
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
If I Should Stumble

Book Three in the Tork and Adam Series

 


By Claire Davis and Al Stewart

 


SMASHWORDS
EDITION

 


* * * * *

 


Copyright 2016
Claire Davis and Al Stewart at Smashwords.

 


https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/CDavis96

https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/alstewartauthor

 


 


This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not
purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author.

 


Cover Design by
Noah Homes

 


Beaten Track
Publishing

www.beatentrackpublishing.com

 


* * * * *

 


This novel is a
work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in
its pages and in the author’s imagination.

 


* * * * *

 



IF I SHOULD
STUMBLE

Book three in the Tork and Adam series

 


Love is sure
and timeless and forever. It whispers over the morning coffee and
the last thought before sleep. Love is beyond hope, and cruel as
life.

Kaz has been
in the UK for almost a year, but the days pass by in an endless
round of alcohol and nothingness. He has a story but no words good
or bad enough to tell it, until one day, he is assigned a new peer
mentor who asks him to help train a sponsored running team.
Something that was stretched as old parchment breaks inside, and
memories begin to re-surface.

Zack is
overjoyed when his friend Adam asks him to be part of the sponsored
run team trying to make money for the local homeless shelter. All
day he makes cakes to lighten people’s load, but something is
missing from his life. Then he meets the boy with eyes like the
desert, and with every step he runs, Zack’s light burns away the
darkness in Kaz’s heart.

As the race
heats gets nearer, Tork, Adam, Zack and Jo realise that under Kaz’s
careful programme, they have a chance to qualify and set right some
of the wrongs of this world.

This book features the characters Tork and Adam from
The Invasion of Tork and The Invasion of
Adam.
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 PART ONE


Prologue

 Once past the city lights, the world outside was
mysterious and exciting like his brother’s foreign cigarettes. Home
was increasingly awkward, yet the insides of this car were as
familiar as the beating of his heart. The metal structure, where
they’d so often planned techniques, enclosed them like comforting
arms—holding together their history—singing the bonds of friendship
with the purring engine.

The occasional
bumps and the hypnotic movement of Coach’s arms manoeuvring the
steering wheel almost sent him to sleep. Coach was strong and fit
with muscles like mountains and so much dark hair it was difficult
to see the skin beneath.

Kaz sighed and
settled in the old seat. When he was out here—the two of them—he
was safe, and anything was still possible.

“How many
times you think we’ve come driving at night?” he asked drowsily,
wanting to preserve the mood.

“How many?
Once a month for the last five years? I don’t know, but a smart boy
like you can work that out yourself.”

There was a
stillness in the air like words unsaid.

“Plenty of
times.”

Coach nodded,
and then patted his leg without turning. “You like being away from
the city, don’t you. Don’t you?” The way he turned it into a
question revealed his uncertainty, but then, these days, nothing
was assured.

Kaz hadn’t
slept all the way through the night for months. He’d lay there
listening to his mother’s sobs with his fists screwed into his eyes
and an ache that nothing could cure.

But Coach was
unfailing and true like the oldest buildings of the city and the
ground beneath their feet.

“Sure,” he
smiled easily. He’d do anything for this man. “One day, I’ll run in
the Olympics and all over the world. You and me, we’ll visit the
Eiffel Tower and even go to a fancy restaurant.”

Coach nodded
and huffed, but still he looked ahead. Kaz wanted him to make eye
contact, for them to be special again. For things to go back to the
way they were before.

“Remember all
our training? The hours we’ve planned and worked?”

Abruptly,
Coach swung to the side of the road and stopped. The ringing of the
engine and the wheels filled the unexpected space in Kaz’s
head.

“What are we
stopping here for? We never stop here.”

Coach pulled
up the handbrake and undid his seat belt.

“Coach?”

For a while,
he held the wheel and stared straight ahead, and then Kaz knew to
trust the twist in his gut that had been there for ages. Each time
he caught his parents whispering frantically, the twist got more
painful.

The stillness
in the air began to evolve.

For months,
every sip of drink tasted of acid and each bite of food was dirt as
he swallowed. Things would never be the same again.

He didn’t want
Coach to speak. Words—stupid words were what got him into all that
crying with his family.

Hurt and
hatred deeper than anyone could ever have guessed.

“Kaz, I need
you to listen to me like this is a race. I want you to listen and
trust me.” It was Coach’s voice, but it wasn’t.

“OK,” Kaz
whispered. Maybe it wasn’t that bad after all. Maybe his father had
asked Coach to have a talk with him again. He could agree and nod a
million times; he could do that.

Finally, Coach
turned his head, and the sounds of the car died away. Always, Coach
was laughing and smiling, especially when shouting to work
harder—stop eating rubbish…show some dedication—but now, the smile
was gone. His face was like their land—still old and beloved, but
full of the hurt and worry that got worse with every day that
passed.

Kaz didn’t
want to look.

“You were my
best runner. The fastest boy I’ve ever seen. I think—yes—you would
have gone to the Olympics.”

“We still
can!” Kaz burst in. “This war can’t last for ever.” Even though
they both knew it wasn’t the war that crackled in the air they
breathed.

Not the war
that made his mother sob.

Coach looked
away. “We don’t have much time left. Come.” He opened the door, so,
like always, Kaz followed around the back to the trunk. Inside were
the usual old running shoes and water bottles, a blanket and a
backpack Kaz had never seen before. Coach quickly grabbed it and
moved Kaz about so he could fit it to his back.

“What?”

“There is
money. All the money your family and I have. I don’t know if it
will be enough. It will have to be. Clothes, food, passport and
papers. No time to find anything else, no.”

Kaz began to
pull away from the burly arms that encircled him to tighten the
straps but they only held more tightly. Coach began whispering
fiercely in his ear.

“Go. They
know, Kaz. Tonight, or tomorrow, they’ll come for you and kill you
the same way as that man across the street. You can’t stay.”

“Who knows?
No—no—they don’t know.” He struggled harder. “What about my
parents?” His thudding heart reverberated so loudly he was dizzy
and glad of the arms.

“Your parents
asked me to bring you here. They love you, of course. But you have
to go.” He squeezed Kaz so hard he gasped.

“I can’t just
go,” he sobbed. It burst from him like a dam clogged up for many
years.

“They know!”

Words to
terrify. Words to end all sleep. Words that no denying could dint
or change. Once you shared a laugh—lingered over a glance or went
to the café with boys too many times—eventually they always found
out.

Words that got
you beat up.

Words that
killed.


Words—words—words.

Once they
knew, or thought they knew—whether by stones, kicks, knives or
guns—it was the end.

Coach roughly
turned him around so they faced. His face glistened with wet.
Oddly, Kaz thought of the oldest buildings of the cities now in
ruins. “You and me, we are going to run one last time, and you will
make me so proud, my best of friends.”

“No,” Kaz
sobbed. “I won’t go.” He gripped Coach’s arms with his own.

“For me, you
will. For your family you will go.” The arms suddenly pulled free,
leaving Kaz with nothing but the backpack and his own sobs.

Coach took his
hand and began jogging slowly alongside the road in the same way as
always.

“Breathe. Feel
the ground beneath your feet and know I will always be with you.”
Coach was almost never serious. At the same time he yelled, he made
it funny so that all the runners listened. Hearing his words now
was ice down Kaz’s back.

“Go where?
There’s nowhere to go.”

But he
gradually sped up to match Coach; after years of training together,
they were attached by some invisible chord that could not be
ignored.

“A long way.
To a place you can be safe. Now breathe.” Coach sped up and began
to run away from him. “We run until we see the headlights. Then you
will run faster than you’ve ever run before, and if I trained you
well—you will leave me far behind.”

Kaz breathed
and followed.
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 Chapter One

Two years
later

 


He’d pissed
himself again.

“Urgh,” Kaz
said feebly and closed his eyes to try and recapture the
blissfulness of sleep without the nightmares. It was slightly
beyond reach—tantalising, delicious, and nothing to do with the
nasty coldness against his legs or the scratchy things attached to
his cheek.

He was glued
to the pillow by his own vomit.

“Eeeee.” If
life was fair, next time he woke up it would be sitting on a beach,
drinking one of those amazing cocktails with glass balls and a
lady’s skirt on top like on the adverts.

But there was
more. As if vomit face and acid on his jeans wasn’t bad enough! He
carefully opened one eye and was assaulted by painful swords of
light. Yes, there was most definitely a ‘something else’ in the
room.

He snapped his
eye shut instantly, which began a chain reaction of terrible aches
and pains around his body, but mainly his head.

But the
something was insistent.

“Whaaaaaa?”
Kaz croaked.

“Kaz! Get your
lazy arse up now. We’re already late. You’re on a final warning,
remember?”

The words went
in, but then waltzed right back out, dancing across the room and
making no sense.

The awfulness
he now identified as banging only got louder.

“If you don’t
open this door in five seconds, I’m going to reception to tell them
you died in your sleep,” Tork said crossly, and then Kaz made sense
of the words.

It was
Tork.

Tork was the
latest mentor assigned to get Kaz into shape. Unlike all the
others, he was relentless and never gave up.

“Oh, no.
Please, no,” Kaz whispered. It was Wednesday, and that meant all
the horrors were waiting.

Work
Experience Placement Day.

“I’m coming. I
don’t feel very well.” He groaned loudly, for effect. “It may be
serious.”

“No, and
that’s because you were shitfaced again last night. Seriously
shitfaced.”

“I wasn’t.” He
hunched forward and made an attempt to get to the door by shuffling
his feet and clutching his stomach at the same time. It was only as
he unlocked and opened the door to let Tork in he realised the room
stank of urine. “Please, come in,” he said politely and ushered
Tork inside as if into a magnificent palace.

But Tork shook
his head firmly. “No—oh!” He waved his hands in front of his nose
in disgust. “You need a shower.”

“Yes, I was
preparing to have one.” It was important to start each new day with
a smile, especially when he had nothing else. The room began to
spin in a very alarming manner. “As soon as I can let go of this
wall.”

Tork sighed.
“I don’t have time for this.” He grabbed Kaz’s arm and yanked him
unceremoniously across the landing towards the showers. “One day
you’re going to push them too far. Get in and turn it onto hot—very
hot! You have to be outside ready for the bus in one hour.”

“An hour? You
mean I could’ve stayed in bed for ages yet?” Kaz whined and
considered staggering back.

“Kaz, it’s
going to take you at least an hour to sober up and get clean. Go
on.” Tork put his hands on his hips and glared, and Kaz knew
defeat. “And use the soap!”

He slid into
the bathroom and locked the door, in case Tork came in to check.
Kaz wouldn’t put it past him to stand outside waiting, like a
sergeant major.

Bleach and
deodorant smells began mixing up with the piss and vomit, and then
everything went black. Almost in time, he grabbed the edges of the
toilet as poison and loss and sadness poured out.

With each
retch, his stomach ached and his head pounded. If he lay down here,
in this bathroom, and closed his eyes, maybe he’d feel better.

Maybe he’d
wake up back at home before everything went to shit.

Or maybe he
wouldn’t wake up at all.

“You OK?”

“Yeah,” he
called back as strongly as he could.

“Good. Get in
the shower, then. I’m not going until I hear the water. Don’t
forget the soap.”

Tork’s serious
voice made him giggle, which popped out like a donkey snort. He was
still drunk, but as there was no answering laugh from behind the
door, he crawled across the floor. “I’m in the shower,” he called,
feeling bad that Tork went to all this trouble. He didn’t have to,
he just did. “Using the soap.”

It took at
least a moment to remember he was still wearing clothes, standing
there in the shower with his head against the cool wall of
tiling.

“I’m turning
on the shower now.”

“Good. Hurry
up. No time for singing this morning.”

Kaz shrugged
his clothes off and nudged them towards the edge of the cubicle.
They’d get wet, but bending over to pick them up was far beyond the
realms of possibility. Every night he ran, and last night was no
exception. His muscles were tight and sore but he no longer cared
enough to stretch.

By now, he
could easily wash without having to look down at his body to see
the prominent ribs and bruises where he’d fallen down drunk. No-one
needed to see that, or his betraying hands, and certainly not the
wayward penis. He didn’t want to see any of it, so over the last
few months, he’d stopped showering unless Tork made him. The more
he smelled the less chance of anyone getting too near.

But the warm
water was soothing. Tilting his face up towards the flow, he
imagined all his mistakes being washed away down the plughole with
the traces of vomit stuck in his hair.

“Today is a
new day,” he told the pile of clothes uncertainly. Yesterday was a
new day, too, but all the newness had ended up down the toilet.

Rubbing his
head too vigorously made the ache intensify, so he quickly finished
and stepped out. He took six towels from the neat pile and arranged
them around his body so only the bottom of his legs showed.

“Here I am,”
he said politely to Tork, who stood waiting patiently. None of the
other peer mentors Kaz had been assigned got past one week, but
Tork still turned up and that was the only reason he still had a
room to sleep in.

“What have you
done with your clothes?”

Kaz shrugged.
“They were filthy.”

“Yes, I
realise that, but you can’t leave them in the bathroom for someone
else to clean up. Not if you don’t want yet another red mark.”

Kaz watched as
Tork found the clothing, now sodden in the shower, and began
squeezing them. He should insist on doing this himself.

But still he
watched, as if he no longer had any will or control over his
limbs.

“Kaz! You
can’t behave like this anymore. You’re not a child.” Tork sorted
out his clothes and cleaned up the bathroom. “This is the last time
I’m doing this for you, OK?”

Kaz nodded
politely. “I forgot. Sorry.”

Every few
days, he sat with Lisa, his key worker, and went through the hostel
rules again, agreeing wholeheartedly with them. But as the day
passed, so did the resolutions and hope until all that remained was
the desire.

And then came
the drink—at first the disgusting abrasion against an already sore
mouth which made his body shudder with every swallow.

But then the
happiness…

Energy…

And finally
blissful forgetfulness and no more headlights screaming into his
core.

“How can you
forget? All kids learn to clear up after themselves. Now dress
yourself. If we hurry, you can still get some breakfast. You’re way
too thin.”

Tork had green
hair and, according to Lisa, was at the university studying. He had
the room next door and a small cat called Dickens. He was quiet and
intense—always standing at the back of meetings—never involved in
the daily fights of the place. He stood out because of his hair and
striking features, but Kaz knew from observation he was also good
at disappearing.

“When did you
last eat?”

He had shining
oval eyes that stared now as if worried. Kaz searched for words but
all he found was the tingling in his neck at this concern.

“I—I’m not
sure.”

Along the
sides of Tork’s arms, the muscles stood out from the weight of the
wet clothing. Kaz’s eyes found the biceps with raised lines like
tunnels and the various bumps that led down to his hands.

Hands.

Kaz tried to
look away. His body shivered as a minor spasm took control.

“Are you OK? I
wish you’d talk to me,” Tork said. The edge of his lips moved into
a sad smile.

The noises of
the building—footsteps and shouts…plumbing pipes and doors
closing—froze for a second as Kaz’s eyes refused to obey.

Tork’s
arms.

A pang
reverberated, like a minor earthquake of the body and heart. He was
struck, a gong vibrating until the end of time.

Finally, he
blinked.

Stupid,
treacherous eyes. Even the cider he’d poured into his face last
night hadn’t stopped them noticing.

***

Kaz stepped
outside and hurried to the car park through the alwayscold and the
gloom of the morning. These days, his dreams were haunted by rain
and shivering right through to the bones. This was a miserable,
bleak country with hooded people who stood like penguins.
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