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INTRODUCTION




In 1996 my debut novel, STRAIGHT TO YOU, was released. It sank without trace, and rightly so. 

Over the years I grew to loathe the book. I loved the story, but despised the flat, two-dimensional characters, clichéd dialogue and awful writing. When I originally wrote the book back in 1994 I was a young and naïve office worker, still living with my parents, no life experience whatsoever. Things have changed since then. I’ve changed.

I’ve been exorcising past demons and re-writing some of my earliest work, hoping to bring them up to the standard of the AUTUMN and HATER books. So here’s STRAIGHT TO YOU, twenty years later. The title, the premise, a couple of scenes and the characters’ names are all that remain from the original.

Thanks are due to all those who’ve shown me support since the release of the first version of this book, all those years ago. Particular thanks to Wayne and Rebecca, for going above and beyond the call of duty (again).

David Moody

February 2014








  
  

1


SUNDAY 27 JULY





Perspective affects everything. What matters most to one person may barely even register with another. Whilst one person’s world is being turned upside-down, so the person who lives next-door might sleep through their neighbour’s chaos, unaffected and oblivious. 

In late July, two events occurred within the space of a few minutes. One would go on to affect billions of lives. The other tore Steven and Samantha Johnson’s world apart.

There’d been no alarms, no obvious cause for concern, but then, as a steady stream of gentle-voiced, well-meaning professionals told them afterwards, there rarely ever were. 

She’d known something was wrong from the moment she’d woken up. Feeling for the baby’s movements had become as instinctive as breathing. Sam did it without thinking, pressing her hands against her tummy, waiting for kicks. And, until then, those unpredictable, fluttering reassurances had always been there. Even on occasion when she’d had to wait, lying still and trying not to think the worst, telling herself there was no need to panic, the baby had always shuffled and shifted eventually. But not this time. She’d waited and waited, convinced she’d soon feel something, not wanting to tell her husband, not wanting to worry him over nothing. She watched him watching TV, oblivious.

There came a point when she had to say something. She reached across and shook his shoulder, gently at first, then with much more force as she fought not to panic. ‘Can’t feel the baby, Steve,’ she said. ‘I don’t think he’s moving.’

They drove through hard, inclement, pissing rain and were at the hospital within fifteen minutes. He’d rehearsed this drive ready for when she went into labour, had it all mapped out in his head, every junction and every turn. Sam was seen immediately, ushered into a frightening, sterile room. Less than an hour after she’d first become concerned, the couple’s worst fears had been realised.

When everything that needed to be done had been done and Sam was resting, Steven left her bedside and walked to the car through the summer rain. It was coming down so hard it was like mist, leeching colour from everything. Dirty rivers ran down the sides of the roads, small lakes forming around overwhelmed storm drains. Steven didn’t care, didn’t even feel it. People stared at him as he leant back against the car and looked up into the grey and black clouds roiling overhead. He felt empty. Hollow. His mind was filled with fragmented thoughts but he couldn’t concentrate enough to make sense of any of them. He couldn’t focus, couldn’t feel . . . Seven and a half months of getting ready to be a dad, seven and a half months of talking baby to friends and family, seven and a half months of getting used to the two of them becoming three, seven and a half months of planning, decorating, hoping, dreaming . . . now nothing. Just a void. All of it gone, and no obvious reason why. No one’s fault, they said. It’s just the way it is. There’s nothing anyone could have done.

Steven sat in the car and made impossible phone calls. He spoke to Norman first, Sam’s dad. They argued, but then again, they always did. Norman never gave any ground, not even today. But the second conversation was even harder. His own parents. His mother could be infuriating. How many times did he have to tell her the same damn thing? We lost the baby, Mom. Sam miscarried.

‘You leaving, mate?’ the man asked when Steven got out to go back inside. ‘Only I’m picking up the missus and the kid and I don’t want them getting soaked. I had to park miles away.’

Steven just looked at him. ‘No. Sorry.’

‘The parking here’s a bloody joke. They want to do something about it.’

Steven couldn’t bring himself to respond. He was glad of the rain which camouflaged his tears. The other man had his coat pulled up over his head. He was about to speak again, but when the intensity of the rain lessened unexpectedly, he looked up. The grey sky lightened, and the temperature seemed to rise as if someone had switched on a fan-heater then almost immediately turned it off again. 

‘You feel that?’ he asked but when he looked around, Steven had gone.

Any other day, any other time, and Steven might well have noticed the few slight atmospheric variations which signified the beginning of a cataclysmic change right at the very heart of the sun. But even if he had, he surely wouldn’t have cared today. The enormous star was as insignificant to him now as a dust mote. For Steven and Samantha, more than ninety million miles away, impossibly small by comparison, two fleeting lives among billions, their world had already been torn apart.
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FRIDAY 26 SEPTEMBER





She watched him across the crowded garden. He looked more relaxed than she’d seen him in weeks, but maybe that was the booze. Did it matter? Probably not, she decided. 

The lingering heat of this post-summer-summer was bizarre. Sam couldn’t remember the last time it had rained, nor could she remember the last time she’d been able to have a conversation with anyone which hadn’t revolved around the weather. It pissed her off: when it was wet they wanted sun, now they’d got what they’d asked for and all she heard them say was how everything was too hot or too dry. People were running out of superlatives, and the media had run out of clichés just as fast. All the usual favourites had been exhausted within the first week or two; the pictures of crowds of people on packed beaches, the stupid statistics about ice cream consumption and suntan lotion sales figures, the endless stories about the effect of the heat and lack of moisture on this crop or that crop or these animals or the other. To be honest, she was bored of it all. She wanted the weather to break just so she could talk about something else.

But, on the plus-side, at least talking about the weather gave people an excuse not to talk to her about that. The elephant in the room. The fact she should have been a mother by now but wasn’t.

‘You’ve gone quiet on me,’ Yvonne said, nudging Sam with her elbow, almost spilling her drink.

‘Sorry. Daydreaming.’

‘What about?’

‘This and that.’

They were joined on the fringes of the party by another woman. Sam thought she’d met her before. Her face was familiar but she couldn’t remember her name. A friend of Yvonne’s mom, she thought, or maybe an aunt? Whoever she was, it didn’t matter. She caught Yvonne’s eye and muscled in on the conversation uninvited. ‘We’re due another week of this heat at least,’ she said.

‘That’s what I heard too,’ said Yvonne.

‘I’m loving it,’ the woman said, grinning, and it was clear that she was. Her naturally light skin was dark brown, too dark, if anything. Over-exposed. It didn’t fit with her bleached blonde hair and blue eyes.

‘It’s all right for you, Marg,’ another woman said. It was Sheila, Yvonne’s mother. ‘You’ve got time to enjoy it. It’s not summer anymore, that’s what annoys me.’ Sam hid a smirk behind her drink. Sheila sounded like she thought someone was responsible for this, like the Met Office had got their scheduling all wrong.

‘You should write a letter, mother,’ Yvonne said, sarcastically. ‘Take it up with your MP.’

‘Don’t be facetious, Yvonne, it doesn’t suit you. I wouldn’t mind, but I spent a week in a tent in Wales in July with your brother and your father and it peed down with rain the whole time we were there. Didn’t have a single dry day. Now Liam’s back at school, your dad’s back at work, and the weather’s beautiful.’

‘Look on the bright side though,’ Sam said. ‘At least you get peace and quiet to enjoy it.’

‘Ah, but I can’t enjoy it,’ Sheila answered immediately, a reason for everything ready on tap. ‘It’s too much, this is. Relentless.’

‘Give it a rest, Mom, you’re never happy.’

‘It’s the nights that get to me most,’ Sheila continued, unabated. ‘I wouldn’t mind so much if it cooled down even a little at night, but it’s just as hot. Your father’s taken to sleeping in the nude, and I can well do without that.’

Judging from the expression on her face, so could Yvonne.

‘What about you, love?’ the other woman, Marg, asked Sam.

‘Oh, I’m making the most of it.’

‘Do you not work?’

‘Not at the moment. I’m on maternity leave.’

She regretted the words the moment she’d spoken them. Yvonne looked anxiously from face to face, trying to head off the inevitable but knowing she didn’t stand a chance.

‘Having a night off?’ Marg asked, taking a step back and looking Sam up and down, checking for a bump. ‘Someone got the baby for you? I know what it’s like. I remember when our eldest was born and we . . .’ Her words trailed away when she realised both Yvonne and Sheila were glaring at her. ‘What?’

Hard as it was – and it was still bloody hard – Sam smiled and put her straight. ‘We lost the baby.’

‘Oh . . . oh, I’m sorry, love, I didn’t mean to . . .’

‘It’s okay,’ she said quickly, keen to minimise any awkwardness. ‘Seriously. It’s my fault. I should have been clearer.’

More apologies. Sam wished Marg would just shut up. She was relieved when Sheila ushered her friend away to talk to someone else. Yvonne touched her arm. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘Like I said, my fault. Anyway, I have to deal with stuff like this. Everyone knew I was pregnant . . . I’m going to get questions, it’s inevitable.’

‘Must be hard, though.’

‘Course it is, but what else can I do? I can’t pretend.’

‘You sure you’re okay?’

Sam finished her drink, wishing she wasn’t driving so she could have had a shot of vodka in her Coke. ‘Yep, I’m fine. It’s all right, you know. I’m okay. It helps to talk about him.’

‘That’s cool. I mean, that’s healthy.’

Sam looked over at Steven again, crowding around the remains of the barbecue with a group of other alpha males. ‘What is it about men and fire?’

‘Keep’s ’em quiet, love. Don’t knock it.’

Sam laughed. ‘I’m not knocking it, I just don’t get it.’

‘How’s he doing?’ Yvonne asked.

‘You tell me.’

‘He looks all right.’

‘He’s half-pissed.’

‘But is he okay?’

‘He’s a typical bloke. He won’t talk about how he’s feeling. Doesn’t tell me anything. I keep trying to get him to go out with his mates and get pissed but he won’t. I think he thinks I need mollycoddling.’

‘Molly-what?’

‘You not heard that word before? Mom always used to use it.’

‘Weird.’

‘I just wish he’d open up more. I worry about him.’

A huge roar of laughter rose up around the barbecue. Steven was at the centre of it, showing off. He and another man were wrestling on the ground, egged on by others. Sam and Yvonne wandered over. ‘What’s going on, Roy?’ Yvonne asked a balding, middle-aged spectator who was swigging from a can of lager.

‘Boys will be boys,’ Roy said, jumping out of the way when Steven rolled his opponent over onto his back and almost onto his feet. Steven held the other man down until he submitted. Roy pulled him up, victorious.

‘Cheers, mate.’

‘Having a good time?’ Yvonne asked, brushing dust from his shoulder.

‘Excellent.’ He grabbed more food from a nearby table. ‘Wicked burgers, Von.’

‘You’ve got half of it down your shirt,’ Sam said, wiping at a ketchup stain. ‘That shirt cost a fortune.’

‘I never liked it much.’

‘That’s not the point. You finished dicking about now?’

‘I guess. Could do with another drink though.’

‘Steve, mate . . . here,’ another voice shouted from the other side of the barbecue. He spun around and caught a can of beer which hissed everywhere when he opened it.

‘He looks happy,’ Yvonne said.

Sam watched her husband stagger away again. ‘This is the best he’s been. A few drinks and a bit of red meat and he’s almost back to his old self again.’

‘It’s good to see the two of you getting out and getting on with it. I’m glad things are okay.’

‘They will be.’




      [image: ]Sam drove them back home to Madingly, on the outskirts of Cambridge. She stopped the engine and Steven was all over her. He was drunk but he could still read the signs. She’d been teasing him constantly since they’d left the barbecue. ‘I want to fuck you,’ he said, all tact and decorum stripped away by the booze.

‘I know you do. And if you’re lucky I might just let you.’

He was at the door, fishing in his pockets for his house keys, before she’d even got out of the car. ‘Lost my keys,’ he said, on the verge of panic.

‘Christ, Steve, how much have you had tonight? You didn’t take your keys, remember?’

Door unlocked. Inside. Alarm de-activated. He was ready and waiting for her before she’d even got her shoes off; shirt undone, tanned torso showing. She ran her hands over his chest then wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. 

‘Hate to spoil the moment,’ she said, knowing she already had, ‘but I need to pee. Give me a couple of minutes then you can have your wicked way with me.’

He grinned, a child-like expression, and pulled her closer instead of letting her go. She didn’t resist. His hands explored her, over her clothes at first, then hitching up her dress, then inside her underwear. ‘I want you.’

‘I know you do. I want you too, but if I don’t go to the bathroom I’ll piss myself. Be a love, make us both a coffee and I’ll see you upstairs, okay?’

‘Okay,’ he said, and he reluctantly let go. He watched her disappear then went into the kitchen and made the drinks.

It was dark on the landing when he got upstairs. A little light spilled out from the bedroom, trickling across the floor, illuminating the door opposite. That door. Steven glanced at it, then looked away. He didn’t care if it never opened again. It wasn’t a spare room, it was surplus. Ready and waiting but unused.

The coffee cups were burning his hands. He quickly went into the bedroom, put them down, then just stared at her lying on the bed looking up at him, waiting. Christ, she was beautiful. The single sheet they’d been using in the heat had been discarded and she lay there in the middle of the empty mattress, wearing a lace and mesh nightie which barely reached the top of her legs. ‘How long has it been?’ he asked, thinking out loud.

‘Too long. Come here.’

He dropped his shorts. ‘Have you got any idea what I want to do to you?’ he asked, crawling onto the bed and sitting astride her.

‘I can imagine. You still horny then?’

‘What do you think?’

She stared into his eyes and let her hand slide down, heading between his legs. She gently stroked him, running her fingertips lightly along his full erect length, all the way to the tip then back down again. ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘I think you’re still horny.’

‘You have that effect on me.’

‘Good. I was beginning to wonder.’

She sat up and kissed him quick, her tongue pressing against his, exploring his mouth. He reciprocated instinctively, lost in the moment. ‘You’re gorgeous,’ he said in a breathless gap between kisses.

‘Why thank you very much,’ she replied, grinning at him. ‘Now shut up. Less talk, more action. On your back, boy.’

He did as he was told. Sam nibbled his skin, tenderly kissing and licking the area around his groin, then she shifted position and lowered herself down onto his hard-on. She gasped at the size of him tonight, and he shuddered with excitement as he disappeared inside her.

Steven turned his head to one side, eyes screwed shut with pleasure. When he opened them again, all he could see was the door across the landing.

Concentrate. Don’t do this . . . not now . . .

She was grinding against him now, flexing her muscles and lifting herself up to the point when she thought she’d almost lost him, just the tip of him still inside, then coming down again fast, riding a wave of almost electric pleasure. She was watching him, but she knew he wasn’t watching her. She took his chin in her hand, turned him to face her and kissed him again. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too,’ he said, and when she let go of him he turned his head back. Sam continued to move, running her nails down his chest now. She picked up one of his hands and held it to her right breast, cupping it. He was staring into the dark now. She knew she was losing him.

‘What’s wrong?’

He hesitated. Froze. ‘Sorry, I can’t . . .’

‘Come on, love. Please . . .’

Steven was as confused as Sam. He didn’t know what was happening. Couldn’t understand it at first. He thought he wanted her, no, he knew it, but he couldn’t do it. He felt his erection beginning to droop inside her. He looked at Sam, eyes locked on hers, and he wanted to explain what he was feeling but he couldn’t. He tried to talk but no words came out. It was like they were stuck in his throat, like he was being strangled.

‘You feeling okay? Was it the food?’ Sam asked, sounding strangely hopeful. Better that a bellyful of grease and beer was swashing around and making him feel nauseous than the alternative.

‘It’s not that,’ he said, trying to explain but failing hopelessly. ‘It’s just . . . It’s not you, it’s me. I should . . .’

Nothing was making sense. The harder he tried to stop thinking about it, the more confused he became. ‘It’s all right,’ she told him, though she wasn’t sure if it was, sliding off and sitting down next to him. ‘We don’t have to make love. We can just snuggle up together and go to sleep. We’ve got all weekend. I had a really nice night, Steve. It felt like it used to. We could just . . .’

‘I’m sorry, Sam . . .’ he said, standing up and scooping up his shorts and shirt. He left the room, his heart sinking as rapidly as hers.




      [image: ]Steven sat out on the patio with another can of beer. Hours later, he was still there. It had been late when they’d got home and he had no idea what time it was now. He kept thinking, I’ll go inside in a minute, I’ll go and apologise . . . but the right minute never came. He didn’t know how he was going to face her. She’d inevitably want to talk about it, but that was the very last thing he wanted. Maybe tomorrow, but not tonight. He’d wait until she was asleep before getting into bed.

Christ, the irony of it all. A year ago all he’d wanted to do was fuck when she wanted to talk. And now here they were, positions reversed, neither of them happy.

He’d taken a four-pack of beer from the kitchen on his way through and he was already two-thirds of the way through the third can. Maybe if I get completely pissed, he thought, totally bloody annihilated, then maybe what just happened – what didn’t happen – might make sense. If nothing else, it’d give him something of an excuse. But they both knew this had nothing to do with bad food or too much alcohol. There’d been no drink involved earlier in the week when she’d come onto him and he’d made those fucking pathetic excuses about being tired from work and not being in the right frame of mind. He was still managing to wank every few days, and that made him feel even worse. Jesus, he even thought about her when he did it. So how come he could toss himself off alone in the bathroom, but when his wife – his beautiful, gorgeous, sexy wife – came onto him, he froze.

He’d almost fallen asleep when something startled him and he sat up fast. Too fast. He grabbed at his beer but only succeeded in knocking it over. It fizzed and bubbled as the can rolled away, spilling across the patio, disappearing down the cracks between the slabs. He picked up the can and held it to his lips to knock back the last gulp but it was all gone, just froth remaining. 

Need more beer. Where did I put that other can . . .?

Wait. What was that?

It had to be past three, maybe as late as four, and the world was quiet save for a few occasional bursts of distant traffic noise, and yet everything seemed to have suddenly become quieter still. But it wasn’t the volume that had changed, he realised, it was the pressure. He felt a strange gust of wind, directionless and heavy, come over him as if it had just been dropped from a height, blowing down from above, not across. And then the temperature, already far higher than it should have been at this time of day and at this time of year, seemed to increase slightly. It was barely noticeable, but the change was definitely there. Was this the booze? He didn’t think so. It felt too real.

Steven looked up, and just for a second he swore the sky overhead changed colour. The entire atmosphere seemed to shift in tone from star-speckled blue-black to deep red then shades of ochre, as if the filtering layers of gas and air were being stripped away one by one. As quickly as they’d changed, the colours melted back, the layers returning in the order they’d been removed. It reminded him of something that had happened once before: a fleeting memory of standing in the rain in a hospital car park, heartbroken.

Ten seconds later and everything was back to normal, leaving him wondering if anything had happened at all. All that remained was the oppressive heat and the emptiness he felt inside. He continued to stare upwards. If that was down to the drink, then I still haven’t had enough.










  
  

3


FRIDAY 3 OCTOBER





Last person in the office. Again. The sales clerks and the customer service officers were long gone, leaving him behind to try and catch up in the silence. With an in-tray full of files and an inbox full of unanswered messages, it had been another one of those days. Actually, it had been another one of those weeks. He glanced at the clock on the wall, surprised how dark it was beyond the harsh glare of his computer screen. Almost six. It felt much later, no doubt because of the disorientating mix of early evening darkness and midday-like heat. The staff had been moaning about it all afternoon. ‘It’s like autumn’s forgotten to turn up,’ he’d heard Gail say.

‘Or summer’s refused to go,’ Janice had agreed. ‘I’m starting to miss the cold. It’s supposed to be twenty-eight degrees out there today. Christ knows what temperature it is in here. It’s too hot to work, I know that much.’

Steven’s mobile lit up and began to vibrate, startling him. How long had he been staring into space? The brightness of the phone made the dark even more apparent. A picture of Sam filled the small screen. ‘Hey,’ he said, answering it fast.

‘Never mind hey, where the hell are you?’

‘Still at work. I told you I’d probably hang back and try and get a few things finished.’

‘I don’t believe you . . .’

‘Why, what’s the matter?’

‘You never listen to a bloody word I say.’

‘I do.’

‘Then what was the last thing I said when you left this morning after you told me you were going to work late?’

‘Can’t remember.’

‘I said you couldn’t. Remember why? Does the date not ring any bells?’

He looked at the calendar. ‘Shit. Dad’s birthday.’

‘Exactly. See, what did I say? You never bloody listen.’

‘I do listen. It’s been crazy here. I’ve had to deal with loads of stuff I wasn’t expecting and—’

‘—and I’m not interested. Get home, please. I’ll phone your mom and tell her we’re running late. We’ll have to meet them at the pub.’

‘Okay. Sorry. Look, I’ll leave now and I’ll be home in twenty minutes. I’ll go in what I’m wearing and . . .’

Steven stopped talking. She’d hung up.




      [image: ]The last thing any of them wanted on a day as hot as today was a full carvery dinner but it was Dad’s birthday, and what Dad wanted on his birthday, Dad got. He sat at the head of the table like a spoiled kid, paper napkin tucked into his collar like a dodgy cravat. ‘Happy birthday, Jim,’ Sam said, kissing him on the cheek and handing him his present and card.

‘Happy birthday, Dad,’ Steven dutifully added.

The bar was crowded but the restaurant was half empty and they were served quickly. Jim’s plate was piled high with meat and vegetables, almost as much as the rest of them combined. ‘I’m paying for it, so I might as well eat it,’ was his questionable logic.

Steven’s mom Brenda was sitting to her husband’s right, her daughter, Steven’s sister Jessica, sitting opposite her. Jessica’s boyfriend Tom (who rarely looked out from under his ridiculous floppy fringe and hardly ever spoke) sat next to her, opposite Sam. Steven sat between them at the other end of the table facing Dad, working hard to get through a meal he didn’t particularly want. It was obvious he didn’t want to be there. His detachment didn’t deter his mother. ‘So how’s work, Steven?’ she asked, yelling down the table.

He forced down a mouthful. ‘What can I say? Work’s work.’

‘He’s really busy at the moment, aren’t you Steve?’ Sam said.

‘I’m surprised, what with this heat,’ Brenda said.

‘Bloody hell, Mom, the rest of the world doesn’t stop just ’cause it’s hot. The heat just means everything takes that much more effort.’

‘I read something online,’ Tom said from behind his curtain of hair, surprising everyone with his unexpected interjection. The rest of the table fell silent with anticipation. ‘I was on this Prepper site yesterday.’

‘Prepper site?’ Brenda asked, confused. ‘Is that something on the Internet.’

‘Preppers are cranks,’ Steven said quickly. ‘Folks who spend all their time thinking the world’s about to end.’

‘Most are cranks,’ Tom continued, unfazed, ‘not all. So I was reading this post that said this heat’s all down to some cyclical activity in the centre of the sun.’

‘Doesn’t take a brain surgeon to work out it’s to do with the sun,’ Steven sighed. This little drip really pissed him off at times. Scruffy sod. What kind of person wears torn jeans and a faded Nirvana T-shirt out to a restaurant?

‘I know that. It’s just they were saying the activity is off the scale this time. Right off the scale.’

‘So?’

‘So there’s people panicking.’

‘There’s always people panicking.’

‘It hasn’t rained for weeks.’

‘That’s not so unusual.’

‘It is.’

‘It was the summer.’

‘It was the summer. It isn’t now. It’s supposed to be autumn.’

‘Just get over it, mate. We’ll wake up in a few days and it’ll be cold and peeing down again and we’ll all be moaning because we want the sun back.’

‘I’m not so sure.’

‘I am.’

‘We could do with some rain,’ Brenda said, seizing on a gap in the conversation and trivialising things as usual. ‘You’re right, Thomas, it has been a while since we’ve had any. You should see the state of the garden . . .’

‘It’s not just about us though, is it?’ Jessica said, standing up for her boyfriend. ‘Tom was telling me about this earlier. There’s barely been any rain anywhere. Everywhere’s burning up.’




      [image: ]Steven was relieved when his plate was finally empty and even more relieved when everyone politely declined dessert and went out to the beer garden. It wasn’t easy being around his family at the moment, his mother in particular. She tried hard – too hard – to avoid mentioning the baby, and it was obvious to the point where he thought it’d be easier for all concerned if she just started every conversation with, now I’m not going to talk about the baby, but . . . When she collared Tom to ask him if the people he’d been speaking to online had any real idea when she could expect the weather to break because it was playing havoc with the lawn, and when Sam and Jess were equally occupied catching up with each other, he bought his dad a pint and sat with him a short distance away from everyone else. Floodlit but still eerily dark, it looked like the middle of night out in the beer garden, but when Steven closed his eyes it felt more like the middle of day.

‘You all right, son?’ Dad asked.

‘Fine.’

‘You don’t seem yourself.’

‘Well who else do I seem?’

‘Don’t get smart. You know what I mean. Got stuff on your mind?’

‘No more than usual.’

‘How’s work?’

‘Same old, same old.’

‘As long as you’re not overdoing it.’

‘I’m just doing what needs to be done, that’s all. It’s just that there happens to be a lot needs doing right now.’

‘And how’s Sam?’

‘She’s okay. You’ve spent all night with her, Dad. You can see that.’

‘I know, but you need to keep an eye on her. She’s been through a lot. You both have.’

Steven swigged from his drink and swiftly redirected the conversation. ‘So how’s your birthday been, Dad?’

‘Birthday’s a birthday at my age, son. The number’s not important. It’s just a chance to catch up with you and your sister. We don’t see enough of you both, you especially.’

‘I know. It’s difficult.’

‘I’m sure it is. We need to make time, though, we all do. Your mother and I are just as bad, always waiting for you to come to us. The distance is the same both ways. We could come and visit, we just don’t want to get in the way, that’s all.’

‘You wouldn’t be getting in the way.’

Dad sipped his pint, thinking. ‘I was a cocky little bugger when I was your age. You’re far more sensible than I was. That’s why you’ve got the big house and the nice car.’

‘Times have changed.’

‘I know, son, but it’s not just that. You’ve worked harder than I ever did, maybe too hard. I reckon we should both have just tried to aim a little closer to the middle.’

‘It’s either the beer or the heat, Dad, but I don’t have a clue what you’re on about.’

‘Probably my age,’ he said, chuckling to himself. ‘Don’t fall into the trap of spending every hour working, that’s all. You need to keep an eye on her, son.’

‘Who?’

‘Samantha. She might tell you she’s okay, but if there’s one thing I’ve learnt, women are rarely straight with you. When your mother says one thing, I have to listen to how and when she says it to work out what she really means. They play mind-games.’

‘You’ve definitely had too much to drink, Dad.’

‘Take the piss all you like, sunshine,’ he said, looking up from his beer. ‘I’ve been around the block a few times. I know more than you and your sister ever give me credit for. I may act like an old goat, but I know what’s what and like I said, keep an eye on her. Get your priorities straight.’
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Steven spent the day pacifying customers and colleagues alike. It seemed the longer this unseasonal heat continued, the shorter people’s tempers became. Almost the entire afternoon was spent dealing with a particularly obnoxious twenty-two year old who couldn’t understand why his loan application had been refused when all his mates had had similar requests agreed in recent weeks. It didn’t matter how simple Steven tried to make it, the kid – and that was what he was, really, just a kid – couldn’t grasp the basic principle of lending: we’re only going to let you borrow money if we think you’re going to be able to pay it back. Christ, it was hard work sometimes. What’s the point in coming to see a financial adviser if you’re not going to listen to their advice? It was all he could do not to put the gormless sod’s head through his computer screen. All that effort and patience expended, and for what? For nothing.

It shouldn’t have, but the fact Sam was out when he got home came as something of a relief. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see her, it was just that he needed a chance to switch off and unwind for a little while first. She was at Yvonne’s. He’d forgotten she was going, but she’d left a scribbled note stuck to the fridge door with a magnet.

Eight o’clock, almost pitch-black, and the temperature was still in the high-twenties. Steven wanted a break from the heat now, even if it was only temporary. He sat on the sofa in a state of uncharacteristic slovenliness, his bare back sticking to the leather, a can of drink in one hand and the TV remote in the other. He flicked through the channels, but his choices were limited: shitty soaps and reality TV, documentaries about the police, a day in an A&E department, a man with a tumour the size of a baby, Brits behaving badly abroad . . . He couldn’t find anything worth watching and eventually settled on a sitcom re-run he’d seen so many times he could almost recite the script word perfect.

He was just about settled, almost comfortable, when the phone rang. He shot up and answered it.

‘Hello Steven.’

‘Norman. You well?’

‘Fine, thank you. Yourself?’

‘Okay, thanks.’

‘Good. Put Sam on, would you.’

‘She’s not here at the moment.’

‘Right. When will she be home?’

‘Not until late I shouldn’t think.’

‘I’d like to talk to her.’

‘Well I didn’t think you were phoning to talk to me.’

‘There’s no need to be flippant. Just tell her I called.’

‘Okay. Look, do you want me to . . .?’

The click of disconnection left Steven in little doubt that there wasn’t anything his father-in-law wanted him to do. Good. That suited him. Better they kept their communications to the absolute minimum. They held each other in equally low regard. Steven often thought that if he was a bigger man he’d swallow his pride and try and make a clean start for Sam’s sake. But he also thought that Norman was an insufferable arsehole incapable of dealing with the subtleties of interpersonal relationships, so what he did or didn’t do wouldn’t make a scrap of difference. That was, after all, why he lived on his own on the coast of North Wales now, hundreds of miles from his only daughter and the rest of his family. Not far enough for Steven’s liking.

Back to the TV. He liked this programme, and this was one of his favourite episodes. Watching it reminded him of his student days when he’d had next to nothing to worry about, when life had been free of fucked-up father-in-laws and other complications. He was enjoying the distraction but within minutes he was asleep.




      [image: ]When Steven woke up, little over an hour later, Sam still wasn’t back. He was disorientated at first, nauseous with sleep. He flicked over onto the news and his interest was immediately piqued when he saw the headlines were being read by Anita something-or-other. He quite fancied her. He had a thing about women in smart office gear with long hair tied up. That was how Sam had looked when they’d first met. He’d walked into the law firm and hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. Even now he was lost again, picturing her back then, remembering how he’d never been as nervous nor as paradoxically confident as when he’d returned to her office later that same day to ask her out. He felt a comforting nostalgic glow when he remembered, though the rose-tinted sheen of recollection was beginning to fade. Things felt different now, had done for a while.

His eyes refocused on the TV screen.

At first the news headlines were as predictable and dull as expected. A reporter was droning on about the weather and Steven stopped listening, knowing it wouldn’t be anything he hadn’t already heard a hundred times or more in recent weeks. He didn’t know how the staff on these twenty-four hour rolling news channels managed to stay so professional and feign interest. Just a few minutes of listening to the same old shite going around on a loop and he’d had enough already.

But wait a second . . . this sounded different. This felt different.

Gone were the endless pictures of crowded beaches and smiling faces, gone were the talking heads: people being stopped in the streets to tell the camera how they couldn’t ever remember it being so hot for so long and how the kids were having a great time but others were struggling . . . In their place now were other images. Half-empty reservoirs and bleached fields, desiccated crops too brittle to be harvested effectively. And now footage from other parts of the world was being shown. Steven had become immune to ten-a-penny drought footage from Africa. Although this looked the same, it wasn’t Africa he was watching now. The people suffering on screen were more Middle-Eastern in appearance, possibly European. And he struggled to place the shots of endless grey rock plains and jagged, pebble-strewn shorelines now being shown . . . Christ, he realised these were the Arctic fringes, remarkably free of snow and ice. The apparent severity of this unnaturally prolonged heat was sobering. Unnecessarily flashy graphics showed how the global temperature had steadily risen week by week.

The pudgy face of a vacuous, public school-educated government minister Steven particularly disliked now filled the screen. He instinctively reached for the remote again to change the channel but he stopped. And, for once, he listened. This moron couldn’t win: he was either sweating in a suit or looking awkward in shirtsleeves, sans tie. Today, he looked more uncomfortable than ever. But it was his tone which disturbed Steven. He had a different air about him tonight. There was all the usual smarm and spin, of course – the empty reassurances and trendy buzzwords: lessons will be learnt . . . I can assure you that everything which can be done is being done . . . our top people are working on this as we speak . . . – but was Steven detecting a slight nervousness too? A chink in the usual armour of bullshit?

Back to the studio. Like the politician, there was an unexpected edge to Anita Whatever’s voice as she introduced two studio guests. She sounded less rehearsed than normal, more involved. He always thought he’d have made a particularly crap newsreader himself, primarily because the older he got, the harder he found pretending to give a shit about anything that didn’t interest him. Likewise, he’d have made a godawful politician, having to lie on demand and change his opinion according to the party line or the direction the wind happened to be blowing at any given moment. It was the insincerity of both politics and the media he struggled with, and that, he decided, was what was different about what he was seeing tonight. There was a genuinely attentive tone to the woman’s voice, a real interest in what the experts in the studio were saying. He turned the TV up again.

‘And are there any signs of a respite in these extreme conditions?’

A wild-haired man in a tweed jacket shifted awkwardly on his chair. ‘It’s extremely difficult to make longer-term predictions. You know, this isn’t just about the local weather . . . this prolonged heat is undoubtedly linked to the activity we’ve been monitoring in and around the sun, though we can’t be sure to what extent.’

‘Or is it that you just don’t want to say?’ another guest said. The woman, late fifties, glasses on a chain around her neck, briefly looked from face to face before continuing. ‘The facts speak for themselves. Not only are these conditions way outside the norm for the United Kingdom, you also can’t ignore the fact, Dr Cross, that this is a global phenomenon. The report we’ve just seen backs that up. From what I understand there’s every indication that the activity you’ve detected is going to continue for the foreseeable future, if not increase.’

‘I think you’re being alarmist, Janet,’ Dr Cross said, quickly and dismissively. ‘There’s no need to—’

‘I’m not being alarmist,’ she protested. ‘There’s no point being alarmist. It wouldn’t matter what I said or how loud I shouted because it won’t make any difference to the facts. Let’s be honest here, we’re completely at the mercy of the sun and there’s nothing you or I or anyone else can do to change that.’

‘You make it sound as if—’

‘I’m not making anything sound like anything,’ she said quickly and angrily. ‘I’m a realist and I—’

‘Realist or pessimist?’

‘We’re both scientists, Dr Cross, it’s our duty to consider all eventualities.’

‘Yes, but there’s a world of difference between detecting some signs of unusual solar activity and predicting the death of the sun.’

A flurry of activity as the newsreader interjected. ‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut this short as we’re expecting a statement from the Prime Minister who’s just finished chairing a meeting of COBRA, so thank you to Dr Clive Cross of the European Space Project and Janet Hawes from the Institute for Meteorological Studies in Oxford.’

Cut to footage of a door surrounded by reporters through which the PM would inevitably appear at some point. When he didn’t immediately appear, the director cut to VT. A piece about a report into the nutritional content of free school meals. Hardly earth-shattering.

The front door opened. Steven turned the TV down again and looked up as Sam walked into the room. ‘Hey.’

‘Hey,’ she said. ‘You okay?’ She sat down in the armchair opposite. ‘Bit dark in here, isn’t it?’

‘I fell asleep.’

‘Busy day?’

‘They all are. You had a good evening? Yvonne okay?’

‘She’s fine. We had a really nice time, actually. Ended up eating at The Oak.’

‘Weren’t we going to go there . . .?’

‘I got bored waiting, Steve. You’ve been saying you’ll take me out for weeks.’

He shuffled upright in his seat, peeling himself off the leather again. ‘Was the food good?’

‘It was lovely. Very reasonable and plenty of choice. Have you eaten?’

‘I had something when I got in. I made a sandwich.’

‘Is that all you’ve had? Want me to make you something?’

‘No thanks. Not that bothered. Too hot. Your dad phoned, by the way.’

‘What did he say?’

‘Nothing much. Didn’t want to talk to me, he just wanted you. I offered to pass on a message but he hung up.’

‘I’ll call him back tomorrow. How did he sound?’

‘Like he always sounds when he talks to me.’

‘Isn’t it about time you two sorted this out?’

‘He won’t talk to me long enough to let me try. Everything I say, he shuts it straight down.’

‘He’s had a tough few years.’

‘I know. You keep telling me. Anyway, it’s not me who’s got the problem.’

She looked across at him, her face illuminated by the flickering TV light. He caught her eye and became self-conscious. Sitting in front of the box in his underwear with a can of beer in his hand: he looked like a slob and he knew it. ‘So is that it?’ she said.

‘Is what it?’

‘Is that all you’re going to tell me about your day?’

He shrugged. ‘Not much else to tell, really. Very dull. Busy, but dull.’

‘I spoke to Jill at the office today,’ she said, and she paused for his response. He didn’t react. Kept his eyes on the TV. ‘I’m thinking about going back to work in the next few weeks.’

‘Why?’ he said, a little more animated now. ‘Are you sure you’re ready? You don’t have to rush back, you know. We’re okay for cash.’

‘It’s not just about the money though, is it? I need more than this, Steve. This house is so empty during the day, so quiet. And it’s not much better when you get home. You’re always too tired . . . We hardly even talk some nights.’

‘I think you’re rushing into it.’

‘I knew you’d say that, but it’s not just about what you think, is it? Don’t I have a say?’

‘Of course you do. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. It’s just . . .’

‘Just what?’

‘Nothing.’

‘No, come on . . .’

‘I don’t think you’re ready.’

‘It’s been more than two months. Believe me, I’m ready. I’m bored and I’m lonely, Steve. Sitting here all day every day is doing me more harm than good. I’m going to meet up with Jill early next week and talk it through, okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘That’s all you’ve got to say?’

‘Sounds like you’ve made up your mind. What else do you want me to say?’

‘I don’t know, something positive, perhaps? A little support? Anything?’ But he had nothing to offer. He felt her eyes on him, kept his own gaze fixed on the TV screen, looking anywhere but at her. ‘I think we need a holiday, Steve.’

‘Sounds good.’

‘I think we need some time away together, away from here. We agreed that going away would have been a bad idea while I was pregnant, but things have changed and I really think we should do it. I’d suggest going somewhere where we’re going to be guaranteed some decent sunshine . . .’

‘Try finding somewhere that isn’t these days,’ he said, managing a flicker of a smile.

‘I know, tell me about it. I was talking to Yvonne about how I’ve been feeling and going back to work and—’

‘Wait,’ he said, looking at her pointedly, ‘you’ve been talking to Yvonne about this, but not me?’

She held his gaze. ‘I talk a lot to you, Steve, you just don’t talk back.’

‘I do, it’s just . . .’

‘You don’t. And spare me all the usual excuses . . . you’re tired, bad day at the office . . .’

‘But that’s all true.’

‘It might well be, but it’s not good enough anymore. I tried to talk to you last night, but you just shut the conversation down, remember?’

Steven rubbed his face and wiped sweat from his forehead. He really didn’t need this, not now. ‘I didn’t.’

‘You did. I’m worried, love. I’m worried about us and I want to do something positive before things get out of hand. We need to connect again.’

‘We do connect.’

‘We don’t. We co-exist. We’re like flatmates at the moment, not husband and wife. We haven’t had sex in weeks. You barely even look at me . . .’

‘That’s not true.’

‘It is true.’ She sighed and slumped forward in her chair. ‘Since Jack died we—’

‘We’re okay, Sam,’ he interrupted fast. ‘Just a rough few weeks. I’ll get things sorted at work and this heat will start easing off and . . .’

‘You’ve been saying that since just after we lost him. You’re not listening to me, are you? This isn’t about the weather or your job or me going back to work, it’s about us. Yvonne said—’

‘Who cares what Yvonne said? I can’t believe you’ve been talking to Yvonne about this. Shit, you’d go crazy if I went around talking to other people about our relationship.’

‘Who would you tell?’

‘What?’

‘You heard me, who would you tell? You don’t talk to anyone else. You never go out with your mates anymore and you’re always telling me how you don’t get on with anyone at work. You make it impossible for me to see Dad and if I didn’t make the effort we’d hardly ever see your family either . . .’

‘I’m busy.’

‘Oh change the bloody record.’

‘You don’t understand. You don’t know what it’s like.’

‘I understand a hell of a lot more than you ever give me credit for. There are things we need to deal with, love, and the longer we leave them, the harder it’s going to get.’

‘What kind of things?’

‘I can’t believe you even have to ask me that. You know exactly what I’m talking about. Jack . . . all the plans we had . . . starting a family, maybe moving house . . .’

‘Well that’s all fucked now, isn’t it.’

‘We can try again.’

‘What, and go through all that again? All that for nothing?’

‘Statistically the chances of what happened happening again are next to—’

‘Statistically speaking, what happened shouldn’t have happened in the first place.’

‘It was no one’s fault. It was down to chance. No one could have predicted it. We couldn’t have done anything different.’

‘Maybe we could? Maybe I could?’

‘Like what?’

Steven said nothing. He switched off the TV and stared at the empty screen. He could feel Sam’s eyes burning into him. The tension in the room was unbearable and the only way he could find to diffuse it was to leave. He got up. ‘It’s too hot in here. You want a drink?’

‘No thanks. I’m going to bed. You coming?’

‘I’ll be up in a few minutes.’




      [image: ]And in the morning, he was still downstairs.
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