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“Hello?”

The midmorning sun blazed through six rectangular panes of glass at the back of the call box. Every pane was surprisingly intact, albeit sporadically cracked. The bottom panel of glass provided an exception. This was technically the penultimate frame, the seventh being fully cast in the same iron that formed the entire skeleton of the metal cuboid. The only remnants of this sixth pane were small jagged glass teeth that hung from the cold metal that housed them. The frame, largely red, was joined on its right hand side by one similar. Here however the glass was heavily decorated with graffitied etching, which served to render visibility opaque, both inwards and outwards. The only difference between this side and that directly opposite was the latter had hinges and a cupped handle which simultaneously promised both entrance and exit.

“Are you there?”

A shadow was formed on the final interior wall. The wall was forged of solid iron. Against its interior was housed a steel grey rectangular box. This casing, in turns scratched, buffed and shining, hosted a keypad of twelve square buttons. Above this, to the right, was located a slot into which coins could be slid. Below this, still to the right of the keypad, a holster for a telephone receiver was securely cabled by spiralled steel tubing. The shadow formed on the interior wall was holding the telephone receiver to its ear.

“Hi,” whispered the shadow presently. “Sorry ...”

“Oh Wilf!  You had me worried for a minute there.” The voice was as soothing as it was relieved; cautiously gentle, with concern that was almost but not quite parental in tone. “Is everything OK?”

In the bottom right hand corner of the public telephone box a spider, as large in body and leg span as it was dark in its blackness, shuffled out from behind a creased can of Coca-Cola and began to crawl up the interior angle. The can itself was folded into a crumple of white paper, greased in part with remnants of last night’s chips, some of which spilled out onto the concrete floor at Wilf’s feet. He nudged a couple towards the corner from where the spider had joined proceedings.

“Yes ...,” he said. “Well, no ...”

“Are you crying, Wilf?” Increased concern transmitted through the earpiece.

“Pardon? ... No, I’m not; I’m just ...”

In each corner of the panes to the right of Wilf’s peripheral vision, lumps of chewing gum in a variety of pastel shades provided further adhesion for the scratched panes of glass. The universal sign for anarchy was a frequent marker, as were both the word ‘scum’ and the name ‘Kev’, although not always in tandem. Some of the etchings were just key or coin marks carefully obscuring previous graffiti. 

“... Yeah. I’m crying.”

“Wilf.” The voice was now slightly sterner; control of the situation being assumed whether Wilf liked it or not. “What’s happened? Are you OK? Have you been hurt? Are you in trouble?”

Too many questions, really. Wilf stared at the floor of the call box, his feet a little too close for comfort to the perimeter of the almost-dry, definitely-sticky contents of the spilt can of pop - at least he hoped it was that, although neither could he really care less if it wasn’t. His brain remained a fuzz of white noise through which coherence occasionally forged a path.

“No, I’m fine ... well, not really ... No danger. No trouble. Not hurt ... I just ... I want to come home Els. I need to come home. Can you just come and get me?”

The voice of assertion reverted quickly to that of the big sister Wilf needed. “Course, Wilf, course! When do-”

“Now?”

A pause.

“Course. Yes. What time is it ... right, yes. It’ll take me four hours or so, you know?”

“I know. Thanks Els.”

“Right. I’ll be off in five minutes.”

The tears had now eased, and Wilf spoke with less of a tremble. “Els?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t say anything to Mam and Dad. Not yet.”

A sigh of awkward indecision. “Okay Wilf.”

“And Els?”

“Yes Wilf?”

“Thank you.”

“No problem. It’s what big sisters are for. Now go home, put the kettle on, make a brew and get yourself sorted. I’ll be up in no time.”

Wilf replaced the handset on the holding bracket and wiped across his eyes with the blue-and-white striped woollen sleeve of his jumper. He pushed open the door of the call box with his shoulder, exited without giving the awaiting queue of students any eye contact, and headed to the flat.

Then

ONE



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One


[image: ]




Wilf watched as the car drove slowly away from him, down the road until it was beyond his vision, and then shut the door. Bar the hum of the electricity meter, there was no noise. He shuffled through the hallway, his socked-feet padding against the thinly-carpeted floor. Momentary indecision about which way to turn - just to the right towards his room, or left towards the living room and kitchen - was solved by the realisation that the milk had not yet been returned to the fridge. Wilf walked across the floor of the flat, his feet still not accustomed to the sensation of this new home, until carpet gave way to linoleum. If the carpet felt thin, the lino may as well have not been there for all the protection it gave Wilf’s feet; every little bump, bobble, loose chipping and tear asserted its presence. At least it was clean, he thought, choosing not to inspect it as he had seen Mam doing an hour earlier.

The kettle was still warm. Wilf opted to re-boil and make himself another cup of tea, killing the time it took by washing up the mugs Mam and Dad had used. In cold water; there was no evidence that the boiler had been called upon for hotter water or indeed heating in the recent past. Wilf poured a quarter inch of milk into his mug, sourced a teabag from the Tupperware pot Mam had placed on the kitchen top, and plopped it into the mug. When the kettle finally boiled, announcing its achievement with a barely-audible click, Wilf filled the mug to within a quarter inch of its rim. Tentatively he caught a corner of the teabag between thumb and finger, dunked it up and down a half dozen times, then popped it into the plain white plastic bag Mam had hung on the kitchen door in lieu of a bin. Tea made, Wilf retraced his steps and headed into his room. 

His room; this was his room. He had had no choice in the matter, having entered the ground floor flat to find that he was not the first to have done so. An as-yet unseen and unnamed person had already laid claim to the bigger room, the one at the front overlooking the yard of concrete that separated the tall bay window from the low brick wall and spiked railings that provided a boundary with the street. The interior door to that room was slightly ajar; sufficient to enable Wilf to determine the room to be full of belonging but devoid of owner, despite the gloom induced by the closed curtains. Wilf’s room was at the back, east-facing, and overlooking a larger rectangle of concrete that grew colonies of moss sporadically towards its own boundary wall, significantly taller and decorated along the top by a row or two of broken bottle shards set in concrete.

Light shone into the room through net curtains. Wilf sat down on the bed, his mug of tea steaming on the adjacent wooden desk which conspired with the exterior wall to trap the top end of the bed. He surveyed the floor: two large bags, a rucksack, a large supermarket-sourced cardboard box containing various electrical items, a smaller box crammed with cassette tapes, his guitar. With resigned reluctance he contemplated making a start on organising the start of the rest of his life. As Dad had half-joked in his parting shot, as he revved the engine of the car: Wilf was on his own now - a big boy. 

Every time Wilf contemplated this fact his stomach lurched from top to bottom, side to side in a conflict of simultaneous excitement and fear. Here he was: able to make his own decisions and face the immediate consequences on his own terms for the first time in his life. Yet here he was also: having to make his own decisions and facing the immediate consequences on his own for the first time in his life. Indeed, everything he now considered was bitter-sweet. There were no already-friendly faces to which to turn, as far as he knew. This was, however, tempered by the fact that he could be whoever he wanted to be and nobody would know any different. To people he met now, Wilf from Croalworth would be the person stood in front of them, not the person he had grown up as. And he now had money to spend as he saw fit, the opportunity to buy things he might never have bought previously, to show responsibility. On the other hand, where would he turn when the money ran out?

He would be all right, reckoned Wilf. The summer in Cork had been a decent enough test of the water. There he was able to be himself but with the relative safety parachute provided by his aunt and cousins. There was family near-enough by up here too, although less familiar to him. Still, they were sufficient enough a security blanket to ease Mam’s usual concerns, not least because they were her side of the family. And it wasn’t as if he had moved to the opposite end of the country, either. The drive up had taken a leisurely five hours, but an hour of that had been consumed trying to find somewhere to eat in Harrogate. The train would take less time. 

Wilf’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key turning in the front door. His stomach didn’t so much lurch at this as plummet like a deadweight. He listened keenly to the shuffle of footsteps in the hallway, quietly swinging his legs off the bed ready to stand, which he did on the cue of the door shutting to. He made his way towards his open bedroom door and called out.

“Hello?”

“Hello?” came a male voice from the doorway. The accent struck Wilf immediately as being brasher, harsher than the warm northern tones to which he was accustomed. 

The owners of both voices moved towards each other, still mutually out of sight. 

“Are you Chris?”

“No, I’m Wilf.”

“Where’s Chris?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know who Chris is, sorry. And I don’t know who you are either, sorry.”

“I’m Dom, Dominic. I live here. Well I do now, anyway.”

“Oh right. Hi Dom. I’m Wilf.”

“Yes, you said. I thought Chris was going to be living here. They told me the other person was called Chris.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I know I got this place late. Maybe Chris was supposed to come but changed his mind.”

A short pause ensued, but one long enough to make Wilf feel sufficient discomfort to revert to his mam’s way of dealing with stress.

“Kettle’s not long boiled,” he said. “Want a brew?”

“A what?”

“A brew; a cup of tea. Or coffee. I’ve both.”

“Yeh. Go on then. I’m just going to stick this in here then I’ll meet you in there, Ralph.” Dom gestured with his head in turn to the bags in his hand and then the living room.

“Wilf,” corrected Wilf.

“Yeh. See you in a few minutes.”

Wilf made tea. He played safe:  put a bit of milk in, left the sugar on the table in the living room, before sitting down on one of the two brown settees that rested against the two walls. His choice of settee faced the window looking out onto the same back yard as his bedroom; the other choice stood with its back to the dividing wall towards his room, facing the television and a dusty-looking gas fire. Dom ambled in, nodded at Wilf and picked up the mug of tea.

“There’s no sugar in it,” warned Wilf. Dom scooped two teaspoons of sugar from the freshly-opened bag, and stirred them vigorously into his drink.

“Where’re you from?” asked Wilf.

“Esher,” said Dom. “Surrey. What about you?”

“Croalworth. Near Manchester.”

“Ah.” Dom stared into his mug of tea, the task of maintaining the conversation left to Wilf.

“My Mam and Dad brought me across this morning with all my stuff. We didn’t get here ‘til about two though.” Still nothing from Dom. “Did you come up yesterday then?”

“Nah. Been up a week. Came up for Freshers’ Week. You missed all that.”

“Oh, I didn’t know. I just had a letter saying my course starts tomorrow. What did I miss?”

“Nothing much. Just ... yeh, nothing much.” Dom slowly began to thaw. “What course are you doing?”

“English. I nearly did teaching, but not here. Got better results than I thought, so I decided to give this a go. What about you?”

“Graphic Design. I didn’t really want to come here to be honest with you; I was supposed to be going to Edinburgh.”

“How come you didn’t?”

Dom let out a sly laugh. “Got wrecked the night before the last exam, didn’t I. Might not have been fully awake when I sat it.”

Wilf and Dom reached simultaneously for the comfort blanket of their mugs, both choosing to mask their awkwardness with the act of drinking. Wilf looked round the room, particularly the higher corners, whilst Dom stared down at the mug in his hand.

“It’s a bit weird, isn’t it,” said Wilf finally.

“What is?”

“Well, this. We’ve never met, neither of us have lived on our own - well, I certainly haven’t - and here we are, thrown together in a house that neither of us had seen before we got to the front door and that’s it for the next year.”

“Eight months,” corrected Dom.

“Well, yeah, but we’re having to pay for a year.”

“True. That all seems a bit of a con to me.” 

Conversation finally began to flow with greater ease, and by the time Wilf retired to his room to begin unpacking he had learned much about Dom. Whilst he was not yet sure they were destined to be best of friends, he was at least convinced the next few weeks and months might not be completely unbearable. Dom certainly appeared to be much more at ease with the prospect of the new freedom, but then he did have the advantage of having had an extra week in the city. He had certainly made it clear he was enjoying the independence from his parents, a fact which made Wilf feel strangely attached to his own. Dom also appeared to have a much more confident attitude, or at least made Wilf feel slightly inferior for his own natural apprehension.

When he had reasoned it was no longer too early to eat a meal Wilf left his room and crossed into the kitchen. The possibilities seemed both infinite and simultaneously limited. He had brought up a couple of boxes of food, sufficient to last a good couple of weeks according to Mam, although he suspected she somewhat overestimated his ability to cook. Beans on toast seemed instantly appealing; quick, easy and perhaps the ultimate comfort food. He might even fry an egg to go with it. Wilf was just about to open the fridge when he was startled by a knock on the front door. He hadn’t anticipated that people might knock on his door. Out of his initial confusion came a range of questions. What if it was Chris and there had been some mistake? Maybe it was just a neighbour popping round to welcome them? Before he had even crossed the living room he heard the door slam shut. Wilf carried on, and saw the door to Dom’s room open wider. The lights were off. The knock had evidently been for him. Wilf turned round, returned to the kitchen and resumed his culinary adventures.

Dom hadn’t returned by the time Wilf had finished his tea, washed up and tidied up the kitchen after himself. He hadn’t returned by the time Casualty had finished. There was no sign of Dom when Wilf decided to call it a day after watching the football highlights either, and he decided he might as well just go to bed. It wasn’t quite the first night he had expected, although he didn’t really have any specific expectations. He had just not considered he would spend it doing nothing on his own.

When Wilf woke the following morning it was with the sound of rain drumming against the window pane by his head. Grabbing a handful of the thin orange floral curtains that were intended to keep out light, he sat forward, sneaking a peek into the new beginning. This beginning, revealed through a cobwebbed corner of window, was disappointingly represented by a succession of sporadic circles forming with regularity in the puddles in the back yard. Releasing the fabric, he rolled over and shifted the alarm clock round by a few inches so he could read the time: 0716. Cursing his body clock Wilf sighed, lay back on his pillow, then closed his eyes in vain hope of enticing the return of sleep. 

Sleep was not forthcoming. The prospect became even less likely as Wilf began to sense presence in the living room, beyond the wall just behind his head. There were no voices to decipher; however, the more he tried to convince himself it would just be Dom, the less he actually believed it. Eventually irritation with his inability to come to an adequate conclusion led Wilf to get out of bed and head to the kitchen on the pretext of making a cup of tea.

Entering the living room, Wilf startled. Sat bolt upright, watching a cartoon on the television with the volume muted, was a broad-shouldered figure that was definitely not Dom. Wilf walked across the room. The figure did not move, but did at least speak.

“Morning, Sir,” said a deep voice from within the mass of shoulder-length blond hair that sat underneath a large black baseball cap. The depth of voice confirmed the initial impression of an unusually tall person. It belonged to a young man wearing a brown jacket, blue shirt and red jeans. 

(“Never trust a man in red trousers,” Wilf recalled Dad saying on more than one occasion. This was just one of his random advice quirks, filed alongside never trusting a man in dungarees and never trusting a man with a moustache. Come to think of it, it was always a man Dad warned against trusting, despite their mutual gender, although Wilf had to concede the advice was probably sage in any case.)

“Oh, yes; morning,” said Wilf. He paused briefly, then asked, “And, erm, I don’t mean to be ... well, you know... but, erm ... who are you?

“I’m Carl,” said the voice, but nothing else. Wilf felt a slight confusion; he’d be the first to admit he wasn’t the most conversational of people, but this was something else.

“This might sound a bit rude,” he said after a few seconds of silence, “but what are you doing here, Carl?”

“I’m watching a cartoon.” There was no edge to Carl’s tone, no hint of facetiousness, and this only served to puzzle Wilf more.

“Hmm. Yes ...” he resumed; “I’m just not sure why you are watching it here, in my - well, it’s not exactly mine, but-”

“Oh, yes. Course. I’m Dom’s friend. He said I could stop over. Sorry. Is that all right?”

Wilf shrugged. “Yeah, course, I suppose.” There wasn’t a great deal else he could say. “I’m just going to make a cup of tea. Do you want one?”

“No thanks,” said Carl.

The tea was made to the soundtrack of a silence Wilf could not help but feel increasingly awkward with before he returned to his room. He had no desire to appear aloof or unfriendly; on the other hand, neither did he want to make forced conversation with somebody who seemed completely disinterested in it. There had been no attempts at communication from Carl, and his gaze did not appear to divert from the television whilst Wilf was in the kitchen. Nor, indeed, were there any when Wilf eventually shuffled his way back across the living room and into his bedroom. Shuffling his pillows up against the wall, he climbed into bed and sat upright, mug resting on his duvet-covered lap. Within ten minutes he heard the front door slam shut, and when he got up half an hour later it was to the sound of snoring from Dom’s room and no sign of Carl.

Wilf switched the television back on. There was no signal, just a fuzz of visual noise that flickered intermittently. He walked over to the set, and pushed the top button. There were five buttons, in vertical sequence. The set switched off. He pressed it again and the black and white grain returned to the screen. He pushed the button below and a picture flickered on and back off. He pushed again, discovering that the longer he held the button down the longer the picture stayed on the screen until, after a ten second depression the picture came on and stayed on. Hymns from a church: fantastic, thought Wilf, deflated. He pushed the other buttons in sequence before settling on a black and white film from the 1950s. It would do whilst he ate breakfast and considered how he might spend this first full day of freedom and independence.

It was in the absence of better ideas and with Mam’s eternal caution in mind, that Wilf concluded the best plan for the day might actually be to explore his surroundings. He had initially hoped that Dom might be able to give him some clues, maybe even a tour of the city. However, it was now nearly eleven o’clock in the morning and he was aware the day was already ebbing into typical Sundayness without any hint of waking life from his new housemate. Digging deep into his rucksack Wilf pulled out the rudimentary map sent by the Student Union. The crisply folded paper identified routes to the campus from the City Centre, and was accompanied by a list of bus numbers. The destinations of these digits provided a visual city circumference. With a new-found sense of purpose Wilf grabbed his coat from the back of his bedroom door, zipped it up and stepped out onto the rain-soaked pavement, dodging in turn shards of broken glass and skids of dog dirt as he wandered to find the nearest city-bound bus stop. 
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“Good morning, boys and girls,” drawled the beard from the front of the lecture hall before scouring the tiers of faces in front of him, “and ladies and gentlemen too.”

Wilf had secured a spot on the far left of the hall, about half way up the twenty or so rows of seats, each backed by a gently curving slab of pale wood that served as a writing desk for the row behind. He reckoned there must be about eighty people dotted around the hall, sufficient to give the impression that there was a large enrollment without forcing anybody to have their personal space invaded unwillingly. On the whiteboard at the front, behind the navy blue-suited beard, were written the words “English. BA (Hons). Year 1. Professor Keith McGinlay.” 

“My name is Professor Keith McGinlay,” confirmed the beard in a flat, almost-bored north-easterly accent, “a fact which you might have guessed, if your powers of deduction were sufficient to conclude my name isn’t B.A. English.” A few nervous chuckles echoed across the lecture hall as he continued, “and I haven’t got any honours, unless you count my 25 metres swimming badge.” Professor McGinlay looked up from his notes towards his audience. “I can see some of you don’t believe me,” he deadpanned. “I’ll have you know that behind this lithe figure lies a ten-year-old who was the first to get his badge at school.” 
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