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AN INTRODUCTION FROM THE AUTHOR




Thank you for picking up this copy of  STRANGERS.

The novel was originally released in 2014. Ten years later, I substantially re-edited the book for this revised anniversary version. The story remains the same, but there are a couple of changes I wanted to make you aware of before you dive in.

First, at the end of this edition, you’ll find a bonus short story – EPISODE 5. It takes place chronologically before the novel, but for reasons that’ll become clear once you’ve read the book, I’ve placed it at the end of the main story.

Second, the audiobook edition of STRANGERS has not been updated. I know that some folks like to read and listen at the same time, but that won’t work with this book. Apologies for any inconvenience. Audiobook production is an expensive and time-consuming process, and when you factor in wrangling over narration and distribution contracts etc, it’s not worth the investment. Besides, Ian Fisher gave an excellent performance for the original audio release which deserves to be listened to!

Thanks again for reading STRANGERS. It’s an unusual book – something of an outlier in my work – but I’m very proud of it.








  
  
FORTY-EIGHT MILES NORTH OF THUSSOCK




‘You all right?’ 

He just looked at her. Struggled to focus. Took his time to reply. ‘Sorry. Tired.’

‘It’s getting awful late. What are you doing out here at this hour?’

‘Not sure. Lost, I think.’

‘I’ll say. Where you heading?’

‘Can’t remember,’ he said, embarrassed.

They blocked each other’s way along the narrow pavement. The silence was awkward. Joan’s dog Angus tugged at his lead, keen to get home and out of the rain. She tugged back. He’d have to wait.

‘I’m cold,’ the man said, wrapping his arms around himself.

‘I’m hardly surprised. Just look at you. You’re not really dressed for it, are you?’ Joan continued to stare at him. What was he... mid-thirties, perhaps? He looked about half her age. His nipples showed through his wet T-shirt, and she couldn’t help but stare. He was shivering, but that was only to be expected. She was cold herself, and she’d a vest, a blouse and a cardigan under her anorak. In the dull glow from the streetlamp between them, she thought he looked beautiful. ‘You’re not from round here, are you?’ she asked.

‘You can tell?’

‘It’s the accent,’ she giggled. What the hell are you doing, Joanie? She felt foolish, like she was back in school, flirting. There was just something about him. She knew she should get home, but she didn’t want to go anywhere. Angus whined and pulled at his lead again and she cursed him. ‘I should really be getting back.’ 

The man nodded, chewed his lip. ‘Okay.’

‘What about you?’

‘Don’t know,’ he answered. ‘Not sure.’

For a second she thought she detected an unexpected vulnerability in his face. She liked it. It made her pulse quicken, reminding her of times long-gone, times all but forgotten. Memories of youth clubs and dance halls, dallying with tongue-tied boys, all cocksure and confident with their mates, but stammering with nerves when it came to asking her and her friends out. She remembered the makeup, the skirts, the dancing and the alcohol, knowing they were watching her, wanting her, knowing she had the power to make or break them with a single word, with just a look.

Stop. You’re sixty-eight. You’re a grandmother. Get a hold of yourself.

Normally she’d be wary of men like this, intimidated even. But not him. Not tonight. He was no threat. He was lovely.

‘You’re very pale. Are you sure you’re okay? There’s more rain forecast tonight, and you’ll not want to be caught out here in just your shirt.’ He didn’t react, just stared. Angus pulled again and this time she yanked his lead hard, making him yelp. ‘Is there anyone I can call for you? Maybe get someone to come and pick you up?’

‘No one.’

Joan half-turned away, then stopped. You really shouldn’t be doing this, Joanie. She stared at him again. ‘You’re very handsome.’

He didn’t say anything. Didn’t react at all, just waited under the streetlamp, watching her watching him. She moved closer, then stopped again. She looped the dog’s lead around the bottom of the lamppost then smoothed the creases from her skirt and moved closer still, tucking rogue strands of grey hair behind her ear. What the hell was she thinking? She didn’t know anything about this stranger, hadn’t ever seen him before. Her head was telling her to do the right thing, to just keep walking and get home. Douglas had said he didn’t like her taking the dog out late at night on her own like this, but he’d left her with no choice because the lazy old sod hadn’t been prepared to get off his own backside and do it himself, had he? He didn’t care anymore, not like he used to. To be honest, neither did she. They were bored of each other and had been for a long time. She pictured him now, back at home in front of the TV. He probably hadn’t even noticed she’d gone out.

She decided she’d rather stay here than go home. There was something about the way this man’s tall, muscular body made her feel inside, the way he looked at her with those brilliant eyes full of life, full of promise. She felt a warm glow inside become a burning need, a re-awakening of forgotten feelings she hadn’t experienced in a long, long time.

Stop this, Joanie. Get a grip. You’re missing Strictly. 

‘Please stay with me,’ he said.

His unexpected request surprised her. Delighted her. He took a single step nearer, and the two of them came together under the streetlamp glow, now almost touching. He unzipped her fawn-coloured anorak then slipped his trembling hands inside and ran them over her flabby body. She reciprocated, holding him, stroking him, kissing him with lips that hadn’t kissed like this in an eternity. He fumbled with his jeans while she struggled with her knickers. He gently lowered her down onto the wet pavement then ripped the gusset of her tights open. Angus barked in protest and strained at his leash.

And who he was didn’t matter. And who she was didn’t matter. And the temperature and the time and the weather and the openness of where they were and what they were doing... none of it mattered. Because at that exact moment, there was only them.




      [image: image-placeholder]In the morning, they found the dog, still tied up, shivering with cold, barking then whimpering. And close to Angus, under the streetlamp, head in the hedgerow, legs sprawled across the blood-soaked pavement, mutilated, violated, they found his body. 
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The sun sneaked through gaps in the clouds, dappling the ground with patches of racing light between vast swathes of shadow. The sky overhead was more grey than blue now, summer disappearing fast. The end of August was almost here. Michelle didn’t know where the last twelve months had gone and she didn’t much care. As long as they’d gone, that was all that mattered. 

The air smelled good out here, so very different. All around them were empty fields, nothing but space. The number of buildings had steadily reduced the longer they’d been driving, and now there were almost none. There were more trees than anything, huge pines that looked like they’d been standing here forever, impervious and resolute, untroubled by the kind of trivialities and complications that had made her life increasingly unbearable. The contrast with where they’d set out from this morning was stark. In the built-up Midlands, nature made way for man. Here, the opposite held true. The road they were following twisted and wound endlessly; the hills, rocks, rivers and forests dictating its route. It was so very different to the sprawling suburban maze of junctions, lights and roundabouts they’d left behind. Just a single road to follow, no other traffic, no noise other than the car, just them. You’ve got to get used to this, she told herself, this is home now.

She looked across at Scott. He’d been watching her soaking it all up. ‘Told you you’d like it,’ he said, slowing around a sudden sharp bend, then accelerating again as the road straightened and stretched out ahead of them. ‘Look at all this space, Chelle. This is what it’s all about, don’t you think? We’ll be happy here.’

Michelle smiled. ‘I hope you’re right.’

‘You know I’m right. When have I ever not been?’

The souped-up Vauxhall Zafira’s well-worn engine struggled to make it to the top of a short climb. Scott had been wanting to change the old heap, to trade-up to something better, maybe a Land Rover or an Audi, but that was out of the question right now and would be for a while longer yet. Their car was a necessary workhorse: boring but relatively reliable. Scott had grown to hate it. He’d paid extra for the fancy blue paint job and trim which had looked good back in the day, but the colour hadn’t been available for years and it was dated now.

They’d already driven over three hundred miles today, overloaded with the five of them and a boot full of belongings, barely room to move. The removal van would bring the rest of their things on Monday, but this was the stuff Michelle wasn’t about to trust to anyone else, the important and irreplaceable. Photographs. Heirlooms. Documents and paperwork. Memories.

Scott changed down a gear to coax the motor over the crest of the deceptively steep hill, then put his foot down as the road sloped away again. It snaked for a couple more turns, then crossed a stone bridge over a river. Michelle thought it looked like something out of a fairy tale. And in the distance now, beyond all the trees and fields, appearing to be at the very edge of everything, a snow-capped mountain range. Snow at this time of year! The sheer scale of the apparently never-ending landscape was hard to absorb. ‘Look at that. It’s beautiful.’

Scott glanced into the rear-view mirror. ‘You don’t get views like that in Redditch, eh girls?’

No response. He checked his stepdaughters’ faces for any flicker of reaction but there was nothing there. Tammy, ubiquitous AirPods in, stared out of her window. Phoebe, two and a half years younger, had her face buried in a magazine. Eighteen-month-old George was wedged between the two of them, strapped into his seat, fast asleep with his head lolled over to one side, bobbing with the movement of the drive, dribbling.

A signpost. The first for a long time.

THUSSOCK    18

‘Nearly there,’ Scott said. ‘Excited?’

‘I guess,’ Michelle answered.

‘Try showing some enthusiasm then.’

‘I am. This is a big thing though, Scott. I’m nervous.’

‘Nothing to be nervous about. The kids are gonna love it here.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘You’ve really got to sort out this negative attitude, love. You’re doing my head in.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Focus on the positives,’ he said, and he took one hand off the wheel to gesture around them. ‘All this space and fresh air.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s just what this family needs. Get us all on the right track again.’

‘It’s a big deal for everyone though, Scott, that’s all. You too. You’ve only ever lived in Redditch.’

‘Not true. I had a flat in Bromsgrove for a couple of years.’

‘What, five miles down the road?’

‘You’re hardly a seasoned traveller yourself.’

‘It’s difficult with kids.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘I travelled with Jez. We spent six months travelling around Europe with his job before Tammy was born.’

‘Six months of sitting in hotel rooms, you said.’

‘We did some sightseeing.’

‘You said you saw more plastics factories than anything. Anyway, what you did or didn’t do with your ex isn’t important, it’s where we are now that matters. This move is going to be good for all of us.’

Michelle rested her head against the window and watched the world whip by. Another forest. Fields full of sheep. A herd of stampeding deer! She couldn’t remember ever having seen deer before, not out in the wild like this. This really was a beautiful part of the world. 

Scott was right, she needed to lose the negativity and focus on the positives. A fresh start. A clean slate. A new beginning.




      [image: image-placeholder]Half of the letters on the WELCOME TO THUSSOCK sign had worn away, and Please Drive Carefully had been truncated to Please Drive. Michelle was tempted to make a joke out of it, but she thought she’d better not.

‘Is this it?’ Tammy asked from the back. It was the first time she’d spoken in an age.

‘Yep, this is it,’ Scott replied. ‘What do you think?’

‘You’re frigging kidding me.’

‘Language, Tam,’ Michelle warned. ‘You know how we feel about swearing.’

Tammy stretched across George and shook her sister’s arm. Phoebe had nodded off. ‘S’matter?’ she asked, sitting up quick, still half asleep.

‘Welcome to paradise,’ Tammy said, no attempt made to mute her sarcasm.

Scott ignored her. ‘I thought you might like to see the town first. We’ll do a full loop, then end up at the house.’

Tammy stared out of the window, her heart sinking. She’d been holding out some hope that Thussock might not be as bad as she’d expected, but it was all that and more. This place was dull. Grey, scruffy and bleak. She’d taken a brief virtual tour on Google Maps last week, but the online images had failed to do the place justice. They’d looked pretty grim, but the reality was on another level.

Sprawling council estate, maze-like lines of ugly, identical buildings? Check. Dilapidated playground and community centre? Check. Packs of feral kids hanging around on street corners? Check. Boarded-up windows, walls spray-painted with graffiti? Check and check. 

Beyond the housing estate the road became slightly more congested. This, Tammy presumed, was the high street: the beating heart of Thussock. Except that today it looked in need of defibrillation. Every other shop was shut, most of their frontages an unloved mess of plywood and torn and faded posters for long-past events, livened up by the occasional coloured flash of illegible vandal’s scrawl. And those businesses still trading didn’t look much less unkempt.

Michelle had seen something on TV recently about parts of South Wales which had been overlooked after the coal mines had closed. Once-thriving communities had slowly crumbled, left to decay like the abandoned machinery rusting around the mouths of the pits, all but forgotten. High unemployment, low morale, zero investment. Public transport was minimal, public services non-existent. There were kids, she remembered hearing, who’d never left their villages, never travelled more than a couple of miles away from home. Christ, she hoped things weren’t that bad here, but she harboured a sneaking suspicion that if she’d done find/replace on the newsreader’s script and substituted Thussock for South Wales, few people would have noticed. Stop it, Chelle, she told herself, this isn’t helping. ‘I think it looks quite nice,’ she said, knowing precisely how vague and non-committal she sounded.

‘It is nice,’ Scott told her.

‘What the hell’s that?’ Phoebe asked, pointing at an ugly mass of metal that rose up behind the nearest buildings, completely at odds with everything else: steel tanks and pipes, belching off-white exhaust fumes.

‘Brewery,’ Scott answered quickly. ‘Quite a big one by all accounts. Thussock’s on the up and up, I’m hearing.’

Jeez, Tammy thought but didn’t dare say, it’s so tough living here they make their own booze so they can keep themselves permanently pissed. The air around the site was filled with a noxious stink. Tammy and Phoebe looked at each other in despair, faces screwed up.

This place was like a town preserved in aspic: a relic of a thankfully long-forgotten time. Tammy felt a glimmer of hope for the briefest of moments when she saw a sign for a new retail development up ahead, but it was short lived. Six redbrick units had been built in a horseshoe shape around a small car park and block-paved pedestrian area, but only two were occupied. One was a Co-op supermarket (and she thought it sad that recognising the store’s familiar green and white signage made her feel fleetingly positive), the other a cut-price clothing store. It was a chain she hadn’t heard of before, one local to Scotland, perhaps? She couldn’t imagine herself shopping there regularly. She’d already resigned herself to probably having to do all her shopping online. She hoped it wouldn’t be long before they had broadband installed. Scott had told her they’d get it sorted straightaway, but she’d long since stopped counting on anything he told her.

‘That it?’ Phoebe asked when they reached the end of the high street. Tammy thought the flat tone of her sister’s voice perfectly described how she herself was feeling, a mix of disbelief and resignation. Underwhelmed and disappointed, but not entirely surprised.

‘That’s it,’ Scott said. ‘Perfect, eh?’

‘If you say so.’

‘Feels like we’ve dropped off the edge of the planet,’ Tammy said unhelpfully as they drove up and over an unnecessarily ornate stone bridge. She looked through the gaps between grubby balustrades and saw a narrow stream where she’d expected a river. Big bridge, little trickle. It seemed to sum the place up perfectly.

‘Come on you two,’ Michelle said, doing what she could to lift their spirits. ‘It’s not that bad. Anyway, it might be quiet around here, but Edinburgh and Glasgow are only about an hour away, probably quicker if we take the train.’

‘There’s a station?’

‘Of course there’s a station,’ Scott said.

‘There it is,’ Michelle added quickly, spotting the distinctive Network Rail sign just ahead. There was a largely empty gravel car park and a single platform, a tin shed wedged neatly between the two. So where exactly was the station? Wait, unless that shack was the station?

‘I think we missed your school,’ Scott said. ‘I’ll double-back and try find it.’

‘Don’t bother,’ Tammy grumbled. ‘Let’s pace ourselves. Can’t take too much excitement in one day.’

‘There’s no need to be like that, Tam,’ Michelle warned.

‘You reckon?’

‘Ignore her,’ she said to Scott. ‘How about we just head for the house? I think we all want to see it.’

‘Look, I know what you’re thinking—’ Scott said.

‘If you knew what I was thinking you’d have kicked me out of the car,’ Tammy said, cutting across him.

‘We need to give this place a chance. It’s important. It’s a fresh start for all of us.’

‘But I didn’t want a fresh start, remember? I was happy in Redditch.’

‘Tammy, leave it,’ Michelle said, feeling herself tensing, anticipating conflict.

‘It was out of my hands.’

‘No, you just decided you couldn’t handle—’

‘That’s enough!’ Michelle shouted, her voice loud enough to silence them but wake George. ‘Arguing isn’t going to do any of us any good. We are where we are, and like Scott says, we’re all going to make the most of it, right?’

No answer from the back.

‘Right?’ she asked again, a little firmer this time.

‘Whatever,’ Tammy said grudgingly.

‘Just wait ’til you see the house,’ Scott said, unperturbed. ‘It’ll blow you away.’




      [image: image-placeholder]They kept driving until they’d left the town, then followed a wildly twisting road which narrowed to little more than a track in places. ‘Where are we going?’ Michelle asked, confused.

‘To the house,’ Scott replied. ‘I found this route last week. I did some exploring while I was up here. Thought I should get to know the area before you lot arrived. Beautiful, isn’t it?’

He was right, this was beautiful. In the space of less than half a mile the grey dereliction of Thussock had been well and truly left behind, hidden by the curves of the road and the undulations of the land and temporarily forgotten. The landscape opened out again. Scott followed the road as it meandered between two hills, one a lush, grassy mound, the other craggier, covered in bracken and gorse. The greenery was just beginning to show the first signs of autumn browning.

Michelle, feeling unquestionably insignificant, dwarfed by the scale of it all, clung onto the sides of her seat as the car clattered along. An unseen pothole caused them all to lurch to the left. ‘Don’t fancy this route in winter much,’ she said, already picturing long walks into town for supplies and them having to dig themselves out of snowdrifts.

Around the next bend, the road climbed again. They were halfway up the rise when Michelle saw an odd-looking industrial construction in the distance. It was in the middle of an otherwise empty field at the edge of a forest, miles away from anywhere. And like the brewery in Thussock, it too appeared completely out of place. A tall metal tower loomed up over Portacabins and storage tanks. ‘I’m going to see if there’s any work going there,’ Scott said.

‘What is it? Are they drilling for oil or something?’

‘Not quite. Fracking.’

‘I thought that had been banned.’

‘What’s fracking?’ Tammy asked from the backseat.

‘Something to do with drilling down to extract natural gas I think.’

‘That’s supposed to be dangerous, isn’t it?’ Phoebe said. ‘We learnt about it in geography. Causes earth tremors, I heard.’

‘If it was that dangerous they wouldn’t do it,’ Scott said. Michelle just looked at him and bit her tongue. Christ, he could be so naïve at times.

‘What’s going on over there?’ she asked, keen to end the debate before it began.

‘Where?’

‘Right over there,’ she said, pointing out of her window. ‘Past the fracking or whatever it is.’

Scott slowed down then stopped at the very top of the hill. Below them, they saw a well-spaced line of figures walking across the countryside, scouring the fields, beating their way through bracken. And then they saw even more of them, so far away that they were barely discernible as people, their cagoules bright dots. A helicopter hung in the air overhead, appearing to match the methodical pace of the walkers down below. ‘Probably looking for that woman,’ he said.

‘What woman?’

‘Some old girl’s gone missing. Heard it on the radio.’

‘You sure she didn’t just escape?’ Tammy mumbled.

‘What was that?’

‘Are we nearly there?’ she asked. ‘I’m desperate for the loo.’

Scott pulled away again. ‘Very close now.’

The sun bounced off the ripples of a small lake hidden between two low peaks. Scott wound down the window and all they could hear was the noise of the car and the rushing of the wind. ‘Lovely,’ Michelle said. ‘It’s so peaceful.’

‘I walked up here from the house last week,’ Scott told her, accelerating up one final climb. ‘We’re just over this rise.’

And he was right. Another couple of minutes and they’d reached a junction in the road, having completed a single large loop. He turned right, heading back towards Thussock, and in less than a quarter of a mile they were there. Home. He pulled up outside the house and stopped the engine. 

Absolute silence. No noise from anyone. 

‘Well?’ he asked.

Michelle got out first and walked up to the front of the building. ‘It’s much bigger than I thought it would be.’

‘Looks good,’ Phoebe said, surprisingly upbeat. Although Tammy didn’t say anything, Michelle took her silence as a positive.

The pictures Scott had shown her hadn’t really done the house justice. It had been a farmhouse once, apparently, though all but a thin strip of land around the back had long since been sold off. Its grubby double-frontage appeared unloved and neglected, but she could see potential. It had originally been rendered off-white, but over the years it had darkened to a uniform murky grey with a skirt of mossy green lower down. There were three identical windows on the first floor and two more below, one either side of the front door. To the left of the house as she looked at it was a single-storey extension which, whilst it didn’t exactly match either the colour or the overall look of the building, she thought looked spacious and useful. Over on the far right was a separate garage workshop. In front of the house was a large gravel driveway, big enough for several cars. A patchy lawn wrapped around the side of the building. The place was massive. Far bigger than their old house.

‘Happy?’ Scott asked her.

‘It’s huge. Twice the size of the old place.’

‘I know.’

‘We’ll have to put up some kind of fence to block the garden. Stop George wandering off.’

‘Plenty of time for that.’

‘And maybe a gate across the drive. It’s a bit open.’

‘Christ’s sake, Chelle, stop looking for faults.’

‘I’m not. I’m just being practical.’

‘Well don’t, at least not for a few minutes. Stop focusing on the minutia and think about the potential of this place.’

‘Oh, it’s certainly got potential, I’ll give you that.’

‘Don’t sound so surprised. See, you lot should trust me more.’

‘We do trust you.’

‘A place like this in Redditch would have cost a bloody fortune. Three times the price at least, I reckon.’

‘I know. That’s why we’re here.’

‘Probably because of the fracking,’ Phoebe said.

George, still strapped in his car seat, was awake. He started moaning, then crying. ‘Sort the lad out, love,’ Scott told Michelle. ‘I’ll show the girls around.’

Michelle unbuckled her son and lifted him from his seat. ‘What do you think, Georgie?’ she asked as she carried him to the door. ‘This is our new home.’ George buried his face in his mother’s shoulder, too tired and grumpy to care. Michelle looked up at the house again, feeling like she was here for a first viewing, not to move in. Scott was right, it had heaps of potential, and though the town of Thussock itself had been underwhelming, the surrounding area was glorious. Beggars can’t be choosers, she reminded herself. And though I’m not a beggar yet, for a while it was a close-run thing.

She took a breath – excited, heart fluttering with nervous anticipation – and went inside. She could hear the rest of her family exploring already, their footsteps echoing from different rooms and different directions, but she couldn’t see any of them. She was standing in a large square hallway with the staircase, the kitchen, and three other doors ahead of her. A downstairs bathroom, the ground-floor bedroom she and Scott would share, and the living room all looked like they hadn’t been decorated in decades. Scott had already brought a first load of their furniture up from Redditch, but rather than making her feel more at home, seeing familiar things in these unfamiliar surroundings made her feel even more disconnected. She ran her hand along the back of her sofa in the living room, and all she could see was the place in the house in Redditch where it used to be.

It wasn’t a particularly well-planned house, she decided. In fact, parts of it looked like they’d barely been planned at all, just tacked on to cope. The girls and George all had rooms upstairs, but there was just a toilet up there, no bathroom, and down here there was no way into the dining room from the living room, nor from the dining room into the garden.

The others were in the kitchen, an impressively well-sized space. ‘So, what do you think, girls?’ she asked.

‘It’s big,’ Tammy said, stating facts rather than expressing an opinion. That was usually a safer option.

‘Bit cold, isn’t it?’ Phoebe said.

‘That’s just because no one’s been here for a couple of days,’ Scott said. ‘You wait, there’s a real fireplace in the living room. It’ll be cracking in the winter. I’ll stoke it up later if I can find enough wood.’

‘You could burn some of this furniture,’ Tammy suggested. Much of the previous occupant’s stuff had been left behind and whilst he’d already thrown a lot of it out, Scott had simply assimilated the rest.

‘We might be able to salvage some of this,’ Michelle suggested, looking at a dresser and gently pushing it, checking its sturdiness. ‘Might even be able to sell bits of it.’

‘Nah,’ Scott told her. ‘It’s all crap. I’ll burn the lot of it.’

‘Might be some antiques here.’

‘I told you, it’s all crap.’

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Every penny helps.’

Tammy and Phoebe disappeared upstairs again to argue over rooms, taking George with them. Michelle went to the kitchen window and looked out over the yard.

‘So, what do you think?’ Scott asked.

She looked over her shoulder at him, then faced the window again. ‘It’s huge. We’ll be rattling around here.’

‘That all?’

‘I’m sorry, it’s been a long day and there’s a lot to take in. It’s a lovely house, Scott. It will be, anyway.’

‘Told you I’d see us right, didn’t I? When I say I’m going to do something, I do it.’

‘I never doubted you, love.’

‘You’re going to be happy here then?’

‘We’ve only just arrived.’

‘I know that, but just look at this place. Much more space than we had before. All those fields... the countryside.’

A pause. Careful consideration. Say the right thing. ‘We are where we are.’

‘What?’

‘It’s what I keep telling the girls. We are where we are, now it’s down to all of us to make the most of it.’

‘And we will. This is the start of a new chapter, Chelle. Turning over a new leaf, all that stuff.’

‘Lay off on the clichés, love,’ she said. ‘Don’t you know that’s how ghost stories always start?’

‘You’re taking the piss. You don’t believe in ghosts.’

Michelle walked around the battered wooden table which filled most of the kitchen. She went back into the hall and looked up. She could hear the kids thumping on the floorboards above her. It sounded familiar and normal, though none of it was. You’ll get used to it in time, she reassured herself. Got to give it a chance. 

She followed Scott into the living room and looked out through the rattling, single-glazed French doors. The back garden was overgrown, but it too had plenty of potential. Sort the lawn out, put in a couple of flower beds, maybe some decking or a patio by the house. The garden was much bigger than the small square patch of grass they’d left behind, and with no visible boundaries, no fence or wall, it seemed to go on forever, stretching all the way to the hills they’d driven across to get here. Scott put his arms around her from behind. She flinched. ‘Christ, you made me jump.’

‘You wait, Chelle,’ he said, ‘once the rest of our stuff’s in here it’ll feel like home. The truck should be here Monday afternoon.’

She nodded and gently moved, keeping hold of his hand for a few seconds longer before letting go. Her attention was caught by a pile of clutter in the corner of the room. ‘What’s all this?’

‘Some of the old guy’s stuff. I was going through it before I threw it out. I’ll keep the magazines for the fire.’

‘You said you’d cleaned this place up,’ she said, running her fingers along a dust-covered dado rail.

‘I have cleaned it. You should have seen it before I started. Some rooms hadn’t been touched in years. I swear, I was flat out all week. I dumped three loads at the tip, and that’s a bloody sixty-mile round trip. There’s still more junk down the side of the house to get rid of. Once that’s all gone and the rest of our gear’s in, we’ll be sorted. By this time next week, we’ll be properly settled.’

‘I think it’s going to take a while longer than that. It’s not all about decoration and furniture, you know. The kids are—’

‘The kids are going to be fine.’

‘I know that. I’m just saying it’s going to take them time to adjust. In some ways it’s been a bigger move for them than us. They’ve had to change school, leave their friends.’

‘We’ve all had to make sacrifices. But I’ll tell you something, Chelle, we’ve made a bloody good long-term move here. I was looking in an estate agent’s window in town the other day. You should see the prices some of the properties like this one are up for. Once I’ve done it up, we’ll make a killing on this place. We’ll double the value of it in no time, I reckon. Think how much stronger a position that’ll put us in.’

‘One step at a time, love. We haven’t slept a night here and you’re already talking about the next house.’

‘I’m serious. I’ve got big plans.’

‘You’ve always got big plans.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, resisting the urge to tell him.

‘I’m gonna start down here,’ he continued, oblivious to her reticence. ‘I’ll knock the kitchen through into the dining room, make it more open plan, then I want a conservatory coming off the back and a decent-sized patio. All the windows need replacing, there’s no double-glazing, it’s all the original glass by the looks of it. Then I was thinking about extending our bedroom back and putting in an en suite, maybe even a walk-in closet if there’s space. You’d like that. You always said you’d like more room for your clothes.’

‘It’d be nice, sure, but I don’t need more room.’

He continued, on a roll. ‘Structurally the house is sound. The extension needs a few minor repairs, but nothing much. I want to get someone in to look at the rendering.’

‘Slow down, love.’

‘The rendering’s important. It’s not just about keeping the place looking nice, you know.’

‘I understand that.’

‘We’ll need to re-carpet throughout, but it’s not worth doing that until I’ve finished the interior alterations.’

‘But...’

‘Probably be a good idea to get the drive tarmacked too. The gravel’s okay, but it’s so bloody noisy, you know? And we’ll be constantly dragging it into the house.’ He stopped. She was staring at him. ‘What?’

‘Where are we going to get the money for all of this, Scott? Just because we’ve got a little in the bank from the sale of the old house, doesn’t mean we can afford to let ourselves go wild.’

‘You have to speculate to accumulate.’

‘Yes, but the business is gone, remember? That money’s all we’ve got to live off until we’re earning again.’

‘I don’t see the problem. It’s a sound investment. We use the cash in the bank to increase the value of the house.’

‘Then what?’

‘Then we’ve got an asset worth double what it is now. We’d never get that kind of return from a bank.’

‘I know, you’re right.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘You can’t buy groceries with equity. How do we live in the meantime?’

‘We’ll manage. We always do. Fuck’s sake, I wish you’d have a little more faith in me.’

‘I do have faith in you.’

‘I know what I’m doing.’

‘I never said you didn’t.’

‘Change your attitude then.’

‘I’m sorry. I just get the feeling we’re on our last chance here, and I don’t want to blow it.’

‘We won’t. I won’t. I’m doing all this for you and the kids.’

‘We just need to be careful. Think things through.’

His expression changed. He looked hurt, then angry. ‘You sound like you’re having doubts.’

‘I’m not. I’m sorry, love. I’m just tired, that’s all. That was a hell of a drive. You must be knackered.’

‘I’m all right. Getting used to it. It was a good run today, just over six hours. You should have seen it when I came up last week. Bloody nightmare, it was. Pissing down with rain all the way.’

‘I just need some rest. I’ll be fine in the morning.’

‘As long as that’s all it is.’

‘I’m fine,’ she said again, voice firmer.

Phoebe appeared in the doorway, holding her little brother’s hand. ‘George is hungry.’

‘I’ll see to him,’ Michelle said. ‘Can I have the keys, Scott. I need to get his food out of the car.’

Scott fished in his pocket and threw the keys to her. She left the two of them showing George the garden and went out to the Zafira. Tammy followed her.

‘You okay, love?’ she asked as she opened the boot and dug around for the remains of the picnic lunch they’d stopped and eaten mid-journey. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s a dump,’ Tammy said, pulling no punches. ‘He said it was a big house, but he never said anything about it being a really shitty big house. Have you seen the state of the bathroom, Mom?’

‘No, not yet.’

‘There’s a tidemark round the bath that looks like it’s been painted on.’

‘Come on, Tam, try and be positive.’

Phoebe appeared beside her and reached into the car for one of her bags. ‘I’m being positive,’ she said. ‘I like it. I like my room. It’s massive.’

‘What have I got to be positive about?’ Tammy argued. ‘Bloody hell, Mom, thanks to your husband I’ve lost everything. My friends, my freedom...’

‘Oh, give it a rest. You haven’t lost any of that. No one’s died. You still be able to keep in touch.’

‘You think? How’s that going to work then? You think Katie’s dad’s gonna be happy to do the twelve hour round trip both ways so we can see each other of a weekend?’

‘No, but—’

‘Like I said, thanks to Scott, my life is screwed.’

‘And like I said, it isn’t. You’ll still see as much of your dad, maybe even more of him. You know he works out this way sometimes.’

‘I used to be able to walk to all my mates’ houses. I could see Max’s house from ours. Look around you, Mom, what can you see now? Bugger all. Just fields and trees and bloody hills. No people. None of my friends.’

Tammy wiped away a tear, angry with herself as much as anyone else. Michelle put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard, Tam. I know how you feel, honest I do. I’m doing the best I can here.’

‘Problem?’ Scott asked. They looked around and saw him in the doorway. ‘Wondered what the delay was.’

Michelle shot him a quick glance – don’t get involved – but it was too late. Tammy stormed off around the side of the house. 

‘What’s up with her?’

‘She just needs a little time,’ she told him. ‘She’ll be okay.’

She squeezed past Scott and went inside to find George, following the whines. Thankfully he was much easier to placate than his older sister. If only chocolate biscuits had the same effect on teenage girls, she thought.










  
  
THE NORTH ROAD OUT OF THUSSOCK




The police officer flagged the old Ford Focus down. He’d heard it coming a mile off, its over-revved engine straining with effort. The driver cursed. He’d been too busy messing with his phone to see the flashing lights until it was too late. He braked hard, trying to make the sudden halt appear as controlled as possible. He wound down his window and wiped spitting rain from his face. ‘Evening, Sergeant.’ 

‘How are we this evening, Desmond? Driving a little fast, weren’t we? In a hurry?’

‘Just off to see a friend.’

‘Ah, yes. And where would this friend be?’

‘Up near the fracking site.’

‘Is that right?’

‘It’s just Murray. You know Murray, Sergeant.’

‘Oh, I know Murray all right. And what’ll you two be getting up to?’

‘Just a quiet night, helping him through his shift. Watch a few films, have a couple of drinks, that’s all.’

They’d been through this routine many times before. The sergeant peered into the backseat of the car and saw a large black holdall. ‘You don’t mind if I have a look in your bag?’ he asked.

‘Whatever. Do you not get bored of this?’

‘Never,’ the officer replied. ‘You do tend to bring it on yourself though, driving too fast on a road as quiet as this. Subtlety has never been a strong point of yours, has it?’

Dez didn’t answer, he just watched in his rear-view mirror as the sergeant mooched through the holdall. A few cans of beer, some smokes, and a stack of Blu rays. The officer looked at the covers of a few of them, then shook his head with disdain and dropped them back into the bag. He’d always had his doubts about this bloke.

‘Are we okay here, Sergeant Ross?’

‘Aye, we’re okay. Just take it easy. I know you’re looking forward to watching your movies with your pal, but try and get there in one piece, won’t you. Oh, and I hope those cans are for Murray, not you if you’re driving.’

‘I’ll just have the one.’

‘I’d rather you had none. On your way now, Mr Boyle.’

Dez pulled away, sticking to the speed limit until the lights of the police car were well out of sight.




      [image: image-placeholder]Two films and half the beer down and Dez was still complaining about Sergeant Ross. ‘I swear, he’s got it in for me. Always trying to catch me for something.’

‘Were you speeding?’

‘Yea, but that’s not the point.’

‘It’s exactly the point, you dozy prick. You know me, man, I’m as guilty of overdoing it as you are, but I’m not so soft as to—’

Murray stopped and stared at one of the CCTV screens on the desk.

‘What’s up?’

He’d spent more time watching the films on his laptop than the security cameras he was being paid to monitor, but something had caught his eye. ‘That’s weird,’ he said. He tapped the screen with his finger. ‘That wasn’t there before.’

Murray adjusted the picture. His remit was to watch the fracking site itself, not the surrounding area, but the cameras had been set up with deliberately wide fields of view in case of trouble. You know how it is, Murray, his boss had told him. There’s always some eco-warrior dipshit banging on about us harming the environment. We just need to keep an eye out. Stay one step ahead of them.

‘What is it?’ Dez asked, trying to make sense of the pixelated shape, a blurry mass near the bottom of a tree. ‘Some kind of animal?’

‘I’ve no idea. I think I should go out there and check. You coming?’

‘It’s pissing down and it’s dark and I’m not on the payroll.’

‘There’s a flashlight and a spare waterproof in the cupboard. Come on, man. I don’t want to go out there on my own.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I’m serious. Come on.’




      [image: image-placeholder]It was hard to work out where the shape was in relation to the security hut. Murray looked back and used the drill shaft at the centre of the site to orientate himself. ‘It was this way, man, I’m sure,’ he said, sweeping the light from his torch around the wet grass.

‘Well, there’s nothing here now, Murray. Let’s get back.’

‘Wait. Look!’ Murray shone his light deeper into the dense copse of trees up ahead. There was something leaning against one of the larger trunks. Was that someone’s head? It looked like a body slumped forward. He called out but there was no response. The two men looked at each other, then took a few nervous steps closer. Murray relaxed. ‘It’s just a bike. Bloody hell, would you look at that. Just someone’s bloody saddle bag.’

‘What’s anyone doing out here on a bike at this time?’

‘You’d be surprised. I could show you some clips on that CCTV. Folks get up to all sorts out in these woods.’

‘Can’t believe you thought that was someone’s head. You fuckin’ moron.’

‘Least I got close enough to look,’ Murray said. ‘I wasn’t the one hanging back ’cause I was too bloody scared.’

‘I wasn’t scared. Like I said, you’re being paid for this, not me.’

They were about to head back when something else caught Murray’s eye, an unexpected flash of crimson, jarringly out of place against the greens and browns. ‘Oh, fuck,’ he said as his torch illuminated a crescent-shaped pool of blood in the leaf litter. And there was more – another patch a short distance ahead, a series of intermittent drips forming a trail. Murray walked on, Dez turned around and went the other way. ‘Where the fuck are you going?’

‘Sorry, Murray, I can’t. I shouldn’t even be here. Sergeant Ross has it in for me as it is. If he catches me out here then I’m fucked. I’m sorry, man.’

He sprinted back to the security hut. Murray held his position on the edge of the forest, the dripping rain the only noise of any note, and waited a moment longer. He knew he had to keep going. As his so-called pal had so succinctly put it, this was what he was being paid to do, and although whatever had happened here was technically outside the fracking site, he knew how suspect it would seem if he went this far then just stopped. In the distance he heard Dez’s knacker of a car race away, blown exhaust echoing, tyres skidding on the gravel.

‘Thanks, mate,’ he grumbled.

Deep breath.

Murray followed the bloody trail deeper into the trees.

He found her in a patch of open space in the middle of the wood, lying on her side as if she was asleep. She was half-naked, a steady flow of still-warm blood dribbling down the insides of her thighs, washing away in the rain. Porcelain flesh, hidden away through modesty for years but exposed for all to see now. Fawn anorak with blotting-paper blood stains. Steam snaked up from between her legs. She’d not been dead long.
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Scott decided they’d start their first full day in Thussock with a trip into town. Despite initial protestations – more for effect than anything else, just making their feelings known – both girls agreed to come. Other than cleaning and unpacking, there wasn’t much else to do; the TV wasn’t set up yet, and they’d no broadband or mobile network coverage. Scott had promised to get it sorted in the week, but Tammy didn’t think she’d last that long. Less than twenty-four hours in and she was already struggling with life offline. It felt like solitary confinement, made worse because she knew that the rest of the world was continuing to chat, message, share and update outside of her little bubble of disconnection, making her feel like she’d been blocked by everyone, universally unfriended. 

Another bloody WELCOME TO THUSSOCK sign. They were taking the piss now. Tammy thought that if she’d had a marker pen with her and she could have been bothered, she might have added “YOU’RE” to the beginning of the sentence because she definitely didn’t want anything to do with this desolate, godforsaken place.

They drove along the main road from the house into town, pausing briefly outside a shed-like wooden bus-shelter. Michelle jumped out and checked the timetable for times and prices to school. ‘I think we’ll drive you in for the first week or so,’ she told them when she got back into the car. ‘Just until we’ve all got our bearings. The buses seem really infrequent. Don’t want you two being late or getting stranded.’

‘Oh, that’s too weird,’ Phoebe said unexpectedly.

‘What, the buses?’ Tammy asked, confused.

‘No... over there. See that house?’

Tammy craned her neck and saw a bungalow with a pea-green front door and an over-fussy garden. It was nothing special. As unremarkable as the rest of Thussock. ‘What about it?’

‘Watch the woman.’

All of them, George included, now watched as an obese woman waddled out from around the side of the small house. She was wearing a long and distinctly unflattering cerise summer dress which clung to all the wrong bulges. Her bleached hair was cropped short. ‘Don’t stare,’ Michelle warned, although she was as guilty as the rest of them.

‘What about her?’ Scott asked.

‘Just keep watching.’

A car reversed out of a prefabricated garage adjacent to the bungalow. As the oversized woman in pink lowered herself into the passenger seat, an identically obese woman in blue got out and shut the garage door. ‘Identical twins,’ Michelle said. ‘That’s not weird.’

‘It is when you live together and you’re wearing the exact same outfits at their age. They’re ancient.’

‘Don’t be so rude. I’m sure they’re both lovely.’

The family watched, strangely spellbound, as the sisters pulled off their drive. The twin in the passenger seat gave them a nod of the head and a wave. ‘Phoebe’s right,’ Scott said when they’d gone. ‘That was weird.’

They followed the car into town. The twins turned off when they reached a small church hall, barely noticeable tucked away in the middle of a row of houses.

‘Where exactly are we going?’ Tammy asked.

‘Thought we’d find your school first, then see if we can get some lunch,’ Scott said.

‘Is it going to take long?’

‘As long as it takes. Stop moaning.’ 

She slumped back in her seat. And this is what my life has been reduced to: driving to look at a school on a Sunday morning. Her friends Katie and Max had been planning to go to Merry Hill today, she remembered. Some shopping, then on to see that horror film they’d all been talking about last week. Most of her mates back home probably weren’t even awake yet, still sleeping off the effects of the night before.




      [image: image-placeholder]Thussock High School was a curious mix of the old, the very old, and the older; about eighty per cent decrepit to twenty per cent ancient, Tammy decided. School’s school, Scott had told them both, spouting his usual bullshit. Did he ever stop to listen to the crap he came out with? It’s not where you go, it’s what you do when you’re there that matters, he said. You make your own chances, that was one of his favourite nuggets of shite. Well, moving to Thussock would blow his theories out of the water, because Tammy knew beyond any doubt that the schooling here wasn’t going to be as good as she’d had back in Redditch. For a start, the course options were severely limited. She’d had to choose subjects she hadn’t really wanted, and she was already concerned that would have an impact on her university choices a couple of years from now. She decided it didn’t really matter what she went on to study at uni anymore because for Tammy, the further in further education now simply referred to the distance she could get from Thussock.

‘What do you reckon?’ Phoebe asked, standing at the fence alongside her, both gripping the railings like prisoners planning to break back into jail.

‘Pretty grim. Matches the rest of this shitty town perfectly.’

‘It might be all right.’

‘It might not.’

A long, straight entrance road drove through the centre of a large grey playground, stretching from the gate all the way to the main hub of the school. It looked like it had been built in the sixties: all concrete grey and sharp corners; modular and geometric; ugly, out-dated and drab. There were four temporary classrooms at one end of the playground. It was clear from the weathering of the flimsy-looking buildings that they become far less temporary than originally planned.

Behind the bulk of the school buildings, visible through a gap between two blocks, was a more recently built leisure centre. Its cream, corrugated metal walls were in stark contrast to the rest of the campus. Tammy wondered if it had a fitness suite and a pool like the college she should have been starting at in Bromsgrove next week. She wasn’t going to get her hopes up.

‘We ready to make a move, ladies?’ Scott shouted from the car. They ambled back. ‘You both hungry?’

‘Starving,’ Phoebe said.

‘Then let’s go and see what we can find.’




      [image: image-placeholder]They parked the car outside the Co-op supermarket, then walked the length of the high street and back again. Scott and Michelle were at the front, Michelle pushing George in his buggy, while the two girls held back to try and make it look like they weren’t all out together on a painfully awkward family outing.

Michelle glanced over her shoulder at her daughters. ‘Do you think they’re going to be all right?’

‘They will be. It’s early days. Bit of a culture shock for them, that’s all. Tammy’s just sulking as usual.’

‘Bit of a culture shock for all of us.’

‘It’s not that bad.’

‘I didn’t say it was. It’s going to be very different here, that’s all.’

‘You all need to keep open minds. If you go into things with a positive attitude, they’ll usually work out.’

‘Is that right?’

‘Yes it is. That’s why I’m keen to get started on the house.’

Scott stopped walking suddenly and looked around.

‘What’s up?’

‘That’s it, I think,’ he said. ‘I think we’ve done the entire place.’

‘We can’t have.’

Tammy caught up. ‘Why have we stopped?’

‘Because we’ve reached the end of the road,’ Scott told her.

‘You can say that again.’

‘Didn’t see many places to eat,’ Michelle said.

‘There was the pub,’ Scott suggested.

‘Didn’t like the look of it.’

‘Or the name,’ Tammy said. ‘Fancy calling a pub The Black Boy. Sounds racist. Sinister.’

‘There was a sheepdog on the sign,’ Phoebe said. ‘Probably named after a dog who saved a farmer, something like that.’

‘There was a chip shop back a way,’ Michelle said.

‘You can’t have chips for Sunday dinner,’ Phoebe protested. ‘It’s not right. When we’re with Dad, Nanny always cooks a roast dinner on a Sunday.’ Her voice cracked with emotion, an unexpected twinge of sadness taking her by surprise. She wished she was there now.

‘Well, you’re not at your nanny’s today, are you?’ Scott said, oblivious. ‘Looks like it’s chips or nothing.’

‘We could head back to the supermarket,’ Michelle said. ‘Get something to eat from there.’

‘Too cold for a picnic,’ Tammy said. ‘The sun’s gone in.’

‘Then we can just take stuff back to the house.’

‘What was the point of coming out then?’

‘Give it a rest, Tam. Stop being so bloody argumentative all the time. We wanted you to see the school.’

‘We should have just stayed at the house and saved all the effort.’

‘What effort?’ Scott said. ‘Haven’t seen anyone else putting in any effort other than me and your mom. Come on, let’s go.’

Phoebe wasn’t moving. ‘You said we were having a Sunday dinner.’

‘What am I supposed to do? Just magic one up? Pull one out of my backside?’

‘You said.’

Frustrated, Scott turned and started back towards the supermarket, walking at double pace. ‘I’ll get you your bloody dinner,’ he shouted. ‘Just stop being so bloody miserable.’

He was inside the supermarket before the rest of them moved. ‘I’ll go and keep an eye on him,’ Michelle said. ‘Make sure we get something decent to eat.’

‘He’s an idiot,’ Tammy said.

Michelle’s shoulders slumped. ‘Give it a rest, will you? I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place here. Scott’s trying, you know. This hasn’t been easy on him either.’

‘Maybe he should have tried a little earlier. If he had, maybe we wouldn’t have lost the house.’

‘Not now, Tam. Just don’t go there.’

‘But it’s true, Mom, you know it is.’

‘And going on about it isn’t going to help anyone. We are where we are.’

‘Will you stop saying that.’

‘Just deal with it. Both of you. Now do me a favour and look after George.’

End of conversation. Michelle handed George’s buggy to Phoebe then went into the supermarket.

‘She always does that,’ Tammy said.

‘Does what?’

‘Walks away when she doesn’t want to hear what someone’s saying. Does my head in.’

The sisters sat down on the stone wall around the edge of the car park, their brother between them.

‘That school looked all right, actually,’ Phoebe said. Tammy just looked at her.

‘You serious? You must be off your head, Pheeb. It looked like a fucking hole, just like the rest of this dump of a place.’

‘It is Sunday though, Tam. Everywhere’s quiet on a Sunday.’

‘You all right girls?’

At the sound of a voice they didn’t recognise, the two sisters turned around. There was a group of three lads and a girl standing on the other side of the wall. Two of the boys, Tammy quickly decided, were nothing special: bad hair, cheap sports gear and exaggerated swagger. The one in the middle though, the tallest of the three, was quite cute. But she’d already decided the difference between the average boy from Thussock and the average boy from Redditch was insurmountable. These people were alien to her.

‘We’ve just moved here,’ Phoebe said, and Tammy glared and shushed her. Too much information.

‘Never a good move,’ the smallest of the boys said, his T-shirt flapping against his willowy frame in the wind. He looked colder than he was letting on. He had a sharp nose and small eyes and looked like he was scowling. ‘Should’a stayed where you was. Fuck all happens here.’

Tammy struggled to work out what it was he’d just said. His accent was so strong, so unfathomable, that she had to replay the sounds over in her head a couple of times before she could make out the individual words and un-scramble them. ‘We didn’t ask to come here,’ she said, not wanting to engage, but keen for them to know she wasn’t here through choice.
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