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        In Volume (IV) of “The Water Tower”,

        the primary narrative re-commences on

        the last day of February 2017,
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        depicted in Volume (III)
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            Overture

          

          ENDINGS (I)

        

      

    

    
      (i)

      Endings. They’re such ignoble things.

      Like the lights on all our harbours – distant, almost imperceptible at first, growing brighter as we edge closer. They’re the voice at the end of the phone; there, but not quite there. Until the moment comes when they drown out every other sound and the world speaks in one unified note of sadness.

      Endings. They’re the dreams unfulfilled, the promises undelivered, the fates unreconciled.

      Seldom, when they come, are they anything other than abrupt. So often, they carry with them the wish that there could have been something more; more time, more opportunity, more chances. More tomorrows. Endings rarely arrive gift-wrapped, bow-tied or neatly arranged, with all of their histories settled and their questions answered. They are the blunt instruments of finality; cold, unforgiving and sudden.

      Endings. They leave so much unresolved.

      If only there had been one more day, before the end. A day to ask the question that had never been asked. A day to impart the words that had never been imparted. A day to hear the person who most needed you to hear them. A day to seize the moment that had, for so long, rested untouched or relinquished. A day that would have made the perfect tomorrow.

      Only the lucky few will meet their ending with no mountains left to climb. With the final page of their story bequeathing them a satisfying completeness; a denouement to their life leaving no stone unturned; no problem unresolved; no difficult, knotty, or untied thoughts to linger. In most cases, there will be at least one loose thread that haunts those left behind; one which yearns not to be left hanging, which thirsts to be wound with orderly precision into the tapestry of life from which it came.

      We will, all of us, face an ending. Not our own; ours will be the ending someone else must face. Instead, we will each face another. Perhaps this ending will meet us in the dead of night, on a cold winter morning, or amidst the sweet surrender of a lazy afternoon. One way or another, it will come; a shapeless shape without fixed form.

      A grandfather’s last breath in a room overlooking the river; a room that someone filled with all the memories of home.

      A mother clasping the hand of her child as one of them fades away forever.

      A candle lit in a cathedral of memory; the end of a rosary and a final benediction.

      A slow tear falling for someone left behind.

      A lover resting on a bench in Ashfield Park, where the grass is dying and a woman is walking away.

      A note placed on a dressing table, as her makeup runs and he lies sleeping in the bed behind her.

      A text message sent just as the moon starts climbing, signed with a symphony of words that masked what she really wanted to say.

      “I just can’t do this anymore…”

      A couple who were friends once – before they fell in love, then casually slipped into a cradle of silence from which they would never recover.

      A train leaving a station, bound for the City, carrying the one who was never supposed to go.

      The last day at the office.

      A friend watching from a window.

      A door closing on all the bitter, remorseless words two people exchanged.

      A final kiss – long and deep and moist with meaning.

      A pair of tired eyes closing to the sound of a goodnight serenade.

      A full life lived; its final breath a carriage for the softly-spoken forget-me-not of some departing soul.

      The last time a look of love, reserved just for him, passed fleetingly over the girl with the emerald eyes.

      Endings. However they find you, however you come to meet them, their arrival will take you on a journey; along a road that will be travelled by everyone you’ve ever known. The man next door. The woman across the street. The couple on the Clapham bus.

      You will search for the same rationalisation that they sought. You’ll try to reconcile yourself to the new normal, using the memory of all that came before as your purchase on reality. But the house you lived in won’t feel quite the same by then. That song on the radio won’t ever sound the way it used to; its once-perfect chords will be warped somehow, corrupted. And the path across the meadow – the one you used to walk together – won’t seem quite as inviting anymore.

      You might resist the ending, when it comes. But eventually, you’ll learn to embrace it. You’ll hold it closer; let it mould you, sculpt you, renew you. Allow it to open the door to something else. Something unexpected. Something that wasn’t there before. Something new.

      A beginning.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      There is a clock on a mantelpiece, shining bronze and polished silver. It chimes on the hour, every hour, as it has since the day it was put there. It is cleaned diligently each week; its mechanisms, rotating chrome balls and ornate spokes are dusted until the same gleaming light reflects off its surface as it did when the clock’s owner first brought it home.

      To the best of the owner’s knowledge, it has never stopped. It has been a consistent, dependable timepiece; a reliable companion that has ticked away the years – never deviating, never pausing. It has been wound regularly; typically on a Friday, as part of the owner’s morning routine. It is a memento; a reminder of a day that was unlike any other. The clock is a keepsake; its presence a recognition of the fact that, no matter how far we travel, there are some memories that will always stay with us.

      Sometime – a long time after our time – the owner of the clock dies. It is twenty past two in the morning when she passes. There is a rain shower just after midnight. The sky is tinged with a rich infusion of colour that carries the owner of the clock away; a deep blue that bleeds into the black.

      The morning after their death, the owner’s next of kin steps into a house that they too had often thought of as home. They run their fingers along the crystal glass dome of the clock and realise that, for the first time in its lifetime, it is motionless.

      It has stopped.

      At twenty past two in the morning.

      As if the clock too had somehow sensed an ending.

      The clock’s new owner hesitates, unsure of what comes next. In the end, he does what he knows the dearly departed would have wanted him to do.

      He winds the clock and sets it running again.

      It chimes on the hour, every hour, for its new owner now.

      Ticking away the hours until sunset.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            February

          

          (CONTINUED)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “For…”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 35


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And the angels who did not stay within

        their own position of authority,

        but left their proper dwelling,

        he has kept in eternal chains under gloomy darkness

        until the judgment of the great day.”

        (Jude 1:6, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      The world was a blur. Nothing made sense, and nothing ever would again.

      “For…”

      The meeting ended quickly after that. Around the horseshoe, Councillors and officials alike stacked their papers, collected their bags, and began to depart. Somewhere, deep within his subconscious, Adam registered the sound of Johnson’s voice bringing the curtain down on proceedings. “That concludes our business for tonight,” he said. “Thank you, Councillors. Have a safe journey home,” although Adam didn’t really process what he’d heard until much later.

      Beside him, Jan launched herself to her feet, rushing to exit the room with her phone clamped to her ear. He half-heard her muttering the words “Fuck… Kendall…” but he didn’t have the strength to respond.

      The room started to clear. He remained where he was for a long, lonely time; locked into his seat, watching Victoria, as if held in place by some unyielding, unrelenting force of nature. She was sitting, too, her face pale and her expression still harbouring the trace signs of blunt shock; as if she were trying to come to terms with her own actions. Then she stood, absorbing the stunned responses of her fellow Councillors around the table. They all had something to say; some were startled, others were delighted, a few were despondent. But she wasn’t listening; he saw where she was heading. Who she was walking towards.

      All Adam knew in that painful, electric second was that he had to get out of the chamber before she rounded the desk and reached him.

      He launched himself to his feet and walked – blindly and unthinkingly – out of the door. He caught sight of Hugo as he stood; both he and Elaine appeared crestfallen. Their faces were ashen. Herbert’s complexion was tinged with purple as he blustered like the bag of hot air he was, crying outrage and hollering across the emptying room about how Victoria had “killed her career – killed it – never mind the fact that the village will lynch her first!”

      He saw Vanessa too; staring coldly at the approaching Victoria, levelling her voice in an even, unforgiving tone that delivered two words which ricocheted through Adam’s brain as he grabbed the handle and heaved the chamber door open. “You – liar,” she said, her tone dripping with the unrepentant fuel of emotional poison.

      “Adam!” Clarissa called as he passed. “Adam – wait! There’s something wr⁠—”

      But he was through the door. He was walking down the corridor and then he was in the foyer, in the midst of a mass of people who were united in disbelief and fury.

      It had all happened so quickly; as soon as the vote had been taken and the result declared – that the Tower would fall – the meeting had been brought to a sudden and abrupt close. That’s how it always ends, isn’t it? When there’s no more to say, when the decision’s been made and they’ll brook no argument. There’s never anything else. Just the sound of a guillotine falling. And nothing beyond.

      Everywhere he looked, there was blind anger. Clusters of people who, minutes earlier, had been spectators awaiting their chance to hail Victoria Kendall a hero were now stricken by disloyalty; lost in the wilderness of incredulity.

      How did this happen? How did we lose?

      “For…”

      He couldn’t make out everything they were saying. He didn’t need to; he could see enough on their faces.

      “—betrayed us!” someone said.

      “—never forgive her for this.”

      She betrayed all of us, he thought. She betrayed me.

      “For…”

      Through the sea of noise, he was suddenly aware of a set of footsteps closing in behind him. He didn’t turn; he didn’t dare, in case it was her. And he couldn’t face her now.

      A hand reached out and grabbed the elbow of his jacket, trying to stop him in his tracks. He spun on his heels and found himself looking down at Clarissa, an expression of desperation etched onto her face.

      “Please, Adam – you need to talk to her,” she implored. “You need to find out wh⁠—”

      But he turned away, willing himself to blot out the sound of Clarissa’s voice as it faded behind him the closer he came to the exit.

      “Adam!”

      He didn’t know if she’d follow him, so he quickened his pace. Through the throng of people he travelled, where he could feel the shock still resonating, like waves amidst a rising tide of unforgiving resentment.

      Why, he asked himself? Over and over again, the question repeated like a drumbeat in his head that he was convinced would never go away.

      Why did she do that? To us? To me?

      His senses were dulled. His mind was numb.

      How can this have happened? Victoria… why?

      He pushed his way through a knot of people. The world around him was just a grey miasma now. His vision tunnelled. There was nothing except the path he was cutting through the crowd; towards the inviting, open door and the cold night air that lay beyond. He needed to get away. He needed to escape. He needed to breathe.

      “For…”

      “Addy, what the fuck is going on?” Jan Clifford broke away from a group of people she’d been engaged in conversation with and made towards him. His throat felt constricted, so he didn’t – he couldn’t – answer. He just shook his head, waved a hand to dismiss any prospect of conversation and walked on.

      The cool breeze struck his senses as soon as the door opened. The night-time chill washed over him in a rush of sweet relief. He gulped in mouthfuls of fresh air as he raced on; emerging from beneath the stone portico, passing the Corinthian columns and galloping down the steps across Central Square to where Hilda and Madison were waiting.

      “Adam – what in the world is happening? Someone told us – they said we’ve lost? That Victoria⁠—”

      “It’s true,” he answered, desperate to stem the flood of questions he knew would follow, none of which he could answer.

      “She – she done this t’ us?” Madison said. “She – I thought she wus⁠—”

      Yeah, Mads. So did I.

      He wanted to run, but his legs felt like lead. He couldn’t think. The world around him was defined only by the fog that misted his mind. As he searched for his exit, he felt sure that he would never think clearly again.

      All around him, as far as his eye could see, the mass of protestors were trying to come to terms with the news. The same, sharp, penetrating blade of shock had been thrust into the hearts and minds of each of them, twisting further and further beyond its point of entry, carrying with it the same, all-pervading sense of devastation that Adam had felt too. In the moment that she made her choice.

      “For…”

      In the moment that she had plunged an ice-cold dagger into his chest. In the moment when his world had disintegrated; when the private haven he’d shared with her had shattered in the wake of a single, spoken word.

      “For…”

      In the moment that she had betrayed him.

      There was a mounting sense of injustice weaving its way through the mass; he could feel it too. It wasn’t just that they’d lost; it was the unfairness of it. The unreasonableness of their new circumstance. The death of the deeply-held belief that their voices would be heard. The final dashing of their hopes that someone, somewhere would be listening. No one was.

      “Adam,” he heard Hilda ask as he marched on through the Square, not even sure himself where he was headed, his friends at his heels, “what happened? Why would she⁠—”

      The sound of shattering glass tore through the night, heralded by the wail of a car alarm. They turned their heads in unison. Adam spotted the silhouettes of two figures racing away from the car park at the back of the Town Hall, twisting their necks as they ran, glancing back the way they’d come. They came skidding to a halt in Central Square as one of them spread his arms, yelling in the direction of the car park.

      “Who’s laughing now, you fucker? How’d you like that?”

      Distantly, Adam could see a stocky, suited figure that he recognised as Neil Marchant jabbing his key fob in the direction of one of the parked cars to silence the alarm. They’d caved in his windscreen; the jagged edges of the glass that still clung to its frame were just visible through the darkening night.

      “What – what the hell have you done?” Marchant called. He looked shaken. Adam couldn’t blame him. From the corner of his eye, he registered the slowing movement of the crowd as more people turned to watch.

      “You can pay for it with a few of them brown envelopes you’ve been taking!” the second figure yelled back.

      “I’m calling the police!” Marchant shouted.

      “Fuck you!”

      Then they were gone. The vandals sprinted away, disappearing into the inky blackness of the park that overlooked the Town Hall. There were murmurs, a low purr of sound that rose in pitch as the two figures – both young lads, Adam had gleaned from their voices, one of them dressed in a tracksuit – vanished. No one made to stop them.

      He turned away from Neil Marchant, who was still agitating fruitlessly in their wake, but they were too far away now for anyone to intercept them. He looked at Madison, whose eyes followed the runaway figures as they leapt across a park bench before dissolving into the distance.

      “You know them?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Anthony,” she told him. “An’ Callum.”

      “Who was the man with the car?” Hilda enquired.

      “Neil Marchant,” Adam answered. Then, with a cynical smile, he added, “He was on our side. Imagine what they’ll do to someone who betrayed them.”

      Hilda’s face slipped into a shawl of sympathy; the same comfort blanket of understanding that he’d known all his life, the one that he suspected would always be there, no matter how much he wrestled with the fact that he didn’t deserve it.

      “Adam, we have to talk to her,” Hilda insisted. “We have to find out what happened. This is Victoria, for goodness sake!” She paused, lowering her voice before she added in a hushed tone, “Your Victoria. She wouldn’t just⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear what she has to say,” he bit back.

      Hilda looked startled. He couldn’t ever remember snapping at her before. Then her momentary surprise melted away as her eyes settled on something over Adam’s shoulder.

      “You might not have a choice,” she told him.

      Adam spun round. Victoria was emerging from the side entrance of the Town Hall, cutting a brisk pace through the thinning crowd, many of whom had begun to retreat to their cars or commenced their despondent journey back to Little Bassington. He could hear her voice – the same captivating timbre that had first pulled him into the circle of her gravity all those months ago – calling his name, but he tried to block it out. He didn’t want to listen.

      “Vics, wh – whut the fuck’s goin’ on? Wha’ you done?” he heard Madison ask.

      “Adam,” she said breathlessly. “I – need – to talk – Adam…”

      “Vics,” Madison pleaded.

      Victoria held up a hand imploringly in a bid to silence the young mum. She wasn’t listening – she wasn’t seeing – anyone else around her. Only him.

      “Fine. Fuck it. ‘M goin’ to find Clems,” Madison answered, and stalked off.

      Adam plunged his hands into his coat pockets, in a vain attempt to keep out the creeping chill. Without a word, he turned away from Victoria.

      “You talk to her,” he told Hilda in a low voice. “I want to be on my own.”

      He walked on, crossing the street and heading for the park beyond. Behind him, the distant figure of Neil Marchant was still framed in silhouette beside his shattered windscreen. The doors to the Town Hall’s main entrance swung open and a string of familiar faces came streaming out, lost in the black cloak of their failure.

      They were all there. Hugo and Elaine. Herbert and Vanessa. Jade and Paul. Anthea and Ray. Alma and Moira. Kayleigh and Si. Lucy and Hettie. Christine and Dean. Even Paula from the florists.

      A wolf moon had risen over the deepening night, its sharp light howling through the clouds.

      It shone over Adam, as he walked on.
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        * * *

      

      The man was watching from the window.

      He stood, almost perfectly still, his face lit only by the distant light of the near-full moon that crowned the night sky. He hadn’t turned on the lights. From his vantage point in the empty meeting room, he had an unspoiled view of Central Square, the edges of the park across the street and, crucially, the bustling congregations of people who were steadily spilling from the entrances and exits around the Town Hall.

      They had come in hope, most of them, and left in desolation. It didn’t pain the man to think that most of them would spend the night fuelled by a sense of despair and despondency. There had to be sacrifices, after all. There would always be compromises that needed to be met.

      He’d seen one such sacrifice made upon his own altar tonight. Before the slaughter, he’d maintained hope that some small reward, however slight, might have been bestowed upon the one who had offered herself as a sacrificial lamb in the pursuit of his cause. Not that she had had, ultimately, any choice, of course; but he’d felt her at least partially deserving of perhaps some minor token of goodwill in exchange for the sufferance she would now endure. A consolation prize. His way of showing magnanimity in victory. She would, after all, not simply lose her career, but the people she thought of as family – and, he suspected, the man she loved. That was a heavy price for anyone to pay.

      But there would be no reward. No gesture of conciliation No pacification or appeasement. She had rejected them all. He allowed a slight smile to cross his face, then, as he imagined the turmoil she must now be enduring. That was, to his mind, penance for the embarrassment he had earlier suffered at her hands.

      He waited in the room alone. One of the porters had been surprised to find him there, but he had reassured the stooped, scruffy attendant that he didn’t intend to stay long. Just until the Square had cleared. The last thing he wanted was to involve himself in an altercation. He had a reputation to maintain, after all. He wouldn’t quarrel with anyone who felt slighted by the events of the preceding hours; he would let matters take their natural course, allow them to follow their intended rhythm, and he would slide through the slipstream as he had always done – by saying the right things, offering the kinds of truths that people wanted to hear. He had been at pains to avoid the local newspaper; they would want his instant reaction, an immediate response. He never liked to give that. He preferred to bide his time, to stay secreted in the shadows until the opportune moment arrived. In due course, he would air his views; when he had finished carefully crafting the words, when he had thought through all the possible ramifications of what he might say. When he was ready.

      He used his reflection in the window to adjust his tie. The suit was relatively new, and it shaped itself around his shoulders well. He felt more comfortable tonight than he had done in months, both in and of himself.

      He’d spent nearly half an hour gazing from the window, watching the world go by. He’d studied the crowded Square as it had filled with a mass of bodies that looked like worker ants. He’d seen them knotting together, dispersing, then knotting together again in disparate bunches; angry clusters of disaffected, wounded soldiers trying to find reason amidst the chaos.

      He’d seen the two hooligans racing away from the scene of their crime. They had vandalised something. He’d heard the sound of glass breaking, observed the slow wave of attention that the incident had gained as the chatter of the crowd muted for a few moments while the hooligans screamed obscenities. He’d imagined that the damage itself had been an act of tokenism; that whatever they had broken had not been targeted specifically, but had been chosen because it represented everything they had come to rage against. Its destruction, no doubt, had provided them with an outlet for the anger they’d kept contained for months. Before tonight, they’d had something to channel that anger towards; a goal in sight, an outcome within reach. Now there was nothing. Their aspirations lay in tatters at his feet.

      Soon after, he’d become aware, vaguely, of a figure in the distance, trailing away from the others. It was someone the man thought he’d recognised; the young journalist, the one who seemed to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. He’d been marching away from Central Square towards the park where, minutes earlier, the two hooligans had fled. He’d been followed.

      Followed by the man’s very own sacrificial lamb.

      He wasn’t surprised. He hadn’t expected her to simply let go without a fight. She wasn’t the kind of woman who would sit back and let her life fall apart.

      The moonlight reached through the panes, his only source of illumination as time wore on. He kept watching. Steadily, the crowd thinned. There were still people coming and going, but they were ebbing away now; there was, after all, nothing more they could do here. The game had reached its end.

      The blustering fat butcher had spent some time raging at the bottom of the stone steps. The man had watched his animated display of incandescence, but he couldn’t make out any of what the butcher had been saying. In the end, even the butcher had had to admit defeat and head home, scurrying away with the rest of the worker ants. It was over.

      The man could hear little from outside the room; the main foyer beyond appeared silent and deserted to his ears. So he was surprised when the door creaked open slightly and a figure stepped inside. She walked tentatively across the threshold, uncertain of her surroundings. She glanced around the room, her eyes adjusting to the darkness, peering through the gloom until she found him. He was momentarily surprised by her presence; he hadn’t expected anyone else to still be inside.

      “Hullo?” the figure said.

      She was slight and scrawny of frame; noticeably underweight in fact. Her black hair was tangled in places, its greasy and rumpled strands entirely in keeping with the grey hoodie and scruffy jeans she wore. She looked unappealing to him, but he tried to keep his feelings at bay, never allowing even the vestiges of his contempt to show on his face.

      Pitiful. Unclean. A wreck.

      “S-sorry,” the figure muttered, “I were lookin’ for Cl – oh. ‘S you.”

      Her roaming eyes settled upon him. When her brain processed what she’d seen, when at last she’d identified him, the man detected a note of— what was that in her voice? Fear? Or just a healthy respect for power?

      The man turned away from the window and clasped his hands behind his back. He painted on the most inviting smile he could muster and welcomed her.

      “Hello Madison,” said Robert Grainger. “Come in.”
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        * * *

      

      Victoria had followed him to the park.

      “I told you – I want to be on my own.”

      She quickened her pace to keep up. He could hear the ragged breaths that accompanied her pursuit; but as she knew all too well, his legs were longer and she was struggling to match his lengthy, decisive strides.

      “Nice try, Adam,” he heard her saying, “but that’s not how this whole relationship thing works. Being on your own isn’t what you signed up for. You’re stuck with me forever.”

      “I don’t want to know,” he snapped.

      “Where are you going?”

      “As far away as I can get.” In truth, he had no idea where his footfalls were taking him. He’d left the Council chamber and just kept on walking; passing by everyone else in a blur of indecision as he’d marched on, directionless and alone.

      “Will you – slow – down,” she panted. When he didn’t answer, she raised her voice. “Adam, there are things you need to understand. I need to tell you⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear any of them. Go home, Victoria.”

      “Will you just listen⁠—”

      “No!”

      “Listen to me, you bastard!”

      He stopped then, beside a bench identical to the one he’d seen the two vandals vaulting after their attack on Neil Marchant’s car. He cast his mind back to a time when she’d screamed those same words at him once before; then, like now, he’d been lost in a haze of disconnect, blind to everything except the torturous roiling of his mind and a striking sense of betrayal.

      He wondered whether Hilda had tried to talk to Victoria before she’d come charging after him, or whether she’d just let her go. He knew that Aitch would want answers too; the same answers that his own mind searched for, but which he was simultaneously afraid to hear.

      Oh, Aitch. I’m so sorry. To think that I betrayed you for… this.

      He leaned against the back of the bench as Victoria closed the distance between them and came to a breathless halt. She didn’t just look exhausted; she looked fatigued, as if the events of the night hadn’t just tired her but also placed some deeper, hidden strain on her body and soul.

      “Why?” he asked pointedly.

      She extended a hand, palm-first towards him. “Sit down,” she said, calmly, pointing to the bench. “We can talk.”

      “Why?” he asked again. “What’s the point? When all this time, for all these months, you’ve been playing me.”

      Whatever she’d been expecting him to say, it clearly hadn’t been that. “Wh – what?” she answered, still trying to catch her breath. “You think – you think that all of this – me and you, everything we’ve shared together – was a game? Oh, Adam, please don’t tell me that’s what’s running through that brain of yours!”

      He extended his arms in a gesture of supplication as she placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head skyward in disbelief. “Do you realise what you’ve done? Do you understand what’s going to happen now? It’s over, Victoria! The Tower’s gone. They’ll tear it down. You did that. You made that happen. They’ll bulldoze Whitechapel. Everyone – all of those people – will lose everything they’ve ever known. Kayleigh Morris and her boyfriend will lose. Your neighbours – your friends will lose. Madison – Madison – will lose. They’ll do exactly what they wanted. The only thing that was standing in their way was that Water Tower. And you just voted to demolish it. To demolish everything you’ve – we’ve been fighting for. You did that. No one else. You.”

      As he spoke, he allowed himself to be carried away on a tide of his own emotions, as everything he’d kept bottled up since that singular, terrifying moment rushed forth in a torrent of restless anguish.

      “For…”

      He watched Victoria turn away, and he understood then that she was fighting back tears.

      “How could you do that?” he whispered. “To Madison? To Hilda? To us.”

      She bit her lip, trying to stop herself from sobbing. “I spoke – I spoke to Grainger. If you’d listen, just for a minute, I can explain.”

      “Grainger?” For a moment, Adam was dumbfounded. Of all the people he’d imagined might have influenced her decision, the Mayor-to-be was the last person he’d ever have suspected. He’d been edging towards hearing her out; in spite of himself, he’d been on the cusp of acknowledging that he owed her that, if nothing else.

      But Grainger…

      It had to have been Grainger, didn’t it? It had to have been.

      “Forget it,” he told her. “This – right here, right now – this is how it was always going to be, wasn’t it? It doesn’t matter how much people are promised something to the contrary. It always ends the same way, doesn’t it? A broken word here. A second thought there. What chance do good intentions have when the wheels of power turn? You were always going to be forced to surrender, weren’t you? Because there’s always a closed door to hide behind. There’s always an offer waiting to be made, something tempting and appealing in all the right ways. There’s always a palm to be greased. Once you’re on the inside, those principles you once held dear just go weak at the knees, don’t they? Don’t worry; you’re not the first person to betray them for convenience. You won’t be the last.”

      “Adam—”

      “You’re no better than him,” he seethed. “You and Grainger, two peas in a pod. I don’t know what he promised you, but I hope it was worth it.”

      He pushed himself off the bench and took the first step of what he knew would be a long walk into the darkness.

      So this is how it ends, then? Same way it always did. With the ending that was always destined to be written.

      I’m living it again, aren’t I? The only story I’ve ever known.

      Why did I ever believe that she was different? What made me think that all those hopes and expectations would somehow be repaid in kind?

      She was never the woman I thought she was. People never are. You meet someone, you write their whole biography in your head. But everything you create there’s just a fiction.

      We want to believe – all of us. We want to believe so badly. But the truth is that people only ever disappoint. They’re empty and hollow. She took everything I gave her and she trampled all over it. So casually. So easily.

      And I should have seen it coming. But I didn’t.

      And he knew why.

      Because it’s lonely without her.

      That’s why we all keep on believing, when it comes down to it; through the bruises and the betrayals, that’s why we keep the faith. Because it’s hard – it’s so hard – to keep going without the one you love.

      Well, I’m done. I’m through believing.

      The dull ache of his next realisation was on him before he could collect his thoughts.

      I put her before Hilda. Before everyone.

      Oh my God, Aitch, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

      “I didn’t do this for me,” he heard her call. “Adam, please. I did this for y⁠—”

      “Don’t – you – dare.” He spun on his heels and saw her flinch as the force of his words struck her. For the second time that night, his response – sharper than steel teeth and colder than ice – stung one of the few people in the world he loved.

      Thought I loved, he corrected himself.

      “Try and justify this however you like, tell yourself what you will, but don’t you dare say that you did this for me.”

      He took in her face, pale and worn and washed in desolation. Her eyes were still the same – those deep coffee eyes that he’d thought he could drown in – but it was as if he were looking at a different person now. And the way she looked at him…

      It’s as if she doesn’t recognise me.

      But then, I hardly recognise myself.

      “You have no idea – no idea – how much I’ve done for you. The lengths I’ve gone to,” he said.

      “Wh – what does that mean?”

      So he told her. Through the blind heat of his anger, he told her all his secrets. Her tears spilled and the weight of all his burdens lifted.

      When it was over, when there was nothing left to say, she stood gasping for breath, one hand resting on the bench as she fought to steady herself.

      “I’m going now. Don’t follow me,” he told her.

      Then he turned and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Hilda rummaged in the glove compartment, foraging through the gloom for the driving gloves that she was sure she’d left there. She’d got into the habit of wearing them whenever she used the car; which, she admitted to herself, seemed to happen less and less these days.

      Finding and extracting the gloves, Hilda ran her hands over the material; the stretch fabric bristled beneath her fingertips. Elasticated at the cuff to allow for a more comfortable fit, they had a snakeskin print on one side. The palms were plain black. She considered them for a moment, remembering who had bought them for her.

      “I thought you ought to have a pair like this, Hilda. A good pair of driving gloves can make all the difference,” she heard him saying.

      Placing the gloves on the passenger seat, she switched on the interior light above the rear view mirror. Suddenly, she could see inside the glove compartment unhindered.

      Why didn’t I do that to start with, she wondered? There I was, fumbling around in the dark when all I needed was the light above my head.

      She’d managed to displace the contents of a small plastic box that was resting atop of two manuals she was almost certain she’d never read.

      Closing the glove compartment, Hilda lifted her phone from where she’d left it lying on the dashboard. The last text she’d received – from Madison – was still on display when the screen illuminated:

      
        
        Gone 2 find Clems. Will cum back with her.

        U don’t have to wait 4 me.

      

      

      She hadn’t acknowledged the text. Though she always felt a slight twinge of apprehension at the thought of leaving Madison to fend for herself, she knew that she had no right to pull the young mum by the apron strings. She would do her own thing; and she was old enough to take care of herself.

      And it’s not as if she’s your daughter, a gentle voice reminded her.

      Hilda scrolled through her phone, looking for the number that she needed now. She found it easily enough, then pressed the call button and held the device to her ear. The dial tone reverberated over and over. As she listened, she stole a glance out of the window. The car park had emptied relatively quickly, once people had come to terms with the fact that there was no longer any reason to stay. They had traipsed back to their cars, while those who hadn’t come under their own steam hitched a lift back to Little Bassington with friends or neighbours. Most of them, she suspected, would be heading to the Arms; to regroup and reassess or, in most cases, to just drink away the night’s failure. Hilda had embraced the chance to sit alone for a while. To think.

      The same questions were pouring through her mind as she knew they would be everyone else’s. She’d wanted so desperately to stop Victoria in her tracks; to ask her why she’d done what she did, to discover what could possibly have compelled her to support the demolition of the Tower. But she’d known that there was someone else who would need those answers first; someone who deserved to hear Victoria before any of the others. So she’d let her friend run past. Towards the park. Towards Adam.

      She’d let her go.

      The phone kept ringing. Hilda pulled her mobile away from her ear and glanced at the screen. There was still no answer from Constantine.

      That was the fifth time she’d tried to call him.

      Where are you?

      She posed the question to herself, without voice, knowing that no reply would come, yet still harbouring the hope that, somehow, he’d hear her.

      She answered Madison’s text. A quick, straightforward response comprised of just nine words.

      
        
        OK. Call me when you and Clarissa get back x

      

      

      Then she switched off the light, pulled on her driving gloves and started the engine. She saw a couple locked in an embrace by the bus stop across the road, framed beneath a street lamp, their lips pressed together.

      As she drove away, the echo of the dial tone resounding in her ear, she couldn’t help but feel that she was still fumbling around in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The corridor was empty. Clarissa had wanted to avoid as many of the people packing out the Square as she could. She’d thought that using one of the side exits would be the easiest way; a chance to slip off without being noticed. A kindly porter had directed her down here, where a redundant photocopier and a half-empty water cooler lay resting against the wall beside a door marked “Tea Room”.

      She knew that if she passed through the main throng of gatherers outside, there would be some who’d want to congratulate her, others who’d want to commiserate, and some who would just want to ask questions. She was desperate to swerve all three. She didn’t want to celebrate, she didn’t have the strength to mourn and – most of all – she didn’t have the answers. Despite having seen him rush away, appearing to all intents and purposes as if the walls of the world were closing in on him, she still believed that only Adam could get those.

      She saw Victoria as soon as the doors at the end of the corridor swung open. Both women stopped simultaneously. Clarissa wondered which of them would speak first. Her mind flitted through discordant possibilities, the myriad of ways she could begin the conversation, or pose any one of the host of questions that sat expectantly on her tongue.

      What happened? Why did you do it? What’s wrong? Have you spoken to Adam?

      In the end, Victoria saved her from the decision.

      “It’s getting colder out there. I think it’s going to rain.”

      Of all the ways she’d imagined they might begin, talking about the weather hadn’t been amongst them.

      “Have they – have they all gone?” Clarissa ventured.

      Victoria nodded. “There are still a few… stragglers. They’re trying to grapple with what happened.”

      “What did happen?” Clarissa asked, seizing the opportunity. “Victoria, you looked –you didn’t look like yourself in there. Are you – are you alright? What – what could possibly have happened to make you do that? After – after the election. After everything.”

      Victoria’s eyes fell. She studied the shade of royal red that carpeted the floor, then took a tentative step towards the photocopier and placed her hands on it. If she hadn’t known better, Clarissa would have thought that the older woman needed a purchase; as if she were fighting to stay upright. Had the events of the night really taken that much of a toll on her?

      “I had to make a choice,” she answered eventually. Then she fell silent.

      Clarissa felt a breath escape her lips; short and sharp and ragged.

      “That’s it?” she asked. “That’s – that’s all you have to say? You turned your back on everyone – on all of us – just like that, and that’s all we get?”

      Victoria swallowed, lost in a long moment, before she turned to face Clarissa, her arms spread-eagle.

      “Guilty as charged,” she told her, quietly.

      Clarissa felt her eyes burning with tears. She tried to hold them back, tried to stem the flow beneath the memory of every conversation she’d ever had with Victoria, forcing herself to recall the strength she’d found in her then, and all the possibility she still believed existed.

      “I don’t believe you,” she retorted. “There’s something more. Something you’re not telling me. I can see it in your eyes.”

      She wasn’t lying. Victoria’s eyes had glazed over, as if reality had re-shaped itself around her and she was still trying to find her balance in a new, unfathomable world. She was holding something back; keeping her truth contained.

      “It’s nothing that a good night’s sleep won’t cure,” Victoria answered simply.

      “I – but I – I thought you were ill. Victoria, you looked awful. Like you were carrying a loadstone on your back.”

      There was no reply.

      “Have you spoken to Adam?” Clarissa forced down the advancing bile in her throat with a thick swallow. For the first time, she thought that Victoria’s eyes looked hollow; as if the indefinable magic they’d once held had been stolen away, and there was nothing left in its place.

      “Oh, I’ve spoken to him,” Victoria admitted. “I tried… I tried to talk. To explain. There were things I needed to tell him. Then he – he said – he said…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

      “Try again,” Clarissa insisted, wondering exactly what had passed between them.

      Victoria repeated the shake of her head. “Too late,” she told her, weakly. “Much too late.”

      “But – Hilda – Constantine – Hugo –” Clarissa stammered.

      “Clarissa,” Victoria said, mustering some inner strength in a bid to lend weight to what came next, “you can’t fix this. This is all on me.”

      In any other circumstance, her words might have sounded soothing; reassuring. Now, in an empty corridor where the lights were low and all the hope once offered by Victoria Kendall lay unspooled at their feet, they were nothing more than empty vessels of inevitability; tokens of inexorableness, filling the air in the wake of a storm.

      “All on you?” Clarissa repeated, incredulously. “No, this is on all of us. Hilda, Constantine, Hugo, Elaine, Sarah, me. Even Sally! We trusted you. We believed in you. And look – look where that got us! Look where that got me. Turns out I’m the same stupid girl I always was. Always believing in something that was never going to justify my faith.”

      “Clarissa—”

      “No, don’t. Just don’t.” She paused for breath, relinquishing space enough to allow her anger to subside. She sighed, the list of names she’d reeled off still dancing in the northern hemisphere of her mind, until she honed in on one, and one alone. More quietly now, with none of her earlier intensity or insistence, she told Victoria with simple, straightforward clarity of thought, “I thought about you and Adam all the time, you know. I nearly tore myself apart wondering what it was he saw in you. What you had that made his heart beat that little bit faster. What you gave him that I never could. I wrestled with it – oh, every night. I kept telling myself that if I tried just that little bit harder – maybe if I pulled my head from out of my books once in a while…

      “It was something to aspire to, you know? I could never match what you had, I knew that. I could never be you, but maybe – maybe I could find it in myself to be just enough.

      “But you know what? The truth is, you're not all that. Not really. Everything you are, everything you have, has been given to you by somebody else. Say what you like about me – and I know what I am – Clarissa the dreamer, Clarissa the lonely, stupid Clarissa who’s still trying to make her Dad proud – but at least my decisions, my consequences, my successes and failures – they’re all my own. I don’t need to be somebody else. I’m stronger for being me.

      “And you? You’re nothing but a fraud.”

      She wanted to cry, and she thought fleetingly that Victoria did too. But she wouldn’t allow herself that indulgence.

      So she tucked a drifting ringlet behind her ear and walked away, leaving Victoria beside a dead photocopier, in an empty corridor, with nothing. Not even the indefinable magic that had once shone so brightly inside her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      “Yer got wha’ yer wan’ed then.”

      He seemed to consider that. Madison watched Robert Grainger impassively as his mouth curled into a smile. Then the smile widened, and he started to laugh. A low, steady, thrumming laugh that bounced off the walls of the empty meeting room that was lit only by the pale yellow light of the moon’s curve as it filtered through the window.

      He’s laughing, she thought. He’s laughing. Why’s he laughing?

      He didn’t stop. The sound sent a chill through her; a shiver ran down her spine as if someone was walking over her⁠—

      “Why yoo laughin’?” she asked him.

      “I’m laughing at the irony. You do know what irony is, don’t you, Madison?”

      She didn’t answer. She just stood there as he looked her over, his face contorted into a mocking expression of pity.

      Clems would know, she thought. Clems would know what ‘irony’ was.

      “’M not stupid,” she said finally, uncomfortably shuffling her feet on the darkened carpet.

      It’s the same expression, she thought. The same one he’d given her the last time they’d come face to face. He doesn’t see me any differently.

      “No,” Grainger said at last, turning away from her and returning to the window. “No, I suppose you’re not.”

      A silence veiled the near-empty space. She considered him, wondering if it was her turn to speak; if he was waiting for her response. A tiny corner of her mind sparked with earnestness, urging her to turn and leave; to walk out of the room and confine Grainger to the darkness. She shut down that part of her psyche and stayed rooted firmly to the spot.

      She watched. And she waited.

      “Who were you looking for?” he asked finally, as if remembering a remark she’d made but which he had only half absorbed.

      “Clems,” she answered. Then, with a swallow, she quickly corrected herself. “Clarissa.”

      “Ah yes,” Grainger answered, pushing the balls of his fists into his trouser pockets. “Your little hero of the hour.”

      Madison shrugged. “Di’n do us no good, di’ it? Yer got wha yer wan’ed.”

      “Yes,” he chuckled. Then he looked at her, sideways on from his statue-esque pose by the window, his glance enough by itself to haunt her. There it was again; that same expression dancing across his lips, reflected in his eyes. “Yes, I always seem to.”

      “I ‘member,” she rumbled.

      She didn’t know where the words came from. They left her mouth before she’d had time to think them over. Or perhaps it was so late in the day that she had passed the point of caring. Perhaps being here, in this room – seeing him again – had triggered something inside her that she was powerless to resist.

      It was as if she had physically struck him. His expression flickered, his composure wavering for the briefest of moments. Then he collected himself, and he pitied her again.

      “What I want,” he said coldly, “has never changed. I want to see the back of people like you.

      “Do you know? I mean, do you really know satisfying it will be? To see those shabby, squalid blocks you call home wiped off the map? To finally see the back of the shell suits and the pram pushers and those skinny little rats shooting God-knows-what up their arms? You’re a blight, Madison. You, your family, your neighbours. A blight that has to be sheared away. Like a tumour. And once that’s done – and thanks to Victoria Kendall, it will be done…” He spread his arms, letting some of the venom drop from his voice as he relaxed visibly and smiled. His tone shifted; he was calmer now, more assured. He’d won, after all. “People in Little Bassington will breathe a sigh of relief, you know. In the end. They’ll grow accustomed to whatever is built in Whitechapel’s place. They’ll have what most of them have always wanted. A clean, unspoilt, perfect little world. And all it took was a dirty old Water Tower to fall, and then just like that—” he snapped his fingers sharply to emphasise the point “—the past falls away. Into nothing. Forgotten. Erased.”

      He spat the last word at her. She knew what he meant; understood how much of what he’d said had been meant for her and her alone. She let his words bounce off her, the way she always did when other people wielded their pain and their hurt, and she was too brittle – too fragile – to mount any kind of resistance.

      “Me,” she said in the end, her tiny voice sounding meeker and more unsteady than she’d expected it to. “I’ll be nuffin’. I’ll be… forgott’n.”

      Grainger nodded silently. “Gone. As if you were nothing more than a bad dream.”

      He closed the gap between them as he uttered his last. She didn’t move. She didn’t even flinch; she was determined not to give him the satisfaction of knowing that his being there in front of her, just paces away, was still fuel for her nightmares. He took a sudden step back in quick reversal; distancing himself like the dream he’d compared her to.

      “Still can’ look me in th’ eye, can yer?” she asked as he turned his back again. She hadn’t known she’d had the strength inside her to muster. To find the voice she’d thought had been silenced years ago. To say what she’d always wanted to say, if only she’d had the chance.

      Well, now I have. The bastard’s here. He’s right here. In front of me. And I can say whatever I fucking want.

      He whirled round to face her. “Oh I can look at you,” he hissed. “I can look, but I can’t stand what I see. Look at yourself. Joined at the hip with people like Victoria Kendall and Clarissa Clements. Do you honestly believe that you’re something to them? How could you be? When they’re talking, how much of what they say do you really understand? You barely went to school; you were too busy clogging your veins with whatever filth you could lay your hands on. Your mother was happy to let you waste away. And look at you now – gobbling up whatever scraps that old woman who used to have the painting shop throws at you. Still wallowing in your own mess in an empty house, crying over pictures of a baby they came and took away. You’re a bloody mess. God spare you, you look like you’ve barely eaten a square meal this week.”

      “Pro’ly haven’t,” she mumbled.

      “And you think they care about you?” He pressed on, disregarding her admission. “Oh, they tolerate you, Madison – they pity you. The way I do. That’s why you’re here tonight – with them. It’s nothing but a token gesture. You’re the toddler who won’t let go of their parents’ arm, no matter how much they try and shake you off. You’re the stray dog. The clingy pet. But mean something? Care about you? You’re nothing to them – or to me. Nothing, to anyone at all…”

      She felt the tears rising. Hot, prickling tears that stung her eyes and threatened to drown her.

      “Yoo fuckin’…” she whispered. “Clems… Vics… Adam…”

      It was all she could manage.

      “Oh, Clems. Vics. Adam,” he imitated, matching her intonations almost exactly. “Do any of them know who you really are? Would any of them look you in the eye if they did?”

      No. None of them. Not even Hilda.

      She heard the answer sounding like a bell through her head but she forced its noise away.

      “I still remember that day, you know. The last time I saw you.” Grainger’s tone softened as he considered her again, his eyes wandering up and down her all-too-slight frame. “The day I came to Bell Heath.”

      “Yoo – yoo fought I wuz disgustin’…” her voice quivered, the first splash of tears bouncing onto her hollow cheeks.

      “And you blame me for that? Sitting there, like butter wouldn’t melt with that – that thing growing inside you…” His lip curled upwards.

      He can’t bring himself to say it. He’ll say anything else – but not that.

      In the split second between decision and execution, all her anguish, pain and resentment came bubbling to the surface. Until then, she’d tried to be as delicate as she knew how; tried her best to keep her torment buried, to keep everything she’d ever felt under wraps. She’d fought to suppress it all; to offer nothing except the even tone she’d mastered, the expressionless face she showed to the world. She’d long ago decided that they would see only what she presented on the outside and nothing – nothing – that came from within.

      Then something changed. The moment arrived when she decided to let it all out. To direct it all at him; the one person that, for so long, she’d so desperately wanted to hear her.

      She made her choice as soon as she heard the word.

      “Thing”.

      She’s not a “thing”…

      She’s not a “thing”…

      She’s not a fucking “thing”!

      “She’s called Alice!” she shouted.

      “She – was an accident. She was never supposed to happ⁠—”

      “Yer her fuckin’ dad!”

      If what she’d said to him earlier had stung, it was nothing compared to those four words. Her outburst hit him full force; like a body blow, the sheer weight of which threatened to send him spiralling. He closed the distance between them in two urgent, menacing footfalls.

      “Keep – your – bloody – voice – down!” he hissed.

      “Tha’s it, innit?” she managed between sobs. “Tha’s why yoo wan’ Wh – Whitechapel g – gone. Why – why yoo wan’ me gone. Yoo can’ – can’ f-face it. Yoo d-don’t wan’ t’ – t’ r’member. Yoo'd rather knock tha' – tha’ whole estate down than – than face wha' yoo done!”

      “You despicable little wretch. You think I’d want anyone to know that I ever sullied my hands with the likes of you? That I ever had anything to do with you?”

      She could feel his breath on her face. It was tinged with grit and the hot waves of threat.

      “I can still see you,” he hissed. “Oh, I can picture you like it was yesterday Every time I close my eyes. Standing next to my car with your feral friends. Trying to steal what was mine.”

      “I – I never,” she stammered. “I tr – I tried t’ – t’ stop ‘em. Gaz did too.”

      “Gaz?” he spat. “Your boyfriend?”

      “’E’s – e’s n-not my – my b-boyfriend. N-no’ really. He – he h-helped me. T – t’ look af’er Alice.”

      “You were poison – all of you! You still are, Madison. I remember watching you, hanging around the Town Hall with the rest of that Godforsaken crowd. Playing truant, running away from a world you’d never wanted and a mother who’d never really wanted you. I didn’t pay you any heed; you were just another girl from Whitechapel whose life had been derailed, who would never get back on track. Then suddenly, there you were. That little bastard was picking the lock of my car. I’d just had it cleaned and there you were – you and your little rabble, with your filthy little paws all over my bloody car. You couldn’t keep your hands to yourselves, could you? You couldn’t help yourself?

      “I saw him trying to pull you away. Your – your boyfriend. But you wouldn’t go. You stayed there. You’d wanted to take what was mine so I took what was yours instead.”

      She remembered. She’d tried to cover for the others; tried to tell him as he’d come storming round the corner in his freshly-laundered suit with his face red and his veins throbbing that they hadn’t meant any harm. That Ryan had just been showing off. That they hadn’t damaged his car and that she was sorry.

      She’d been surprised at how sympathetic he’d seemed at first. His anger had subsided. He’d told her calmly that he would drive her home, and he had. Just not by any route she might have expected.

      They’d driven down Salt Hill together. She could still see his hands on the steering wheel, his knuckles whitening as he’d gradually tightened his grip. She’d wondered if he was going to put his foot down, that maybe they’d crash and he’d blot out the world with a single stroke of his shoe against the accelerator. Instead, he’d kept his eyes fixed forward, resolute and determined. Then he’d turned down a dirt track that wound its way off the main drag. You couldn’t even call it a road.

      He hadn’t so much as blinked as he’d stopped the car by the ditch. It had been shaded by the overhanging trees, pools of muddy water collecting where the sunlight hadn’t reached. He’d acted as if everything was normal; as if it were any other day.

      That was where he’d taken her. There and then. On the passenger seat of the valeted Ford that her mate Ryan had tried to hotwire. She’d tried to resist initially; the shock and surprise of his forcefulness had stirred an automatic response in her. She’d balled a fist and jutted out her arm, striking him awkwardly and clumsily in the throat. He’d choked on his spittle reflexively; gasping for breath through the peculiarly-angled blow. Then he’d cleared his throat – once, twice, three times – hurling a ball of spit into her eye as he’d pinned her arms against the headrest. She’d steeled herself. She’d known what was coming; known not to resist further.

      He’d come for her, a cold anger refuelling his resolve.

      She’d just laid back and let it happen; let him clamp a hand over her mouth as he’d forced himself inside her, yanking at her hair as he’d muffled her cries. She’d told him her name.

      “What do your friends call you?” he’d asked.

      “Mads,” she’d answered. “S-sometimes Maddy…”

      He’d told her that he’d decided to call her “Maddy” too. He’d whispered it, over and over, his lips skirting her ear while he⁠—

      She’d hated that pet name ever since. Whenever she thought about it, she thought about all the people who’d used it, and how much she hated them too.

      When it was over, he’d done what he’d promised to do. He’d taken her home. He’d dropped her outside Old Man Singh’s shop where she’d bought herself a chocolate bar to stop herself from shaking. Later, she’d told her mates that it was fine, that it was all sorted; that she’d kept her mouth shut and taken the punishment. That was all she could say.

      That much, at least, had been true.

      She’d been fifteen years old. Fifteen years old when she’d fallen pregnant to a man whose name she’d later discovered was Robert Grainger.

      “I ‘member yoo takin’ me,” she told him now. “Jus’ tha’ once. Say whut yer like now, but I knew yoo wanted me. Me an’ my mates, we used t’ watch all th’ suits comin’ in ‘ere. Yoo saw me too. Know yer did. I seen you, watchin’ me from yer window sometimes or - or when yoo was havin’ lunch wiv tha’ – tha’ woman in th’ Square. I seen yoo. Knew yoo di’n’ ‘av any feelin’s or nuffin’, tha’s no’ why yoo wan’ed me. Yoo wan’ed me jus’ t’ prove yoo could. Nev’r ‘xpected Alice though, did yer? Yoo pro’ly thought I’d get rid ‘cause I woul’n’t be able t’ cope. Bu’ I’d never ‘av d-done tha’. It don’t matter tha’ I’ve got nuffin’ an’ never did have. I p – promised ‘er I’d try. Ev’ry day.

      “Ev’ryone fought she wuz Gaz’s. Yoo – yoo wuz pro’ly told th’ same fing. Th’ social were always visitin’ us. P – pro’ly breeved a sigh of relief, di’n’ ya, when yoo ‘eard ‘em talkin’? Sayin’ we hadn’ bin careful. That we wuz two kids fuckin’ each uvver’s brains ou’ until f – fifteen year old Mads go’ ‘erself knocked up.

      “Troof wuz, G – Gaz were th’ only one l – lookin’ ou’ fer me. Even of – offered t’ bring her up as ‘is own. ‘C – cause tha’s w – who ‘e is. ‘E’s d – decent. ‘E cares.

      “When yoo come to Bell ‘Eath tha’ day an’ saw me, I kn – new I made yoo feel sick. W – wasn’ jus’ th’ sight ov a fifteen year old expectin’ though, wuz it? I – I looked a’ yoo tha’ day – tried t’ make yoo understand, an – an’ I fink yoo knew. Tha’ i’ w – wasn’t Gaz Henshaw’s. It were y – yours. I t – tried t’ speak t’ yoo in th’ corridor, t – tried t’ get yoo to look a’ me, b – but yoo jus’ walked off. Y – you an’ th – that uvver w – wanker ‘oo came wiv yoo. Y – you j – jus’ turned yer back on me like… like I was n – nuffin’. Like I’d n – never been anyfin’ else.”

      She closed her eyes to stop herself from becoming overwhelmed. As soon as she did, she was back there; in the Science lab at Bell Heath, her belly swollen and her cheeks thickened. She saw Grainger, standing just inside the door, releasing that piercing look of pure, unrestrained disgust that had practically burned itself onto her retina. The look she’d never been able to let go. The look she fought in vain to bury every time she shut her eyes and tried to sleep. The look that she only managed to silence when she sat alone, on her bedroom floor, with her back against the bed and a shard of mirror tearing into her skin.

      She opened her eyes and watched Grainger swallow.

      “Does he know?”

      “W – ‘oo?” she managed.

      “Gary. Gaz. Your boyfriend. Does he know? Did you tell him?”

      “I did wha’ yoo told me t’ do. I never said nuffin’.”

      She’d thought about telling Gaz. Over and over again she’d thought about it; during the long nights they’d spent together, through the months of lethargy and all the things she’d used to take the edge off. She’d wanted to tell him. But then she’d closed her eyes and Grainger was there again, living and breathing and sneering behind her eyelids, the memory of his face – his voice – having long ago tunnelled deep into her brain and found its own sanctuary. And with its recollection came the certainty that she would keep her peace; that she would never tell Gaz, or Hilda, or Mum or Uncle Sean. They’d go on thinking whatever they wanted to think; getting the wrong idea about Gaz. Telling anyone who’d listen that he’d ignored his obligations and taken no responsibility for Alice.

      A responsibility that had never been his to take.

      “And then they took her away?” Grainger asked her.

      She nodded, wiping her tears with the bunched up sleeve of her hoodie. “S – said I wasn’ – tha’ I couldn’ – but tha’s not true. Swear it’s not. Not now. I – I jus’ wan’ ‘er back. She – she’s all I fink abou’. Be – before… if I ‘av to go, if – if they – if they knock Wh – Whitechapel down, I jus – I jus’ wan’ t’ see her. J – jus’ one more time. I jus – jus’ wan’ t’ hold ‘er again. Y – yoo mus’ wan’ th’ s – same fing, d – don’ yoo? D – don’ yoo wan’ t’ h – hold ‘er?”

      Grainger was on her, then. His hand was clamped against her mouth exactly as it had been that day down the dirt track. She wanted to scream, wanted to bite down on the fleshy folds of his skin, or kick out, but she was powerless. Powerless beneath him all over again.

      “You cannot speak about this, do you understand me? They came and they took her away because it was best for everyone. Accidents happen, Madison. The best thing to do – the only thing to do – is to sweep them under the carpet and never let them see the light again. She is not my daughter, do you understand me? And you will never – never – hold her, you will never see her, and you will never bring her home.”

      He let her go. Her mouth was stinging from the pressure he’d exerted. Grainger turned away, walking back towards the window where she’s first found him, cradled once more in the silvery light of the moon.

      Then it was her turn to be on him. Not, as the image in her mind portrayed, kicking and screaming, lashing out or clawing at his face in the burst of cold fury he deserved, but grasping at the sleeve of his jacket in fear. She pawed at him, her voice a pleading tone couched in desperation.

      “P – please,” she sobbed, “It d – don’t ‘ave t’ be like this. Y – yoo could h – help me. W – we c – coul’ b – bring ‘er h – home. Yoo – yoo k – know people, y – yoo coul’ talk t’ th’ s – social. Y – yoo c – coul’ even ‘elp me b – bring ‘er up if – if yoo wan’ed. Y – you c – coul’ s – see her. As m – much or as l – little as yoo w – wanted. I’s – i’s up t’ yoo. I w – wouldn’t say nuffin’, I promise I wouldn’t!”

      She knew it was futile. He shook her off with a single sweep of his arm designed to detach her urgent fingers.

      The toddler who won’t let go, she remembered. The rough movement arced wide enough to catch her cheek as his arm swung past. She recoiled, knowing then that he had nothing but contempt for what she had asked of him; and that coupled with his pity, it made for a potent combination.

      “Help you?” he whispered. “Help that – thing – of yours?”

      “She’s – she’s beau’iful,” she answered him. “I kn – know she is. If yoo saw her, you’d understand. She’s beau’iful.”

      “And you think that’s what I want?” He sounded mocking now. “To hold her? To bring her up? To look into her eyes and see starlight? If you’d listened to a word I’d said, you’d know that’s the last thing I’d ever want to do. I want you gone. Both of you. I want to forget you, forget her – and never be reminded of either of you again. Distant memories. Bad dreams – that’s what I want you to be.

      “Do you know why I could never bring myself to look into her eyes? Do you? Because all I’d see there – all I’d ever see – would be you. And do you know what would happen then? I’d rot inside, Madison. Every time I saw a reflection of you, I’d rot inside.”

      She didn’t say anything for a long time. She closed her eyes again, half wondering if she’d open them to discover his hands wrapped around her all-too-thin arms, ready to throw her from the room. When she lifted her eyelids, she found that he hadn’t moved. He was standing – stock still – by the window, gradually relinquishing the poison in his voice, with every breath that slipped between his lips.

      “Go and find your… friend,” he told her eventually. “There’s nothing left for you here.”

      And she knew he was right. Carefully, Madison turned back towards the door. Her slow, careful footfalls were the only way she could mitigate the weakness in her knees; or the sensation running down her legs which warned her that, if she wasn’t careful, they’d give way beneath her. Her heartbeat slowed, the fast rhythms brought on by Grainger’s verbal assault now gradually dissipating.

      As she reached for the handle, she heard the first light taps of rain on the glass. She chanced a look behind her. The light that coated Grainger was duller now, masked in part by the dark clouds that were starting to fill the sky. The moon had been bright; now, there was only rainfall.

      She wasn’t expecting him to speak again. She’d already grasped the handle and started to turn it when she heard his voice.

      “I’ve looked her up. Checked in on her, once or twice.”

      It took her a moment to process that.

      “Who?” she asked, without moving.

      “Alice,” he answered.

      She released her grip on the door and turned to face the man – the monster – at the window.

      “H – ‘ow is…?” she stammered, losing control of her voice, at a loss for what to say.

      “She’s fine,” he said, assuredly. “Happy. Content. She has everything she needs. She’s doing fine without you.”

      That was supposed to comfort her, she realised.

      “Better off, in fact,” he finished. “You understand? Better off.”

      She nodded. She may not have known what ‘irony’ was, but she understood that.

      Leaving him to the encroaching darkness, Madison pressed down on the door handle and left the room.

      She went to find Clarissa; as she walked, she did everything she could to internalise the pain. She was sufficiently well practiced in her art to ensure that she offered no outward sign that anything was wrong.

      Because she knew – just like the pain of all her yesteryears – it would get its own release in time.
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        “And there was much weeping on the part of all;

        they embraced Paul and kissed him,

        being sorrowful most of all because

        of the word he had spoken,

        that they would not see his face again.”

        (Acts 20:37-38, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      (i)

      It starts with a phone ringing. That’s always where it begins. Perhaps in the dead of night, or the quiet space of an undisturbed evening, or maybe during one of those long, still summer afternoons. Wherever you are, the first you know is when the phone rings.

      Even then, you don’t really know. It’s just a sound at this stage. It could be anything. A wrong number, a telesales call, even a friend whose run away from someone they used to love.

      In days gone by, it has been all of these things for him. The ringing phone that cuts through the air like a butter knife. He answers and he hears a voice that he knows.

      “Aitch?” he says.

      “Adam.” Her voice is delicate; wavering slightly. Her throat is hoarse.

      Has she been… crying, he wonders?

      “It’s Martin. He’s – Adam, Martin’s died.”

      He has been here before. With her. Then, just like now, it had started with a phone ringing. He’d answered her call, heard her voice like a melody from younger days, and she’d spoken to him about endings. Endings made real. Impossible, unthinkable endings heralded by the ringing of a phone.

      No, he thinks. No, this can’t be right.

      It is not an unusual reaction; his first thought is the same thought we all have in moments like this. There must be some mistake. He must have misunderstood. There must be another explanation.

      This can’t be happening…

      He remembers once hearing a friend answering the same call he answers now. “You are joking,” his friend had said when greeted with the news. He’d known his friend had wished instantly that he could have taken back the words; his face had flushed with the tell-tale signs of embarrassment as he stumbled in a bid to course correct.

      Of course they weren’t joking. Why would they be joking? Who would joke about a thing like that?

      His friend hadn’t meant it, of course; they were just words. Words to fill the emptiness. Words to show how much he’d wished it hadn’t been true.

      He thinks of his friend, while the silence fills with the steady drum of his heartbeat. He tries to breathe. Tries to focus. Tries to collect his thoughts. Then he asks what any of us would ask in the same situation.

      “What – what happened?”

      “He – he had a heart attack,” she tells him. “Some time last night. That’s why – that’s why none of us could get hold of him. He was supposed to be meeting the Art Group this morning but, when he didn’t arrive, Harold and his wife went – they went round to the house and got no answer. In the end, one of the neighbours had to break in. He – oh, Adam, he never knew, did he? He never knew what happened to the Tower. He worked so hard to fight for it. He never lived to see the end.”

      That might, he thinks, have been a blessing.

      He has slept late that morning, deflated and empty following the events of the evening before, most of which he spent wandering aimlessly before finally returning to the village via Salt Hill. It had gone one in the morning by the time he’d returned; the pub had been closed, and the streets had felt emptier than they ordinarily would have, even at that time of night. It had seemed to him as if everyone had retreated indoors, to the comforts of home and familiar surroundings, because the world outside had become too painful to face.

      He listens to her for as long as she wants to talk; he knows that she and Constantine were friends. That, despite the distance that had developed between them, she never rented out the room in her heart where their friendship once lived.

      She tells him that he was found in the reading room. He thinks of the room; associating time, place and memory with the deceased. The journey his mind takes is a mirror of the usual and practical; these are the same steps towards acceptance that we all travel. We think of times spent with the person who has gone; picture them in a place that we know, in a setting with which we are acquainted, at a time when our hearts were full and the world was perfect.

      As he listens, he realises that this is where those people always come to rest, in the end; the ones who have gone. Not in their last moments, trapped between the beats of their last breath, but in the places we picture them. In their favourite rocking chair. In the sitting rooms of our childhoods. Beside the cooker in the kitchen stacking plates. In the garden beneath the pergola, tending to the climbing roses that have snaked up the trellis. Those pictures never fade. Those places never let their people go.

      He will always think of Constantine in the reading room; in the place he knew him best. Where his bond with Madison was, at the old man’s behest, first forged. As Hilda talks, he pictures his cantankerous acquaintance there, among his books and his polished wooden fixtures, sitting on a tan brown couch beside the roaring fireplace that lit his solitary life.

      “He – he had that photograph,” she tells him. “The one – you know, the one Sally…”

      He remembers the photograph. The one that Sally had accidentally destroyed. The one that had meant so much to Constantine, for reasons not even Hilda understood.

      “It was as if – as if he knew,” Hilda says to him. “He was just – sitting there, all his paperwork about the Tower spread out in front of him on the coffee table. And he was holding that picture. He’d bought a new frame for it. They found him… holding it to his chest.”

      Not to his chest, he realises. To his heart.

      Briefly, he recalls the last time he’d visited Dreyman’s House. He remembers the old man catching his breath, easing himself off the leather couch and clawing at a spasm of pain that had snagged his heart. His mind searches fruitlessly for the same clues we all search for when we are living these moments; signs we might have missed, indications that passed us by unknowingly. He wonders, like we all do, if there was something he could have done.

      “Have you been?” he asks her. “To the house?”

      “Yes,” she tells him. “He had a cousin. Well, a distant cousin. She lives somewhere in Doncaster, I think. She’s coming to – to take care of things.”

      He understands.

      “Have you told Madison?” he says next. It seems the right thing to ask. It is the next step in the journey; finding out who else knows, who else she has spoken to and who, in turn, he might contact himself.

      “I rang her before I called you. I – I hope you don’t mind, I wanted her to hear it from me.”

      “Of course not, that’s fine. She’s known him longer.”

      “Oh Adam, she’s devastated. She just started crying and – and, God bless her, she wouldn’t stop. I think, after everything that went on last night, she’s struggling to take much more. I wondered if you’d⁠—?”

      “Yeah, of course. I’ll speak to her.”

      He knows that news of the old man’s death will spread quickly. It is only to be expected. A sea of conversation will carry it through the streets and the gardens and the compact little lives of his neighbours and friends. Only then will it become real. It will cease to be a secret known only to a select few. It will be widespread. Tangible.

      They will talk about him, all the people who knew the old man. In the café and the pub. At the Bowling Green and around the shops. His likes and dislikes. His faults and foibles. His quirks and idiosyncrasies.

      Still trying to process what he has been told, he thinks about the call he will have to make to Madison. He knows how wounding it will be for her, the hammer-blow of Constantine’s death arriving with such suddenness, so unexpectedly. He knows he will call Clarissa too; someone will have to tell her and he should be the one.

      Outside, in the street, he sees three people clustered together on the corner, talking. He wonders which demise will resonate more? Which ending – both so abrupt and unanticipated – will break more hearts? The Tower or the man?

      “I knew something was wrong,” he hears her saying, as his attention is pulled back to their conversation. “I don’t know why – or even how – I just felt it. When he didn’t answer.”

      Sometimes, he thinks, you just know.

      There are bonds which exist between certain people that transcend what can be rationally explained. They are sensitive; instinctual. She was close to Constantine. In much the same way as he’d thought himself close to⁠—

      Could she have known, subconsciously, he wonders? Could some tether that bound them to one other have suddenly come loose? Could the sensation of that tether, falling away into the waters of forever never to resurface, really have echoed through her mind? Could you be so close to someone that you’d feel it, when they left? So close that you’d sense their absence? So close that you’d know? So close that, somewhere deep inside, your heart and mind would register that they were gone?

      These are questions he cannot answer. No one could. So he puts them aside and he listens. Her voice, after all this time, still travels in waves of reassurance – even now, in darker moments like this, she is there. And he loves her for it.

      “I suppose, in the end, he just… slipped away,” she tells him. “He must have closed his eyes and that was that. They think it was probably very sudden. In all likelihood, he wouldn’t have felt very much at all.”

      These are, he knows, the small comforts we all seek.

      “Oh, he was looking forward to his ordination so much,” she goes on to say. “He had his heart set on it. Turns out his heart had other plans.”

      Endings always bring with them the taste of stories never told. Of roads not travelled. Of chances never grasped, and days that will be missed. In the wake of every ending, there will always be things that could have been; wants and wishes that will never come to pass.

      “I suppose,” she finishes, “it was strangely beautiful in its own way.”

      “What was?”

      “Well, that he should go out, holding that photograph. It has a sort of – oh, I don’t know – a nice symmetry to it, doesn’t it? I wonder if he wanted it to be like that? Just him, on his own, holding that picture of his brother as he faded away.”

      Endings bring questions. Unanswerable questions. Did they know? Did they feel it coming? Did something intangible, lingering on the cusp of their mind, suggest to them that perhaps – just perhaps – their final curtain was drawing near?

      He thinks again of the old man catching his breath and wonders if he knew.

      Was that why he had the photograph? Was that why he took it from the drawer or the dresser or the quiet little corner where he’d tucked it away? So he could fade away with Samuel pressed against his heart?

      “I suppose,” he answers, “it’s the kindest way to go.”

      He knows all too well that there are crueller ways. The last step on his journey is, inevitably, to seek solace in that fact. In the past, when his phone has rung and he has heard a voice just like this one, heralding endings that came steeped in brutal abruptness and sharp finality, he has found such consolations to be few and far between. So he takes them where he can.

      The old man has not suffered. He has been spared having to face the new, uncertain world that they have all awoken to, the morning after their last, long night.

      He has been spared the grief, of course; the grief that those left behind will have to live through.

      He has burned brightly, then faded softly; disappearing like a dream in the blink of someone’s eye.

      He will be remembered well. Spoken of with smiles and fond remembrances. He was a personality, they will say. A character.

      But perhaps most importantly of all, he has died with the memory of the person he loved most wrapped around his soul. Whether they believe that man to be his brother, or whether they are one of the few who know otherwise, what Hilda has called “beautiful” will still be exactly that.
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        * * *

      

      (ii)

      Adam stared at his phone, his restless mind overcome with indecisiveness. The day was drawing in around Orchard House. Outside, he knew, rumours would be spreading; breathless speculation would abound.

      And there would be emptiness. A pervading sense that so much promise had been left unfulfilled by Constantine’s death. He assumed Victoria would have heard by now. That if someone hadn’t told her⁠—

      Who, he asked himself? Who would have rung her?

      —she would have heard the news somehow during the course of the day.

      Has she been out of the house? Has she seen anyone? Spoken to anyone since⁠—?

      Since what happened.

      He picked up the phone, scrolled to find her number, raising his finger in readiness over the “Call” button. Then he placed it down on the coffee table and sank back, watching the twilight blanket Merevale Road.

      Eventually, he pressed the Send button on his open email.

      His eyes still fixed on the deepening starlight, Adam thought about Hilda. He thought about her long into the night, imagined her sitting alone in her house on Rosary Road, the only sound to accompany her drift into slumber that of the pendulum clock on the mantelpiece, ticking away the hours until sunrise.
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        RENOWNED ART CRITIC

        MARTIN CONSTANTINE DIES

        Tributes have been paid following the death of the noted cultural expert

      

      

      
        
        by Jan Clifford, Senior Editor

        First published in the edition dated 2nd March 2017

      

      

      Tributes have been paid following the sudden death of Dr Martin Constantine, the renowned art critic and noted cultural expert who lived in Little Bassington for nearly 60 years.

      

      Known for his flourishing oral and written style, Dr Constantine is understood to have suffered a heart attack at his home on Tuesday night. His body was discovered the following morning when he failed to attend a meeting of the village’s Art Group.

      

      Dr Constantine was a prominent figure, both in the village where he made his home, and further afield. He graduated from University College London and later became a prolific writer of critical theory and scholarly works on a wide range of artistic styles. During his life, he had amassed a sizeable collection of original pieces which he kept on display in his home at Dreyman’s House. His career saw him travel extensively across Europe, where he forged strong connections with fellow academics.

      

      For many years, Constantine chaired the Bassington Cultural Society and the District Arts Council. During the past twelve months, he was recognised for his role as Chairman of the Water Tower campaign group, which sought to save the historic landmark from demolition. Tragically, Dr Constantine did not live to learn the outcome of Tuesday’s crunch Town Hall meeting, which voted in favour of proceeding with the demolition works.

      

      Dr Constantine was also a committed Catholic – he was expected to have been ordained into the priesthood later this year.

      

      Local Councillor Robert Grainger told the Bassington Post: “The number of people who will feel Martin Constantine’s loss is incalculable. He touched all of our hearts, and played a vital role in helping to shape and enhance the cultural offer of Bassington. We were so proud that he made our unique and special village his home for so long, and we will miss both him and his contribution dearly.”

      

      Businessman Herbert Hughes, who knew Dr Constantine through his work on the Water Tower campaign group, added: “It’s a sad loss. A terrible, tragic end to his long life. We’ve lost a giant of a man – in more ways than one! While I’ve never been one for art, he certainly encouraged a lot of people to pick up their paintbrushes. I think he’ll always be remembered for that.”

      

      Funeral arrangements are expected to be announced in due course, but close friends have confirmed that the service will be held at the Church of St Mary Magdalene in Little Bassington.
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        THE BETRAYER OF BASSINGTON

        Shock result in crunch Water Tower vote

        sees Councillor switch allegiance

      

      

      
        
        Front page exclusive by Adam Chapman

        First published in the edition dated 2nd March 2017

      

      

      A crunch Town Hall meeting which saw the Council’s Planning and Developments Committee vote in favour of demolishing the Little Bassington Water Tower hinged on a last minute change of allegiance from one prominent member, triggering cries of outrage and demands for explanations.

      

      The tense meeting lasted for over two hours as Councillors deliberated the future of the site, following the submission of outline plans by Archangel Developments.

      

      The final decision came as a blow to campaigners, who had arrived at the meeting buoyant and optimistic in the face of strong public efforts to raise awareness of their cause. It serves as an unexpected culmination to what has been a long-running battle between villagers and the development giant.

      

      But in a shock move, Little Bassington Councillor Victoria Kendall dramatically switched sides, casting the final vote of the night in favour of demolishing the Tower and delivering victory for Archangel by a majority of one.

      

      Her decision has triggered fury amongst the village populace. Councillor Kendall stood on a platform of opposing the removal of the Water Tower and blocking the proposed ‘New Haven’ project – a sweeping build of over 1,000 luxury homes – which Archangel now look set to pursue.

      

      One local resident, who did not wish to be named, has branded Councillor Kendall “a traitor to the cause”, telling this newspaper: “We’re all in shock. We voted her in so that she could put a stop to these people, not roll over at the last minute. She stabbed us in the back, no doubt about it. Everyone round here thought she was a hero. Now, she’s just a traitor to the cause. She’s betrayed us, that’s what she’s done. She’s betrayed the whole of Little Bassington.”

      

      Councillor Kendall received one of the District’s most powerful electoral endorsements last year, when she swept to victory in a by-election that was largely seen as a referendum on the Tower’s future. Her decision to side with Archangel Developments has prompted a substantial backlash from the community she represents.

      

      But despite attempts to solicit answers, none have so far been forthcoming. Councillor Kendall did not respond when approached for comment by this newspaper, and the village’s Water Tower campaign group – with whom Miss Kendall has been closely involved – also declined to cast judgment on her decision.

      

      In a pre-prepared statement, Acting Chair Clarissa Clements said: “We are obviously deeply dismayed by the outcome of the Planning and Developments meeting. We always knew that the vote would be close. In due course, when we’ve had time to properly reflect, we will come back together and assess what – if anything – we can do next.”

      

      Miss Clements drew widespread praise from those in attendance at the meeting, when she delivered an impassioned speech on behalf of campaigners.

      

      It was a doubly demoralising evening for locals, however; the group’s former Chairman, Dr Martin Constantine, suffered a heart attack on the night of the crunch vote. He passed away that same evening at his home in Little Bassington.

      

      Miss Kendall’s fellow Little Bassington Councillor Robert Grainger told the Post: “With contentious applications of this nature, there can be no winners. One side will always find themselves disillusioned by the outcome. Although the decision did not rest in my hands – it was solely a matter for the Council’s Planning and Developments Committee – I have every sympathy for those residents who campaigned diligently to preserve this important part of our shared history. I commend them for their efforts, and I hope they will be at least partially reassured by the fact that I will now be liaising closely with Archangel as their plans progress to ensure that the village does not suffer any adverse impact from the subsequent construction works.”

      

      The vote on Tuesday night saw Archangel granted permission to develop an access road on land adjacent to the village’s Market Square; widely believed to be the first stage of what will become a more widespread building project in the months ahead.

      

      Bassington District Council was unable to offer any timescales around when works were likely to commence.

      

      As the community continues to absorb the shockwaves from Tuesday’s dramatic Town Hall showdown, eyes continue to turn to Councillor Kendall, whose silence only heightens the concern and dismay felt by residents.

      

      The one question that remains on everyone’s lips is – when, exactly, will the “betrayer of Bassington” speak up? She owes the village an explanation, and Little Bassington stands waiting.

      
        
        Ends.
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          (AN INTERMISSION WILL FOLLOW)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And you will know the truth,

        and the truth will set you free.”

        (John 8:32, English Standard Version)
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, you’re resigning?”

      Adam blinked at the retort. “I think it’s pretty self-explanatory,” he said.

      “You can’t resign. For a start, you don’t fucking work here. You’re a freelancer!”

      “Now you’re just splitting hairs.”

      He watched Jan take a deep breath, exhaling through the tight ‘o’ she formed with her lips as she rested her hands on the back of the chair around which she’d draped her gaudy pink jacket. He tried to keep his focus on her as they spoke, making a conscious effort not to blink or allow his mind to wander from the conversational threads he’d spent time carefully constructing during his walk from the village to the offices of the Bassington Post. Despite his best efforts, he knew his eyes kept falling on the copy of the paper’s most recent edition that sat folded on Jan’s desk. The headline stared pointedly back at him in thick, stark letters, as if it were taunting him.

      It was his headline. His story.

      
        
        The Betrayer of Bassington.

      

      

      He had come to the office more determined and resolute than he had felt for some time. He had fulfilled his commitments; delivering a story which laid bare Victoria’s last minute change of heart over the Water Tower which Jan, in turn, had used to fill the front page. He had resolutely promised himself from the moment he’d pressed Send on the article and catapulted the bruising reality of Victoria’s decision into Jan’s inbox, that he would never write for the newspaper again. He had reached the end of the line.

      In his head, telling all of this to Jan and then taking his leave of her had sounded easy. What he’d wanted to say had been so final in principle; so very absolute. In practice, Jan’s sharp gaze and stinging retorts had made the conversation he’d rehearsed over and over in his mind feel like a million miles from reality.

      “I’m not splitting hairs, Addy; I’m trying to tell you that I want you here. You’ve just led the front page with the biggest story we’ve ever had. Everyone out there—” She gestured in the direction of the bullpen, a move by which Adam assumed she actually meant the town and the village beyond, “—has got an opinion on Victoria Kendall. People are talking. Why leave now?”

      Adam felt an urgency burning in his shoulders; a desperate need to slump and collapse beneath the weight of everything. He fought to keep himself upright, to preserve his posture and maintain the look with which he had fixed Jan, even as she picked up the folded newspaper from her desk and waved it at him.

      In the corner, the Hornby R1228 purred along its mechanical track, driven by the regular, rhythmic clicks of its microscopic components. He allowed his gaze to divert briefly, compelled to follow the circuitous direction of the model as it trundled on.

      It just keeps going round, Adam thought. Whirring and wheeling. One endless circuit. There’s no start, there’s no end, there’s just the same routine. Unless you put a break in the track.

      He could see Jan watching him as he considered the train set. Then he turned back to her and replied, “I have to stop somewhere.”

      “Is this because of Kendall?” she asked him sharply.

      She pushed herself away from the back of the chair on which her hands had been resting and smoothed her skirt. It was the same garish shade of pink as her discarded jacket, complimented by a crisp white blouse that looked like it had only been cursorily ironed.

      “What do you mean?”

      Jan replaced the paper on the desk, gesturing towards the headline as it landed with a wave of her arm.

      “Look, I get it – Kendall fucked everyone over. You were drawn to all this Water Tower stuff, that’s why you came to me in the first place, so you’re bound to feel cheated too. But, be honest Addy, you aren’t the first man in the world to go gooey-eyed over a politician who’s only out to screw people as best they can. And you won’t be the last person to put someone on a pedestal and come away disappointed either. And you certainly won’t be the last to have their eyes opened and see some second-rate, back-street, taxi-rank Councillor who thinks they’re the next big thing for what they really are.”

      “That’s not what this is about.”

      “Then what?”

      Adam considered the question for a moment before finally allowing his shoulders to drop. “You told me, that day I came to you, that this was the kind of thing local papers live for. A ‘village at war’, you said.”

      Jan nodded. “There might have been a touch of hyperbole in there, but it’s not too far from the truth.”

      “But I didn’t see it like that,” he insisted. “That’s not how I ever imagined it would be.”

      “I know, I know, bleeding hearts and flowers. I remember.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not what happened. It was never going to be that way, was it? It was always going to be a blood sport; Archangel trying to force through what they wanted, people on the other side trying to defend what they loved. And Grainger somewhere in the middle, pulling all the strings. I believed in something better, but that was a fallacy. Bleeding hearts and flowers are what you bring to the table when you’re writing make-believe. The real world isn’t like that.”

      He caught the flicker of surprise as it passed across Jan’s eyes. She hadn’t expected him to be quite so morose, so downbeat. In truth, he hadn’t expected it either.

      “You got your village at war, Jan,” he went on, “and I’m the one who caused it.”

      “You are thinking about this way too deeply, Addy. You’re not responsible for Victoria Kendall, or Robert Grainger, or Hilda Stanton, or any fucker else.”

      “No. But I fanned the flames. I made Victoria Kendall the focal point of practically every piece I wrote; she became the integral component upon which it all hinged. And look at Little Bassington now; it’s more divided than ever. I did that. Me. I tried to bring heart and soul into something that was always going to be black and white. Yes or no. Truth or lies. I made it personal. I invested too much. Now look at it.”

      “For the record, Kendall made herself the integral component in all this, not you. And you’re being much too hard on yourself. Come to think of it, I’ve never known you to act like this before. You’ve always been able to compartmentalise your work; you don’t have a problem partitioning things. This isn’t like you. You’re a good journalist.”

      Adam let the plaudit hang in the air for a moment before straightening his back. “I don’t want to be a journalist,” he told her. “I want to be a writer.”

      He watched Jan come to a halt from where she’d been pacing a small patch of carpet behind the desk. She turned on her heels, pulled the chair back far enough to make room for herself and then dropped into it, resting her arms on the desk’s surface as she watched him. He didn’t move.

      “Alright. Alright, Addy, you win. So you quit. Where are you going to go?” She spread her palms as if expecting him to come up blank, as if the very notion of him leaving was somehow tinged with absurdity.

      I can go anywhere, he thought to himself. There’s nothing to stop me.

      “I’m leaving Little Bassington,” he told her.

      “You’re – you’re what?”

      “You heard me.”

      “But – but you love that house. That was your aunt’s place. You belong there. And – and Hilda Stanton⁠—”

      “I’m leaving,” he repeated firmly.

      “Yeah? And going where, exactly?” she allowed her voice to rise in pitch. “Because that feels a lot like running away.”

      “I only ever came back to see to Iris’s things. All this stuff with the Water Tower, it reeled me in by accident.”

      “Bullshit. It reeled you in because you were looking for a reason to stick around. So what, you’re just going to cut and run now?”

      “It’s over and done, Jan. Archangel won. Grainger won. Victoria Kendall was just an idea that someone made of her. She wasn’t real. There’s nothing to keep me here now.”

      Jan narrowed her eyes to consider him. Then she reached across the desk, her fingers wrapping themselves around a cigarette packet that she’d propped up against her in-tray; a packet that, until she pulled it towards her, Adam hadn’t even noticed was there.

      “Those things will kill you, you know,” he joked.

      “I know,” she answered straightforwardly. “That’s the thing, Addy, I know they will. I suppose I’m just addicted to what’s bad for me, aren’t I? Cigarettes and useless husbands. Hell, maybe one day I’ll find something out there that does me some good.”

      “If you ever do,” he said quietly, “don’t let it go, will you?”

      “Touché,” he heard her answer. She waited a moment more, gauging whether he would speak again or whether the space was hers. Meet with only silence from his direction, she continued, “It’s not over, Addy. You said Archangel won, and you’re right, they did. I hate to be the one to break it to you, but sometimes the bad guys do. That doesn’t mean it’s the end.

      “There’s still a million and one questions that no one knows the answers to. Why did Kendall switch sides? What made her do it? Why has no one heard from her since? What becomes of Hilda Stanton? I mean, she’s still thinking about giving her side of the story, right? And – and the girl they’re all blaming for throwing her under the bus, where does she wind up?

      “What about ‘New Haven’? Do they ever build it? And, if they do, how do people react? Does Grainger win his next election or do the faithful finally come to their senses and realise that he’s all mouth and no trousers? And – and the people on Whitechapel, what about them? Where do they go now?

      “If you ask me, Victoria Kendall’s betrayal might have been the sting in the tale, but it’s not the finale. Aren’t you just a little bit curious about what happens next? How everything gets resolved?”

      “And you think I’m the person to find all those answers?” Adam asked.

      “I think you’re a man who hates to leave a loose thread dangling. You could get an exclusive with Kendall. You could find out why she did what she did. Bloody hell, you’re probably the only person who can. And don’t tell me you’re not burning with a sense of injustice over Whitechapel either. Or that you’re not desperate to find some closure for Hilda Stanton after – after everything.”

      He felt a pang of remorse at the word “everything”; a shorthand for the complex police action that hung unresolved over Hilda, her future teetering in its balance, the precise nuances unknown even to Jan.

      Inside, he knew she was right. There was so much still to settle; to him, each of those loose threads was more personal than his mentor could possibly have known. Where she saw Whitechapel, he saw Madison; gone to ground and likely hovering on the brink of self-destruction. Where she saw ‘New Haven’, he saw Clarissa; struggling against the odds with all her fearlessness and intellect rushing to the fore. Where she saw Hilda’s future juxtaposed against the thin blue line, he felt his own conscience prickling with an insatiable need to put things right. For her, and for Sally.

      And where she saw Victoria, complete with her betrayal, he saw the reason he was really running away. The unanswered questions which, however much he tried to suppress them, or file them away, still gnawed at him. And there, at the centre of gravity, hung a single word around which everything else circled: why?

      Jan contemplated him for a moment, then lowered her voice until it settled into an even – no, an understanding – tone.

      “That’s not one loose thread, Addy. That’s at least half a dozen. You said you wanted to be a writer. So write. You can’t just wash your hands of everything now. This can’t be where you sign off. With everyone and everything you ever cared about on the losing side. That’s not how it’s supposed to be.”

      His eyes flickered to the corner of the room again. The Hornby R1228 was still circling the track. Round and round. Like it would never stop.

      “No, you’ve got more to do,” Jan told him. “You have to decide how the story ends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Intermission #1

          

          THE CHOICE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “And when all these things come upon you,

        the blessing and the curse,

        which I have set before you,

        and you call them to mind...

        then the Lord your God will restore your fortunes

        and have mercy on you.”

        (Deuteronomy 30:1-3, English Standard Version)

      

      

      

       

      

      
        
        Bassington Town Hall

        28 February 2017

      

      

      Whenever Victoria heard the word “betrayal”, she thought of Johanna Claremont.

      It was ironic really; it wasn’t as if they’d been particularly close. She’d known Johanna – they’d even been to a Quiz Night together once at their local – but they were never what you’d call the best of friends. The Claremonts had just been an ordinary couple who’d happened to live three streets away. The kind of people you meet all the time as you go through life, on your way to the chippy, or outside the shops.

      Johanna was 53 when it happened.

      She ran a cleaning firm called Midas Touch; a business she’d built up from practically nothing, after starting out with just herself, her sister Theresa, a boot full of mops and some pound shop buckets. By the time her 53rd birthday had arrived, Johanna had sixteen staff on the payroll and they were never out of work. They carried out mostly domestic cleaning – on houses and flats – but they’d just started servicing offices in the area too, because word had gotten round. They were meticulous, reliable, and popular.

      Theresa had moved away a few years earlier, but people still thought of Midas Touch as a family business. Johanna and Eric were the ever-dependable Claremonts, after all; the couple who’d been happily married for 32 years, who doted on their two boys and walked their dopey Labrador Dougal across the park and round the tennis courts every night. The family who went on holiday to Portugal every August, because Eric’s brother had a time share there.

      They weren’t just surviving, Johanna and Eric; they were thriving. Johanna had built up her cleaning empire, while Eric ran the car showroom just round the corner from the shopping mall.

      Then Midas Touch got the job with John Constable. A single man, who lived alone in a two-bed terrace on Farley Street. He’d just turned 34 when Johanna went to visit him to talk about the weekly clean he wanted to contract them for. Johanna had never shirked from her own share of the elbow grease, even after the business had started to boom. John Constable made her a coffee. They talked. He showed her around the house. They talked some more. Then they both signed on the dotted line and she came back two days later to dust and polish and hoover; to clean the oven and make the beds.

      That was when he kissed her.

      That was when she kissed him back.

      Whenever Victoria thought about Johanna Claremont, she thought about the snippets of gossip she’d heard later, after the whole sorry scene had been forced out into the open. Johanna hadn’t been thinking, they’d said. It had been a spur of the moment thing, it must have been. She was so ashamed. She had no idea what had made her do it.

      Later, she’d spoken to Marilyn who’d known Johanna since High School and it turned out that things had been a little bit more involved than that. Yes, John had flattered her, but she’d flattered him back. Yes, John had taken a shine to her from the moment she’d walked through the door, but she’d taken just as much of a shine to him. Before either of them had known what was happening, he’d been leading her upstairs – ironically, to the same bed she’d made up just minutes earlier – where they crumpled the sheets, disarranged the duvet, ripped each other’s clothes off and had breathless, captivating, magical sex. On a spur of the moment, Johanna Claremont – fifty three years old and thirty two years married – slept with a man nineteen years her junior.

      According to Marilyn, it was true enough that Johanna hadn’t planned it. Before she’d set foot in that two-bed terrace on Farley Street, she’d never have conceived of betraying Eric.

      But John had given her a choice. He’d told her that she could leave and they could both pretend that nothing had happened; they could forget flirting with one another and overlook the kisses that they’d planted on one another’s lips. It would be as if nothing had ever occurred.

      Or they could throw caution to the wind. They could act on impulse.

      She thought about it; Johanna Claremont with her cleaning firm, a husband at home, two boys and a dopey Labrador called Dougal.

      Then, presented with a choice she could never have anticipated having to make, she came to her decision. Before either of them had really known what was happening, and all too aware of the consequences that it might bring.

      “I’d almost forgotten what it feels like,” Johanna had joked with Marilyn. “People think that sex stops when you hit forty – never mind fifty. With Eric, it happens once a year, on my birthday, if I’m lucky. He rolls on and then he rolls off again. It’s over in a flash. With John, the whole world was shaking. I still can’t believe I did it — it just happened. Just like that. Honestly, I can’t believe I did it.”

      But she had done it. Johanna Claremont had made her choice. She’d signed on the dotted line, entered into a contract with betrayal, and her life was never the same again. It changed there, amid the rumpled bedsheets of a two-bed semi on Farley Street, where a cleaning job and a lonely man combined to end thirty two years of matrimony.

      Perhaps Victoria shouldn't have been so surprised. The world was full of Johanna Claremonts, after all. They were everywhere. The man whose “business trips” to Brussels were an excuse to allow him to meet his mistress. The woman who caught the waiter's eye in a hotel bar in Kensington and told him that it didn't matter what happened next, because her husband was so very far away. The father from St Helens who flew to Istanbul, beginning an affair en route that lasted for years, and which his partner never learned of.

      Why did love have to come so cheap for the people who needed it most?

      Eric found out, of course. Some people said it was Johanna herself who’d told him; that she’d been too wrapped up in the guilt to keep her peace indefinitely. Others thought that Marilyn let it slip. But it was more likely, someone was sure, to have been John; he’d been overheard, talking to his friends at the pub, several pints deep into the night, trying to imitate the sound his cleaner had made when she’d orgasmed beneath him.

      However Eric had learned about it, the world as the Claremonts knew it ended that day. After thirty two years. She tried to tell him she was sorry, but Eric wasn’t listening. He was shattered. The two boys left. One of them even took the Labrador. There were no more holidays to Portugal. There were no more walks across the park or round the tennis courts. There was no more dependable, reliable, meticulous Claremont family with a cleaning business and a job at the car showroom. They’d gone. They’d been torn apart, left to drift to opposite ends of the country in the wake of someone’s choice.

      Only Johanna stayed behind; and she was left with nothing except a man she saw occasionally in his two-bed semi on Farley Street, until he met someone else and told her that it was over. That she’d been fun, but they were through now.

      She carried on running Midas Touch. At least, she tried to. But it was never the same after that. Work dried up. The whole thing felt flat and hollow. It became the job that carried with it the uncomfortable memory of days before. Days when she’d been thriving, not just surviving.

      More than that, though, it was the job that carried the memory of her mistake; of a choice she’d made that she could never undo. It was the job that was tinged with betrayal.

      Inescapable, unfathomable, unravelling betrayal.

      Whenever Victoria heard the word “betrayal”, she thought about Johanna Claremont. She thought about her now, as she left the meeting room – and Grainger – behind, and walked back to her seat around the horseshoe table.

      She could feel a thin sheen of sweat forming on her forehead. She knew her skin had paled. She saw Eric – no, Adam – sitting on the front row, watching her, the faint traces of a frown creasing his brow.

      She propped up her elbows, folded her hands into one another and rested her forehead against them.

      She heard the Chairman calling her name.

      She registered a voice – she was sure it was Adam’s – trying to say something.

      She met his eyes. She tried to tell him she was sorry, but she didn’t think he was listening.

      She thought of Johanna Claremont all over again as she cast her vote and made her choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Interlude #3

          

          ANOTHER TIME

        

      

    

    
      

       

      

      I’d dreamed a dream the night before.

      Not just any dream. One of those dreams, where hope was high and the world was kind. You know the type of thing.

      I don’t usually remember my dreams; they’re normally vague, disposable flickers of imagination that skirt through my mind when I’m asleep. Involuntarily successions of sensation that never really mean anything to me. I’ve never been one of those people who go looking for deep, hidden meanings in their dreamscapes. They’re just there, and then they’re gone. When I wake, I’m like a child grabbing hopelessly at the morning mist, trying to contain a fistful of nothing. No matter how hard I try, there they go; my dreams, dispersing like the droplets. Slipping through my fingers. Over and out.

      But I remembered this dream. I dreamt in colour for the first time. The bricks they'd used to build the house were a perfect red, all iron oxide and calcareous clay. The grass wasn’t just green; it was the same vibrant green that brightens all the fields of forever. The sky was a paintbrush blue. The world can look so ordinary sometimes but, here, in my dream, it was extraordinary.

      And she was there.

      We weren’t on our own. They were all there; Jake and Melanie, Sam and Leon, and (I think) the woman who used to work on the currency exchange counter at the Post Office.

      Her friends from work came later. It was a house party, I’m pretty sure. Or maybe a barbecue. There were drinks and mixers and table food and the smell of something smoking away to one side. Then someone was carving meat and grilling sausages while their girlfriend asked, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing with that?”

      Then we were topping up the punch and sipping vodka and laughing. Everyone was laughing.

      I didn’t ask to dream about it. I wasn’t trying to craft this imaginary world around a summer afternoon in a garden filled with everyone but, at the same time, absolutely no one except her. It just came to me. In my slumber. In colour.

      It was like a portal into possibilities. Better days. With clear skies as far as the eye could see. And the sunlight sparkling in her emerald eyes.
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        * * *

      

      They say your dreams actually take place in a matter of minutes; even when your brain tells you that hours have passed, you’ve actually processed everything you’ve “seen” much more quickly. It’s not quite over in the blink of an eye, but it’s not far off.

      You can see whole worlds – whole lifetimes – in those few minutes. You can picture how things would be, how they could be, how they should be, depending on your point of view.

      And then everything disappears. That wisp of smoke on the horizon is your dream disintegrating. You open your eyes, or the alarm goes off, you hear a milk float clatter by, or a paper drops through the letterbox – thud – and, just like that, you’re left with the world as it is, not the world as you want it to be.

      Sometimes it’s a dawn chorus that wakes you. Other times, it’s the sudden movement of the person sleeping by your side. Sometimes you don’t know what it is that jolts you back to real life. Sometimes it’s nothing at all.

      Every now and again, though, it’s the sound of a phone ringing. The one you answer blearily and groggily as you lift it off the bedside table while pawing away the sleep that’s accumulated in the corner of your eye. Then you hear a voice and realise you’ve overslept because you went out for a beer with Jake the night before and one turned into two and two turned into three and three turned into⁠—

      “Are you okay?” she asked me, that morning after I’d dreamed the dream.

      Am I okay? Well, obviously I’m “okay”, I thought, by any ordinary definition of the word. I’m alive, I’m healthy, I’m in gainful employment, I’m financially secure and I’m generally happy.

      But am I okay?

      Sometimes, you can dream while you’re awake. In the picosecond between heartbeats, you see whole worlds, whole lifetimes. You can picture how things might be, how they should be; how your life could change from the one you’re living now into one where you’re so much more. It’s right there in front of you – so close – just waiting for you to answer a question like “Are you okay?” with the right words. Words that would set the whole thing in motion.

      I’m fine, you could say. But I could be more. I could be so much more. With you.

      Then the next heartbeat sounds in your chest. And another dream’s gone.

      “I’m fine, I just – I just couldn’t find my phone.”

      Outside the window, a wisp of smoke curled over the horizon. A thin, filmy line, slowly disintegrating. Adieu. Godspeed. Maybe that wisp will find a cloud in the corner of the sky somewhere and they’ll die together.

      “We’re still on for 10.30?”

      I checked my watch. I was about to take the fastest shower in history.
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