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For my mother


I

It was getting late, it was getting dark, and Nick was running out of options. He pulled out his mobile phone and called the only person who might save him.

‘Katie! Help!’ he said as soon as she picked up. ‘I’ve got to get a present for my stepmum in the next twenty minutes, or I’m toast.’ He backed into the shadows of the Westfield Centre shopping mall, trying to keep out of the stream of people leaving through the double doors.

There was a moment’s pause. ‘Yeah, hello to you too,’ Katie said dryly. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s Julie’s birthday tomorrow,’ Nick explained. ‘I’ve got to get her something, and I have no clue what.’ He’d planned to start looking last week but the days had slipped away from him. Then Kyle’s karate tournament had eaten into Saturday, and this morning his dad had wanted Nick to go and see a film with him... ‘Seriously, any suggestion would be good right now.’ He looked up and down the street but couldn’t see a single shop that was even worth stepping into.

‘Can’t you just give her a card?’ Katie sounded distinctly exasperated, but Nick still relaxed a fraction now he had her on the phone. He’d known Katie McManus since playschool, and even then she’d been more organized than he was. He threw himself on her mercy.

‘I can’t! It was my stepdad’s birthday last month and I got him this set of books he’d been trying to find for years. They’re out of print and there were only about two places on the internet even selling them... I’ve got to do better than a card.’ He held the phone in place with his shoulder as he checked his watch.

There was a brief but loaded pause. ‘You’re worried about your step-parents comparing notes?’ Katie asked incredulously.

‘Well... yeah. I mean, Julie knows what I got James.’ Nick turned round and pushed through the glass doors into the mall. The crowds had died down to just a trickle of people, and there was a definite feel of things winding down for the day. As he stepped onto the escalators, he could see that several of the smaller shops had already wound down their shutters.

‘Did your parents, like, miss a class on how to be divorced or something?’ Katie wondered. ‘My mum hasn’t spoken to my dad for years. And when she does, there’s screaming.’

‘They just like to make my life difficult,’ Nick said.

His parents had split up when he was a baby, but had opted to live close to each other so Nick could still see both of them. Now they’d remarried and had more kids, they tried so hard to make sure Nick spent time with each family that they’d practically merged into a double-sized one – complete with double the hassle. Trying to spend an equal amount of time and effort on everybody, he barely seemed to have a second to himself.

‘Come on, Katie, give me an idea here,’ he pleaded. ‘What’s a good stepmum present? The shops are going to close in a minute.’ He watched the lights go out in the novelty-candle place as the owner locked up for the night.

‘Well, serves you right for leaving it till this late on a Sunday,’ Katie chided. ‘Give it up and buy her a box of chocolates.’

‘She’s allergic to nuts. I don’t dare.’ Nick completed his half-hearted circuit of the upper floor, then swung back towards the down escalator. ‘And she doesn’t like flowers either. She says they’re for dead people.’

‘A woman after my own heart,’ Katie approved. ‘Buy her a cactus.’

For a moment he seriously considered it. ‘But... don’t you think that’s sending the wrong message?’

Her sigh crackled in his ear. ‘Look, Nicky, at this stage, the only message you’ve got to worry about is, “Whoops, sorry, I forgot your birthday.” Just buy something! It’s the thought and all that crap. She’ll pretend she likes it. She’s got manners. Draw her a picture, even! You could give her one of your sketches.’

‘I can’t do that.’ Nick was proud of his artistic ability, but even so. ‘That’s totally cheap. I wouldn’t even have time to do one specially. What am I going to say? “Here, have this page from my sketchbook, I spent two seconds ripping it out just for you”?’

‘You make all your own problems, you know that?’ Katie huffed. ‘Just go into a gift shop, buy the first thing you see that she won’t actively hate and go home. OK?’

‘Yeah.’ Nick had to admit, he probably wasn’t going to do any better than that. ‘Yeah, I guess I’m going to have to.’

‘See? Sorted. And while we’re on the subject of birthdays, don’t forget it’s Daz’s bash on Wednesday. You promised you’d come with me, so don’t think you’re getting out of it.’

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘I wrote it down and everything, I swear.’

He had to write things down. His parents were both so determined to schedule quality time with him that if he relied on memory he wouldn’t know which house he was meant to be in half the time.

‘It’ll be cool,’ Katie said. ‘Trust me. You’ll have fun. His parents are going to be away for the night so we’ve got the whole house to ourselves.’

‘I’ll be there,’ Nick promised, with a faint sigh. Katie had apparently appointed herself in charge of giving him a social life. With all his family commitments and his artwork, he really wasn’t sure he had the time for one. Daz wasn’t even Nick’s friend – he was a member of Katie’s band.

‘Good. Now, sod off and find yourself a present before the shops close,’ she commanded. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘Yeah. See you.’ Nick put the phone away with a heavy heart. The shops would be closing in... He checked his watch and swore. Fourteen minutes. He left the Westfield Centre by the side doors and hurried out onto the street again, his shoulders hunched against the cold.

The streetlights had come on and the air taken on a new bite as late afternoon segued into evening. His stomach growled as the scent of somebody’s takeaway floated past.

And he still didn’t have a gift.

A goods van stopped to manoeuvre in front of him, blocking his path. Rather than stand and wait for it, Nick turned left down a narrow side street. It was just the backs of shops along here, but it ought to take him down towards the market. Maybe he could get Julie a new purse or something.

He passed the kitchen door of a restaurant, grimacing at the rancid cabbage smell from the bins. Some unidentifiable liquid had been spilled there, so he crossed to the other side rather than walk through it.

The alley went on for a very long way. He must have overshot the market by now, but it was too dim to see for any distance ahead. If Nick didn’t find a turn-off soon, he’d end up right over the other side of town. There was no way he’d get back to the market before the shops closed.

Should he go back? Nick hesitated and turned to see how far he’d come already. It was only because he stopped in that exact spot that he saw the sign at all.

Tucked away in the corner of an upper-floor window, the notice was almost buried in shadows and grime. It was hand-drawn in faded colours that must have once been bold, the fancy calligraphy making him think of fairground rides and old-fashioned advertising boards. The message was just one word – Bargains.

It could have been the name of a shop or perhaps simply a promotion. It could have been left there decades ago by a business long since vanished. But right now Nick was desperate enough to try anything.

The only entrance he could see looked like an ordinary front door, though it had no number or letter box. It was painted black, or maybe dark green; it was hard to tell in the dim light, and much of the colour had flaked away. There was a large cast-iron knocker, but Nick was reluctant to use it. What if this was somebody’s home?

He gave the door a tentative push with his fingertips, half hoping to find it locked so he could turn and leave. Instead it swung open with a sound that was more a whisper than a creak. Inside was a featureless hallway. Though the naked light bulb swinging from the ceiling was lit, the walls were only exposed brick and the floor concrete.

Nick hesitated on the threshold, more unsure than ever. This was probably a delivery entrance. There was no sign saying PRIVATE or EMPLOYEES ONLY, but it didn’t quite look open to the public either. Was he allowed round here?

On any other day he would have let the door swing shut and moved on. Today he picked his way along the corridor, all too conscious of the echo of his footsteps. He shouldn’t be here. Any moment now, some big bloke in a uniform was going to pop up and demand to know what he was doing.

Nick rounded the corner and found another length of corridor. Up ahead on the left was a low doorway. As he approached, he saw that the word BARGAINS was carved into the stone lintel above it. The stark, angular form of the letters made him think of Roman numerals.

He still wasn’t sure this was a public entrance, but he walked on through it.

It meant taking a step down, and Nick had to twist his body awkwardly to get through the gap without cracking his head. The room he entered had the musty smell of a second-hand bookshop.

It had the look of one too: tall wooden shelf units lined all four walls and divided the room into dimly lit alcoves – but they weren’t filled with books. Nick had no idea how the units could have come in through that door, since they were all solid hand-crafted wood, not the kind of thing that came in a flat-pack. The shelves all held the same thing: rows of polished glass orbs, racked up one behind the other like bowling balls.

They were all the same size, just a fraction too big to hold comfortably in one hand, and they were a translucent white, like frosted glass. There were no signs or labels anywhere to explain what they were, or if they were even for sale.

Curious, Nick picked up the nearest orb. It felt oddly warm in his palm, as if the glass had been sitting out in the sunshine instead of down in this cold little room. It was heavy, and he quickly shifted to a two-handed grip, afraid that he would drop it.

He peered into the orb. It was like stepping through fog. An image emerged at the centre of the ball, unclear at first, but then steadily sharper. It was a tiny, but amazingly detailed, scene of a garden in full bloom. Little trees, coloured flowers, a pond with rushes and lilies...it almost seemed like he could pick out individual blades of grass. The colours were dazzling yet still true to life, like in some award-winning photograph. The picture was so vivid that it yanked summer from Nick’s memory by the roots, filling his mind with the sticky-orange taste of ice lollies and the smell of freshly cut grass.

Nick stumbled a little as he put the globe back, half surprised to find himself indoors. He grabbed for the next orb with clumsy fingers, suddenly desperate to see what was in it.

This one held a picture of a violin – no less detailed than the summer garden scene. He’d never touched a violin in his life, but as he gazed into the orb, he could almost feel the weight of the instrument; the shape of the calluses it had left on his fingers, different from the ones he got from drawing. He could sense the expectation of the unseen audience settling over him like a thick blanket. And there was... not just music, but the knowledge of how to make music, waiting in his head and hands to be released.

Replacing the orb on the shelf was a strangely melancholy thing, like packing away his old baby toys.

Nick wandered around the room, lifting orbs from their holders at random. No two images were the same, even when he took the globes from the same rack. He found a beautiful snowy landscape, a woman holding a baby, a galloping horse – even a coffin. And every picture, no matter how distant from the life he led, seemed to come with strong sense memories and powerful emotions attached. By the time he’d looked at half a dozen he felt drained and not all there, like he’d just staggered out of the cinema after hours immersed in a film.

He tried to blink away the bleariness, and reminded himself of why he’d come. Julie. He was looking for a present for Julie. One of these orbs would be perfect, provided they didn’t cost the earth – or even if they did. They were so amazing Nick felt like he had to have one, if only to stop himself coming back to the shop every day to stare at them some more.

He thought of the garden picture he’d seen first, but he couldn’t work out where he’d found it. Picking up what he thought was the right one, he found himself looking at a storm-tossed sky. A jagged bolt of lightning forked down from blue-black clouds; he could smell the rain and hear the thunder and taste the electricity. His skin itched feverishly, and all the fine hairs on his arms stood on end.

‘Have you made your choice?’

The voice came from right beside his ear, and Nick jumped and spun round, his heart pounding. There was a doorway in the alcove behind him that he hadn’t seen before, and the man who’d spoken had come up so close that Nick had to hop away to be at a comfortable distance from him. He was shorter than Nick – and no one would ever have called Nick tall. Even so, there was something very intimidating about him. His stern, craggy face could as easily have been a weather-beaten thirty-five as a young sixty, and his eyes were such a dark shade of brown it was hard to tell iris from pupil. He wore a double-breasted suit that was surely hand-tailored, and his steely-grey hair was cropped like an army officer’s.

As Nick stared at him, the man stared right back, scrutinizing him so closely that he straightened up automatically. He felt like he was being given a uniform inspection without having been told all the rules. He half wished he’d thought to put on a fresh shirt instead of the one he’d worn yesterday.

Just as the silence had grown so thick that Nick wasn’t sure how to break it, the man spoke.

‘You have an artist’s hands,’ he observed. It didn’t sound like a whimsical comment; it was more like a TV detective barking out the clue that nailed the murderer. ‘Do you draw?’

‘Er... yes, sir,’ he said blankly.

‘Let me see.’ The shopkeeper held out a hand towards Nick’s bag as if certain that he would have examples in there. To his own bemusement, Nick found himself opening up the side pocket and handing over his sketchbook.

He shifted uncomfortably as the man browsed through it. What the hell was going on? He’d come here to buy, not be given an interview. Had he accidentally stumbled into some obscure little art gallery?

His skin burned with embarrassment at the thought. He knew he was good, but he’d rather have run all his sketches through a shredder than put them up to be judged against the standard of the orbs. Compared to this kind of art they might as well be finger-paint and scribbles.

‘Hmm.’ The man paused for a long time over the best sketch in the book, a view of the university campus from Brett’s Hill. ‘You have a certain amount of talent,’ he allowed finally. He angled the sketchbook at Nick. ‘Would you be willing to trade it?’

‘What?’ Still caught in wild thoughts of top-secret galleries, Nick wasn’t sure he understood the question.

The man waved the campus sketch at him impatiently. ‘This, for that.’ He jerked his head at the orb Nick was holding. ‘Will you accept the deal?’

‘Oh! I, um... OK!’ The university sketch was one of his favourites, but he wasn’t crazy enough to turn down a deal like that. No way was his whole sketchbook worth a fraction of one of these orbs. Either the shopkeeper was gambling on the long shot of a Nick Spencer sketch being worth money one day, or he was simply out of his mind. He had to be some kind of eccentric, keeping these fantastic pieces of art tucked away in a back-alley shop that couldn’t have seen much trade.

‘Then we have a bargain.’ The man extended a hand for him to shake. Nick awkwardly juggled the orb to his other hand in order to take it.

The grip was firm and professional rather than a hand-crusher, but he sensed there was a latent strength behind it. As the man pulled his arm away, Nick glimpsed a dark metal bracelet under his sleeve. It didn’t seem to go with the smart suit – but then, a whole lot of things about this shop were pretty odd.

As the man carefully tore the page loose from the sketchbook, Nick was gripped by a sudden, irrational urge to snatch it back. It wasn’t too late to change his mind, to refuse to accept the deal...

But why would he do that? It really was a bargain. If he couldn’t bear to let go of one of his sketches for this clear a profit, how could he ever hope to make it as a professional artist?

So he gritted his teeth and let the man finish tearing it out. When he was done, the shopkeeper held the sketch up to examine it, handing the book back to Nick without even glancing his way. Apparently their conversation was over.

Nick stood awkwardly for a few moments, and then said, ‘Right, um... thank you,’ and slunk away.

He traipsed down the cold outer corridor. The alley outside was now black as midnight, and the town had gone quiet and still. He was going to be very late home.

But at least he’d found Julie a present.
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