How much shall I give you?" he said, hurrying around the desk.

"As much as you want, only dad, I'm not going to be able to stick around that long. I have to get back to meet someone this evening."

"Someone."

"Right, someone I know."

"With a name."

"Blake."

"Which end of the someone is that?"

"His front. His first name."

"You don't know the rest of him?"

"Of course I do. Blake Wainwright."

"Have I heard of him?"

"I've only known him a few weeks. He's okay."

"You think you can know a person in that short a time? I guess it depends how you mean knowing."

"Not the way the Bible does."

"Don't, either, if you care whether I sleep nights. You won't thank me for saying this again, but it isn't like it used to be when I was your age and you could go to a clinic if you had to. These days sleeping round can kill you, and let me tell you your mom and I never did. Never slept with anyone till we were married."

His concern for her had grown even more stifling since her mother had divorced him. She saw him waving notes at her like a fee for keeping herself pure, which seemed almost as demeaning as the reverse. "Maybe I won't either," she said with some resentment.

"I pray it's more than maybe. Keep faith with me over that at least. You're enough of your own person to have that respect for yourself. This Blake of yours, you can't know if he's been with anyone else, can you? Even if he says he hasn't."

"Believe it or not, I haven't asked." She saw her father preparing to worry the subject further, but she'd had a good deal more than enough. "I thought you had to talk to Mr Stanley," she said.

"I have to talk with you." For a moment he looked paralysed by the conflict, only the skin around his eyes moving, and then he snatched a sheaf of notes off the wad. "Take this anyway," he said, planting the money in her hand. "It'll help you keep me in mind. Spend it however you like."

It must have been at least two hundred pounds. He threw the rest of the wad in the safe, which he shut again so fast she scarcely glimpsed the white box. "You don't have to give me this," she said. "It wasn't why I came."

"I want to. Won't you let me?"

The present was a gesture, she understood then— a means of pretending to himself that he was taking care of her in whatever way he secretly wished he could. "Thanks, dad," she said. "Really, thanks a pile. I'd stay if you didn't have your meeting."

"Can't you call your friend and put him off?"

"He'll be in a lecture." Before she could grow vexed at the threat of further interference she stuffed the notes into her purse and embraced her father. His hug was fiercer than before, so that when eventually it relented she had to search for breath to say "We'll get together again soon."

"Very soon," he said, so tonelessly that all the way to her train to York she wondered what he had in mind.









TWO

It wasn't supposed to be dark by the time she reached York, but the sky had other ideas. When her little nippy cute snub-nosed bright blue Ford emerged from the car park, the clouds were pretending it was dusk above the high steep roofs of narrow winding Micklegate and challenging the streetlamps to catch up. She drove across a river bridge and past Clifford's Tower, where families of mediaeval Jews had failed to hide from being massacred. A second bridge carried her across a different river to follow the curve of the Roman city wall before swinging away to the suburbs. Ten minutes' worth of long streets packed with small quiet houses, in front of which the occasional mower prowled the enclosure of a garden, brought her to the campus.

She parked outside the Drama Barn, watched by three student Cossacks who were celebrating an interval with heartfelt cigarettes, and headed for the lake. She'd arranged to meet Blake at the far end of the footbridge, but only trees and huddled shrubs were waiting there, and so she leaned on the handrail and gazed across the water.

Boxy concrete buildings pressed low by the slaty sky lent a shifting whitish glimmer to the lake. Someone's birthday was being sung and drunk to in the Godric Bar. Footsteps rattled on the bridge, and its reflection seemed to quiver with them, but none of them was Blake's— all of them were bound for the birthday. He was a minute late, then five, then a darker ten. It took her half an hour to admit to herself he wasn't going to appear.

She might have given him up sooner if she hadn't felt watched. Shrubs scraped their leaves together whenever a breeze attempted to shift the July mugginess, and kept suggesting how much their foliage could hide. The chorus in the bar only emphasised her isolation. Her lips rehearsed a shout and let it fly. "Blake, is that you arising about?"

Shrubs creaked and shook their dim leaves in a wind that was breathing down her neck. She shoved herself away from the handrail and strode furiously to prove that nobody was hiding. A gathering of shrubs around a tree, and darkness behind them— another clump of bushes, and nobody behind them either, nor any room. A curve of the lake brought her to a huddle of shrubs through which she could see the end of the bridge where she'd waited. Close to their roots, two footprints glistened in the soil.

They were so deep that whoever they belonged to must have stood there as long as Daniella had been on the bridge, perhaps longer. Moisture was sinking into them as if they had only just been vacated. At once she remembered how much money she was carrying. She thrust a hand into her bag to grasp her attack alarm as she retreated to the bridge.

Blades clashed in the Drama Barn, and she heard a rush of footsteps over wood. As she groped for her keys, a face and then another sprang up in the car next to hers. A couple had been busy with each other on the back seat, and she managed a grin and a disinterested wave before shutting herself in her car. She had to keep braking to restrain her speed once she was on the road. She drove across both rivers, through crowds of tourists and natives the lights of the streets had attracted, and under the arch at Micklegate. Two minutes later she was turning along Scarcroft Road towards her house.

It was in the middle of a row of tall houses facing a park. Four boys who had stripped to the waist to wad themselves goalposts were playing football on the grass combed by shadows of the railings. She found a parking space as close to home as she was able, four houses distant, and verified twice that the car was locked before hurrying to her exhausted iron gate and lifting it so that it wouldn't scrape yet more of an arc on the cracked hump of the path. She sidled past the weeds she and the others kept agreeing needed more than stern words and unlocked the blue, though black from the orange streetlight, front door.

Duncan's bicycle was leaning against several of the silver tulips of the wallpaper. Beside it the phone stood mute on the small unfolded table beneath the lamp wearing the party hat Chrysteen had draped over the shade the day the two of them had moved into the house. As Daniella set foot on the lowest stair Chrysteen shouted from the bathroom "Did someone come in? Danny won't be back yet, will she?"

"Afraid I am."

"Come and see what Maeve's done to my film," Duncan called from the front room.

Daniella adopted a careless expression as she went to find them. He and Maeve were sprawled on the couch in front of the television, her long fishnetted legs outstretched from her wide short skirt across his lap, while the rest of the fat floppy suite was occupied by her computer magazines and a list of websites she'd printed out for Chysteen to consult for her psychology essay. Chinese takeaway cartons and a lingering aroma had taken up temporary residence too. "On your own?" Duncan asked Daniella, poking his large face forward until his mousy hair trailed over his ears to frame his dimpled chin. "No man?"

"None of those."

"Shit." When Maeve frowned he enquired "Aren't I being couth enough again?"

"I'd say you found the right word for Blake," Daniella said.

Maeve shook back her glossy auburn hair from her pale oval face peppered with freckles. "First tiff?"

"More than that or less. He didn't turn up."

"Must be a," Duncan said, and suppressed an epithet. "A steaming stool."

"Who is?" Chrysteen asked from the stairs, her small pert green-eyed face flushed beneath the turban of a towel even pinker than her bathrobe.

"Daniella's date let her down," said Maeve. "Sorry, Daniella."

"Danny." Chrysteen joined her in the doorway and stroked her arm. "We're never lucky with our men, are we?"

Daniella thought it was more that their fathers had lost them all their boyfriends by making them aware they weren't good enough. "Do you want to leave my movie till another time?" Duncan suggested.

Daniella transferred the printouts to the sideboard nobody ever remembered to dust, much like the rest of the house. She tucked her legs beneath her on the vacated chair and clasped her knees. "Show me."

For some seconds after Duncan set the videotape rolling she thought she was still watching a blank screen, and then she noticed characters forming. Very gradually the words grew clear, one behind the other. PHOTOGRAPHED. EDITED. DIRECTED. Just as she wondered if Maeve had to finish working on the credits, tiny letters swarmed from within the larger to spell BY DUNCAN MCDONALD. Behind all this activity the title of the documentary had been taking shape. UNNOTICED, it announced while the rest of the words faded, then followed them into blackness to make way for the opening scene, the first of several prolonged observations of people living on the streets of York and ignored by practically every passer-by. It occurred to Daniella as Duncan switched off the television and rewound the tape that the title could describe both the subject and th