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For Toy Soldiers


‘Assured, speedy and tersely convincing. His characters are effectively drawn without fuss or sentiment, and he contrives to paint a picture of a desperate world that is both honest and convincing’ Eldon King, Observer


‘A compelling, urban tale. Gritty, yet filled with inspired prose…’ Courttia Newland, author of The Gospel According to Cane


‘Thompson’s compelling tale of the rise, fall and return to normality of a London crack addict called Gabriel is satisfying, unsentimental and fiercely honest … Thompson’s description of life on the front-line is eye-opening. He reveals Gabriel as a troubled man who knows there is something beyond the thug’s life, yet despairs of finding it’ Steve Jelbert, The Times


‘Beautifully written, painfully honest and deeply affecting. Stephen Thompson’s debut novel is terrific’ Hanif Kureshi


‘A sensitive, subtle and fascinating account of a young black man’s fight against crack addiction…Thompson’s writing is compelling’ The Times


For Missing Joe


‘Following critically acclaimed debut, TOY SOLDIERS, Stephen Thompson uses the distinctive narrative of MISSING JOE to build powerful, solid characters. And though the potent Jamaican accents are initially unsettling the inflection soon adds to the atmosphere. A well paced, occasionally introverted, journey into the depths of the human condition.’ Steve Lee, Big Issue


Thompson’s second novel is as rich in dialogue and detail as it is in intrigue … the cultural clash and the inclusion of such strongly drawn characters as Neville, now coming to terms with middle age, ensure that Thompson’s storytelling impulse has enough energy to carry the reader through these quietly dramatic landscapes’. Victoria Segal, The Times


‘A sweetly melancholy book about loss and belonging … Thompson draws you in by mesmerising you with his subtle and tender characterisation.’ SleazeNation


‘Beautifully plotted, and in his sensitive interest in social outsiders, Thompson crafts an emotional honesty from a subject others would sensationalise or exploit.’ (Metro)


‘Amiable and quiet-toned while managing to disturb and convince.’ Stephen Blanchard, Time Out
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‘Stephen Thompson’s best book. Read it.’ Nik Cohn
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Prologue


It was unusual for me to leave Theodore’s so early in the morning, but that afternoon I was working back in Duddenham and didn’t want to be late for my shift. At Kings Cross I got caught up in the rush hour crowd and was swept down the escalator towards the Circle Line. I reached the platform to find it thick with commuters, three or four lines deep. After missing a couple of trains due to overcrowding, I finally boarded one heading for Paddington. Barely able to move, I positioned myself near the entrance, thinking it would be quicker to get off at Paddington but as it turned out, it wasn’t the best decision.


With each new stop, I was jostled both by the people getting off the train and the ones getting on. By the time we arrived at Edgware Road I was feeling hot and tetchy, and my mood wasn’t improved when the train got held up. All the passengers were ready and waiting to leave but the doors remained opened for several minutes. We could breathe at least, and Edgware Road is above ground so at least we weren’t stuck in a tunnel, but even so, as the delay grew longer, a few people started tutting and sighing and one or two leaned out the doorway to see what the problem was. I was expecting to hear an announcement about the cause of the delay, but none came.


While we waited, I became conscious of being observed, and turned slightly to my left to see the man I now know to be Mohammad Sidique Khan staring at me. He was sitting on a row of four seats, two in from the double doors. I remember him very clearly because, unlike the rest of us, he looked cool and unflustered, without so much as a hint of sweat on his face. He gave me a squinty-eyed stare but I had the impression he wasn’t really looking at me, rather he was somehow looking through me. Eventually he glanced at his watch then started fidgeting with the backpack on his lap. It wouldn’t be true to say he unnerved me, you get used to all sorts of people on the tube, but instinctively I moved a little further along the carriage.


At long last we heard the driver say, ‘This train is now ready to depart. Please stand clear of the closing doors.’ A tall white man in a crumpled grey suit who was standing in front of me said, ‘’Bout bloody time.’ The engine hissed and grumbled, the doors slid jerkily together and the train crawled away from the platform. It was only eight thirty in the morning, but as soon as the doors closed I felt the heat rising. We were in the second carriage so it wasn’t long before the train entered the tunnel. The walls were lined with power cables and studded with lamps and there was a patch of daylight coming in from the open platform we’d just left. It was also very wide, with enough space for two trains, and high enough for me to see the soot-covered roof.


What I remember next was a hissing sound and out of the corner of my eye a white searing light. Just as I turned to get a better look at it, there was a moment of eerie silence followed by an almighty blast that blew me clean off my feet sending me crashing against the window opposite. I bounced off the window and landed on my stomach on the floor. The carriage immediately went dark and filled with dust and debris. For several seconds nothing happened, I saw no movement, heard nothing except the loud ringing in my ears. Convinced that everyone was dead except me, my survival instincts took over. Dust filled my nose and mouth. To avoid choking to death, I wriggled out of my jacket and tied it into a makeshift bandage around my face, which was stinging and caked with grit. I was thinking I should stand up when the moaning started, quickly followed by the haunting cries for help, and then, soon after that, the piercing, chilling screams.


As the dust began to settle, I noticed a man sitting on the floor next to me, slightly hunched over, his legs splayed out to the sides like a rag doll. He wasn’t moving. His eyes were open but expressionless. An arm was missing and there was blood spurting from his wound. I jumped up. It didn’t even occur to me that I might be injured. When I was on my feet I suddenly thought to check myself for signs of serious damage. Everything seemed to be working. All my bits were there but the ringing in my ears seemed to be getting louder, my eyes were streaming from all the dust and even with my makeshift mask I was coughing so hard I could barely breathe.


Above the screams a male voice shouted, ‘For the love of God, shut up!’ Instantly the screams died down. Strange, how one’s person voice had immediately quietened the entire carriage. Now standing, I started looking around. It was dark, but the light coming from the carriage behind was enough for me to see the extent of the damage. There was broken glass and debris everywhere. Lumps of metal and electrical wires dangled from the mangled ceiling. The seat cushions were in shreds. I took a step and almost fell into a gaping crater in the floor, the chunky metal warped and blackened and folded in, slick with grease. The area immediately around it was littered with personal effects – credit cards, wallets, keys – and spattered with human entrails. People were trapped under huge pieces of metal, some of them with arms and legs missing, some with half their heads caved in, others with no heads at all.


Lodged in the crumpled window frame I saw a woman’s severed arm, a watch still on the wrist. The double doors had been completely blown off and from where I stood I could see a man lying on the tracks below. He’d lost both his legs, from the knees down, but he was fully conscious, his eyes were open and he kept swivelling his head left and right, as if he was only temporarily incapacitated and was preparing to get up and walk away. I knew he was without hope and it seemed to bring me to my senses. I began looking for a way out. The door to the carriage in front had collapsed and couldn’t be opened, but the one leading to the carriage behind was still intact and was actually ajar. A knot of people fighting each other to get through it caused a bottleneck. Those who couldn’t get through the adjoining door eventually lost patience and started clambering down through the double doors, using their arms to lower themselves on to the track. I did the same.


Down on the tracks, people were jumping from the other carriages and running back towards Edgware Road station and all at once I was hit by the horror of the situation. Many people were dead; others were dying in agony. I felt for them but at that moment I was mainly concerned for my own safety. I was about to take off when I saw the guy with the missing legs lying on the tracks and something happened to me. I just couldn’t leave him there by himself. Several people had stopped to inspect him, and one woman had actually crouched down and held his hand before saying she was going off to get help. For some reason I asked him his name. He was called Stuart. I was no doctor but I didn’t need to be to see the danger he was in. ‘You’ll bleed to death if we don’t get your legs bandaged. We have to do it but it’s gonna hurt. You understand?’ He looked at me, like a helpless dog, and nodded.


I took off my shirt and started ripping it. I had zero first-aid knowledge and it showed. In my anxiety to cover the bloodied stumps, I became all thumbs and had real problems tying knots in the tourniquets. The blood was running so freely, it immediately soaked through the material and made it almost impossible to get a grip on it. I managed it, though. Surprisingly, Stuart never once cried out or even winced. I guess he was in shock. While I was tending to him, I saw a black man hurrying towards me wearing a high-vis jacket and a safety helmet and clutching a walkie-talkie. I thought he was someone from the emergency services but he turned out to be a London Underground employee. His name was Charles and I later found out he was from Ghana. He hadn’t been in the job a year. He couldn’t have been more helpful. He told me to leave Stuart with him and to make my way back to Edgware Road. ‘The tracks are not live so it’s OK.’ I hadn’t even thought of the possibility of being electrocuted.


‘Go!’ Charles screamed, ‘It is too dangerous here.’


‘What the hell happened?’


‘No idea. They are saying it might have been a bomb.’


‘A bomb? You mean, as in a terrorist bomb?’


He waved me away. ‘Why are you still here? Go now.’


I looked at Stuart. He seemed to be passing in and out of consciousness. Charles assured me that the emergency services were minutes away so I stood up and started heading down the tracks. As I was leaving, I noticed there were still people moving about in the bombed out carriage, which, from the outside, looked like a semi-crushed sardine tin. From the tracks it was difficult to see exactly what they were doing but I knew they must have been trying to help the injured. Using my arms, I clambered up through the blown out doors. Charles saw me and shouted for me to get down, warning that the carriage could ignite at any moment, but I ignored him.


I once heard a war veteran talking on the radio about what it was like to fight on the beaches in Normandy. He said it didn’t take him very long to get used to the death and destruction. ‘You quickly learn to ignore your surroundings, you concentrate on the job in hand.’ That’s how I felt when I went back into that carriage. I was now so focussed on helping people I hardly noticed the curdled blood or the decapitated corpses.


Towards the rear of the carriage, near the adjoining door that hadn’t been damaged, two white men were standing over a young black girl who was stretched out across a section of seating that hadn’t been ripped out. She was trapped under a metal beam. I was in such a haste to get over there I slipped on a piece of bloodied material and almost fell over. When I got there I could see that the beam, big and solid, had come away from overhead and it would take a lot of time and manpower, and possibly machinery, to remove it. Half of it was wedged in the window and the other half had gone right through the floor. The girl under it, who couldn’t have been older than eighteen had been blown out of her clothes. She was naked except for her underwear and was barely breathing. The men standing over her introduced themselves as Ian and Ed. Ian was in his early thirties and had weedy arms and a beer gut. Ed was older, late forties, and more robust-looking. He had a slight cut over his left brow, which was dripping blood into his eye. We three were the only able-bodied survivors left. The others had all gone.


Looking around, I saw several other injured people in the carriage. They were either lying or sitting on the floor, amongst the rubble, in various stages of agony, and were either incapable or unwilling to move. Among them was an elderly white woman who had broken both her legs, a young white guy with severe lacerations to his face and hands and a young white girl with a huge make-shift bandage around her head that was soaked in blood. We could do nothing for them except offer reassurances that the paramedics were on their way.


I turned my attention to the girl trapped under the beam. According to Ian and Ed, there was no way to free her. They had tried. We stood around assessing the piece of metal, trying to work out if there was anyway of shifting it. Time was not on the girl’s side. She had no external injuries that we could see, but she was slowly being crushed to death. The beam was lying across her torso diagonally, pressing down on her so hard that her breathing had all but stopped. Ian and Ed said they had tried levering it with other bits of metal, had combined their strengths and tried to heave it, they had even tried to rip the seat from under the girl in the hope of pulling her free. Everything, they said, had conspired against them. The space they were working in was too cramped, they had inadequate tools; they were shattered mentally and physically. By the time I got to them they were on the verge of giving up. I asked them to make one final effort but Ed said, ‘Trust me, it’s pointless. We should go get help.’


I said, ‘Help’s on its way. Meantime, let’s put our heads together and try and shift this thing.’


Ian started shuffling his feet. Radiating tiredness like an aura, he said, ‘There’s nothing more we can do here. And to be honest, I think I’ve done enough. The paramedics should be here any minute now.’ He bowed his head, as if in shame, said, ‘sorry,’ then left. Ed lingered a while longer then he too left. I watched them go through the adjoining door and kept watching as they staggered along the carriage, so tired they could barely move.


I turned to the girl. The colour had drained from her lips and she was now hyperventilating. Feeling desperately sorry for her, I couldn’t think of anything else to do but hold her hand. It was cold, clammy. Some of the people lying nearby looked at me pityingly, as if I was the one about to die. I continued to hold the girl’s lifeless hand and began to wonder what her name was. All of a sudden that was really important to me. I would have asked her but I knew she wouldn’t have been able to answer. She had almost gone now. Her eyes were closed and she had peaceful look on her face, as if she had resigned herself. Feeling helpless, I thought of something my brother was always saying to me: ‘Take everything to the Lord in prayer. With him all things are possible.’


From sheer desperation, I offered up a silent prayer, begging and pleading for the girl’s life to be spared. I hadn’t prayed since I was a child, since the days when I was a choirboy. I had no belief in it then and had even less now. And yet I closed my eyes and prayed, holding the girl’s hand throughout. When I’d finished, I opened my eyes and was amazed to see that she had opened hers, too. Not only that, she seemed to be smiling and, incredibly, she squeezed my hand. A baby could have squeezed it tighter, but even so I felt it. I don’t know what came over me – my brother said later I was being moved by the Holy Ghost – but I got up and started looking again at the metal beam, determined that I would use up every last drop of my energy trying to move it. I looked at it every which way, walked around it, put both my hands on it and shoved it, put my back against it and tried to heave it, sat on the floor and tried to use my legs to dislodge it even a little: it was all useless. Sweating and angry, I was now engaged in a tremendous struggle. I forgot about the girl and the others lying dead and injured. This was now between me and that piece of metal. If it was the immovable object, I was the unstoppable force. I simply refused to be beaten. I racked my brain trying to find a solution.


Closing my eyes again, I started talking to myself: ‘Think, Simon. Think.’ I paced to and fro, to and fro. Unable to make the break-through, I screamed in frustration and started jumping up and down like a spoilt child. When I felt the carriage rock I froze, my mind racing. Deep down in the pit of my stomach I knew I’d stumbled across a solution. Just to be sure, I jumped up and down a few more times and yes, the carriage rocked from side to side. And that’s when I remembered: while I was down on the tracks, I had noticed that the front part of the carriage was slightly off the rail. If I could make it tilt a little further on to its side, then the upper part of the metal beam, the part wedged in the window, should come loose enough to allow me to pull it away and drag the girl to safety.


Excited, I moved down the carriage and jumped through the double doors back on to the track. Charles was still there. He was sitting beside Stuart, cradling his head. He saw me but said nothing but I didn’t like the look of him, he was too hunched. I wondered for a moment if Stuart had died in his arms but I had no time to dwell on it. I stood back a bit to assess the state of the carriage. Just as I had remembered, it was slightly tilted on one side, away from where I stood. I could see the metal beam sticking out of the window above. The floor of the carriage was level with my head. To shift it, I would have to use my arms and shove it forward. Under normal circumstances, that would have been impossible, but with the carriage being off the rail slightly, I felt I had a small chance. Digging my heels into the gravel to secure my footing, I leaned forward and placed my hands against the side of the carriage so that my body was stretched out almost in a straight line. Summoning all my remaining strength, I pushed so hard I felt something give in my lower back. The pain was excruciating but the carriage had moved a bit so I gave it another shove, and then another, screaming at the top of my voice each time.


By now the sweat was pouring off me and I could barely see I was so dizzy. Every muscle in my body was shot. I had nothing left. When I looked up at the window and saw that the beam hadn’t moved I slumped to the ground and started sobbing. I had neither the energy nor the will to go back into the carriage. The girl was probably long dead and I just couldn’t face seeing her. Sitting there on the tracks, my face wet with tears, I saw something in my peripheral vision and turned to see a group of people running along the tracks towards me. They looked so hazy in the distance they could have been a mirage. I passed out before they got to me. Later, when I woke up in hospital, I found out they were paramedics.




 


Part One


When we arrived at the town hall Rhona and Sky started fussing over me like a couple of mother hens, their anxiety bringing out their natural rivalry. No sooner had Rhona straightened my tie than Sky was saying it looked better the way it was. Where Rhona was keen for me to make a good showing, present myself in the best light, Sky cautioned against putting on airs and advised me to be natural. This caused an argument between them and I was forced to act as referee, which increased my nerves even as I was trying to settle theirs. And all this was in full view of the Mayor, the invited guests and several national newspaper journalists


It was a small but decent turnout, about fifty people in total. The afternoon began with everyone milling around the high-ceilinged entrance hall, chatting in cliques and enjoying a pre-reception tipple of cheap white wine. Curiously, the middle-aged Mayor, who seemed weighed down as much by his chain of medallions as by his responsibilities, hardly had a word to say to me before things got under way proper. After an initial handshake and a brief summary of the afternoon’s agenda, he abandoned me. And as if taking their lead from the big man, none of the other guests approached me either, not even the journalists. Maybe they thought it wasn’t correct protocol, like speaking to the Queen without officially being invited to, but still it felt strange standing in a corner with Rhona and Sky and thinking I didn’t belong there when in fact I was the guest of honour. Not since I first arrived in Duddenham had I experienced such a sharp sense of disconnection. At that moment I felt a pang of nostalgia for London like never before. It was physical, a kind of dull ache in the pit of my stomach, and what with the wine and my frayed nerves and the fact that I hadn’t eaten a proper breakfast, I started to feel nauseous and feared that I might actually retch. Luckily the feeling died down, but it never went away completely and for the remainder of the afternoon I prayed that I wouldn’t embarrass myself and everyone else by throwing up.


I spent the next two hours sitting at a long table on a podium in the company of the Mayor and a handful of other council officials. I felt uncomfortable sitting up there looking down on the guests. As I scanned their faces I wasn’t sure that all of them were as taken with me as the Mayor had claimed. In fact most of them seemed quite indifferent to what was happening; even bored. And yet they had put on their best clothes and come along anyway. I know that had it not been in my honour, Rhona and Sky would never have attended such a dreary event. As it was, those two were sitting proudly in the front row, smiling up at me, as if I was about to receive the Nobel Prize.


Standing at a lectern, the Mayor kicked off the proceedings by thanking everyone for coming and mentioned, on my behalf, how much I appreciated it and how proud I was for such a strong show of support. I had told him beforehand that I would not be making a speech, so he was doing his best to speak for me without misrepresenting me. This required him to preface almost everything he said with, ‘I’m sure Simon won’t mind my saying,’ or ‘I’m sure Simon would agree with me when I say,’ after which he would turn to me to get my assent and I would nod at him to carry on. After a few minutes I started to relax and allowed myself to be swept along on the tide of all his praise and plaudits. I believe I even exchanged a smile or two with Rhona and Sky.


All in all the Mayor did a very good job on me, except once when he said, ‘I’m sure Simon would agree when I say that from the first day he arrived here he has been shown nothing but warmth and hospitality…’ Not true, Mr Mayor. Not true at all.


When I first came to Duddenham, feeling lonely and practically wandering around with my chin on my chest, a time when I yearned, physically yearned, for a bit of human contact, I found the majority of the people I came across to be cold and standoffish. Yes they would smile and nod – when they were not openly gawking – but only in the most mechanical way and only in passing. They were certainly not interested in talking to me. For a bit of much-needed conversation I had to rely on the few words I was able to exchange each day with my local newsagent, a sprightly old guy called Len.


Even now, after seven years of being in the town, I had never been invited to a party or to a neighbour’s house for dinner or even for a cup of tea. Then again, it worked both ways. What exactly had I done to try to meet people? Not very much. I once went to my local community centre – a prefab building on a piece of litter-strewn scrubland near my house – to see what community activities I might get involved in, but, snob that I am, I just couldn’t bring myself to join the local bowling club or the bird watching society or to take part in the preparations for the annual sofa race, a spectacle that, had I not seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed. The truth was, the town had little to recommend it. It was the sort of place you drove through, or around, on your way to somewhere more enlivening. Of the few thousand inhabitants, all but a handful lived outside the town centre in crumbling, pebble-dashed houses or on drab, low-rise housing estates. It got few visitors, wasn’t known for anything, had no famous sons or daughters. I discovered it purely by chance.


On my way to drop off a parcel – I was working as a deliveryman at the time – I took a wrong exit on the motorway and had to do a detour through the town centre. The shops along the high street told me I was in a deprived part of the country: Poundstretcher, Iceland, Mr Chippy’s Chip Shop, Corals, Cash Converter. ‘I could live here,’ I thought, which says something about the state I was in at the time. A few days later I went back and checked into a B&B. The next day I began looking for work. It took me a week to find a job and a further week to find a house, which I still occupy. After his first visit to see me, Theodore shook his head and said, ‘Why do this to yourself, bro? Why punish yourself like this?’ But that wasn’t how I saw it. Living in that town suited me just fine. It was cheap but more importantly, it allowed me to be whoever I wanted to be, to re-invent myself. In fact, I’d been feeling more peaceful and settled in my life than I had done in years.


After the bombing, my life, on every significant level, turned upside down. I became, as the saying goes, an overnight celebrity. I was held up as a hero, with my face plastered all over the local and national papers. Imagine that – me, a hero. It would have been frightening if it hadn’t been so absurd. The upshot of this new-found fame was that suddenly everyone wanted a piece of me. I now had to contend with complete strangers approaching me in the street with requests to recount the gory details of my so-called heroics. To walk into my local pub was to be subjected to the kind of intrusive, in-your-face attention that would have sent Gandhi into a rage. A week after the bombing I was in there having a quick one with Dave when two old geezers who were sitting next to us leaned across and, without so much as a by-your-leave, practically demanded my autograph. When, with gritted teeth, I scribbled my illegible initials on their beer mats, one of them beamed at me and said, ‘Who says there’s no more heroes? God love you, son. God love you.’ Of course Dave saw the whole thing as one big joke and spent the rest of the evening teasing me with an over the top rendition of the Superman theme tune, but I was struggling to see the funny side.


No-one likes to have their privacy invaded. It was nothing compared to the attitude of the press, though, especially the tabloids. No matter how many times I turned down their requests for an exclusive interview, which came with everincreasing financial inducements, they refused to take no for an answer. At least they had finally decamped from my doorstep, but I knew that for as long as the bombing remained in the news – and it showed no signs of going away – they would keep calling me. They were nothing if not persistent. I had changed my mobile number twice since the bombing but they always seemed to get hold of it.


After the Mayor had finished his address, we were shown a short video of recorded interviews given by some of the survivors of the bombing, including Stuart and Latonya, the girl who had been trapped under the beam. I had spoken to both of them since the bombing, they had contacted me to express their gratitude. In the video, Latonya described her escape as a miracle. According to her – and this was corroborated by the emergency services – my efforts to dislodge the beam had been successful. I had moved it, only very slightly, but enough for the paramedics to pull Latonya free. Several of her ribs had been crushed, and she’d suffered a lot of internal bleeding, but she was well on her to making a full recovery. Both she and Stuart claimed to owe me their lives. I felt utterly undeserving of such sentiments.


It came upon me without warning. Towards the end of the video my vision suddenly went hazy. Panicking, I blinked several times to try and regain focus, but if anything it made the problem worse. I didn’t think anyone had noticed. The room had been darkened for the video, so I used that to my advantage and started rubbing my eyes. And then, as quickly as it had left me, my vision returned. But now there was another, more worrying problem. When I looked again at the screen I did not see what I had expected to see. Instead of the film we had been watching I saw something that made me get up and head for the exit. Outside the hall I was quickly joined by Rhona and Sky and not long after that by the Mayor and the other council officials. They found me leaning against a wall, shaking like a freezing puppy. I waved everyone away except Rhona and Sky. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ I told them. Straightening up as best I could, I apologised to the Mayor and the others and we left. On the way home I suddenly remembered that the audience, including the assembled journalists, had been denied their Q&A session with me and that the Mayor was supposed to have presented me with the keys to the town.
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