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To Bob and Brenda Swindells




PART ONE


Blood Pressure




One


There was pressure above his eyes. Half in, half out of sleep, he let out a low groan.


‘Aidan.’


It was Mum’s voice he heard, distant, as if eddying through metres of dark water, getting lost in gluey currents. He was unable to rise towards it, however. The dream held him fast in its grasp. That dream, the one that never went away. There, beyond the black fathoms of sleep, he was a small boy again, caught in a downpour, running along the slick, grey pavement. Mum grabbed for his hand but he wriggled free. She was calling him back, her voice echoing through the roar of the rain. He wasn’t paying any attention. He wanted to see Dad. He loved his dad. He loved the way he came in and threw him high in the air before catching him again. Dad was in that house.


They’d spotted him from the street corner.


‘Aidan, are you OK?’


Mum’s voice quivered a moment, opening a window in the gloom, then swam away from him. Aidan was that little boy again. He ran indoors. The house creaked around him, seeming to sag under the weight of the heaving wind. His heart was pattering with unease at the strange surroundings, but he ran on. He was aware of Mum following. At the end of the hallway the door stood open, a slash of darkness beyond. What was Dad doing there? Then there was another voice, an angry voice. Somebody was in there with Dad. Warring voices boomed off the walls. Was this man trying to hurt his Daddy? A sliver of ice gouged his insides.


Stop it. Don’t hurt him!


‘Aidan!’


He turned towards Mum’s voice but the dream was thick around him like fog, drawing him back to a time when she was younger. Then she stopped, that younger self, seeing something. The boy glimpsed her expression, wide eyes, mouth twisted in horror. The face he knew so well seemed to fade leaving nothing but fear. The way her hands flew to that pale, dissolving face made him scream. Then he had the impression of something roaring, spitting fire. The explosion seemed to suck the air out of the room. After that something loomed in the rolling smoke, a white figure crucified on a cross of flame. A scream of agony flew past the terrified boy, then there was a heavy thud as something fell to the floor.


‘Aidan, wake up!’


Mum was shaking him.


‘Wha …?’


The shaking went on.


‘You’re having a nightmare.’


Mum had one hand on his sleeve, the other on the steering wheel. He knuckled his eyes, then realising it made him look like a little kid, he sat up. It was a nightmare all right, the one he’d been having on and off for longer than he dared remember. There had been times, when he was younger, that he’d hardly dared close his eyes in case that white figure came lurching out of the shadows, the cry of anguish exploding past him into the darkness. Aidan had told Mum about it once or twice but that was years ago. It seemed to upset her so he didn’t mention it any more. Mum flashed a look his way then turned her eyes back to the motorway.


‘Aidan, you’re staring at me.’


‘Oh sorry.’


It was all to do with the nightmare. He still half expected to see the wide eyes, the shocked look, but that was the mother in his dream. At last he was back. It was Wednesday. It was July. It was wet. A fragment of forgotten dream ached behind his eyes, then it began to evaporate. Nothing remained except its bleak after-taste.


‘Where are we?’ Aidan asked.


They were cresting a rise. Below there was lush countryside. Aidan had dropped off somewhere around Birmingham. This wasn’t Birmingham. Mist curtained the trees. Ahead, thousands of tiny lights winked in the gloom of early evening. A city was beckoning. The only sound was the rumble of the car’s engine and the beat of the windscreen wipers.


‘We’re on the Thelwall Viaduct,’ Mum said, indicating the huge concrete structure, grey pillars stained by the downpour.


‘Not far now.’


Not far. Not far from Liverpool. Now fully awake, the nightmare’s barbs loosening from the flesh of his mind, Aidan had the strangest feeling something was waiting there for him. Some instinct he didn’t understand alerted him to the gravitational force of events far in the past. Maybe there had always been clues, things unsaid as much as things said, spaces in his life that he couldn’t quite explain.


Sometimes you know, just know, your life has changed. The second hand of the clock seems to shudder as if splicing together two kinds of time. There is the zone in which you live. Within it everything seems normal. Then there is another place, out there in the shadows. That’s what was happening to Aidan that rain-drenched night in the north west of England: he was coming out of the known. Even as they drove, the landscape of his life was being re-made.


It was just the two of them in the car: Mum silent now at the wheel, Aidan still a little drowsy in the passenger seat next to her. Radio 2 was on low, Mum’s choice not Aidan’s. By the time they left the gridlock of the M6 and joined the M62, weaving through the tangle of road works, Aidan felt he’d crossed a kind of Rubicon and yes, he did know enough Roman history to understand what that meant. The fabric of things had changed and changed utterly. After all, he had an appointment with a dead man.


He looked up at the inky storm clouds. He felt exhausted despite his sleep. The dream, that vapour of fantasy, memory and obsession, had all but faded but its power still lingered, fingers of unease jabbing through his brain. His temple throbbed.


It was pressure.


Blood pressure.


‘Mum,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry about earlier.’


‘Forget it,’ she said.


‘No, I am. I know you’ve got a lot on your mind.’


What she had on her mind was Granddad. They’d just got the news. His illness had taken a turn for the worse. So what had Aidan done when Mum said they had to go up to Liverpool for a few days? He’d only thrown a wobbler.


‘But I had plans!’ he’d complained.


He had plans, all right, and they all concerned himself. School was out and he’d been looking forward to the long summer nights hanging out with his friends.


‘I was thoughtless.’


It was a good word. Admitting to thoughtlessness was usually enough to neutralise his parents’ anger. What you might call a pre-emptive strike. Mum checked her mirrors and pulled into the middle lane to overtake a lorry.


‘Aidan, you’re fifteen. You’re supposed to be thoughtless. It goes with the territory.’


He’d hoped she was going to say no, he wasn’t thoughtless at all, but maybe that was expecting too much. Instead, she whittled him down to size with her amateur psychology. Sure, like you remember what it’s like to be fifteen! Mum was always coming out with things like that, her being a teacher. Like she said, goes with the territory.


‘I just wish there was a different way, Aidan, but there isn’t.’


‘You could have left me home,’ he interrupted. ‘I’m nearly sixteen, for goodness’ sake.’


Mum answered in a flash.


‘You’re fifteen and a quarter and no way am I going to leave you in the house on your own.’


Maybe she decided that she’d spoken more sharply than she intended because she immediately added:


‘Look, I know how much you were looking forward to your holidays.’


Oh no you don’t, Aidan thought. You haven’t seen Emily Gardner.


‘But your Gran and Granddad need me. This week of all weeks your father has to be in Singapore.’


Singapore. Business. Aidan imagined his dad on the plane, tapping away at the laptop, playing with sales figures, projections, orders.


‘What with Pat living over in the States,’ Mum went on, ‘it’s down to me to be here for them.’


Pat was Mum’s older sister, Aidan’s aunt. She lived in North Carolina, married to a doctor, a big cheese in something-paedics.


‘Mum and Dad are going through a bad time, Aidan. Right now, we’re all they’ve got. You understand that, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do.’


Aidan wasn’t sure he sounded convincing. He still couldn’t believe all his plans for the summer were wrecked. Emily had the best legs in the whole year and she’d agreed to go out with him. Now anybody could step in. There were more than enough predators in Year Ten to keep him on his toes. But Dad was away on business in the Far East and Aunty Pat was in the States and he, as Mum had so precisely reminded him, was fifteen and a quarter so he had to accompany her to Liverpool. It stunk being a teenager. Three more years and he’d be at uni and free. He slumped back in his seat and watched the suburbs of the city stutter by.


He noticed kids in silver Puffa jackets, hoodies, baseball caps, sheltering in the doorways of boarded-up and shuttered shops. A yellow police van with CCTV slowly cruised past them then accelerated away to hoots and whistles. Aidan watched the lash of the rain, the bleary glare of headlights. Liverpool.


As they turned the corner into Elmwood Street where his grandparents lived he wasn’t thinking about Granddad’s illness at all. He was mourning his lost summer and Emily’s legs. He saw the glow of the streetlamps, heard the slapping wiper blades and felt the foreignness of the place. Then he froze. He had glimpsed a girl in a doorway. He only saw her for a moment but he was left with an impression: full, red lips; a wisp of black hair; and brown eyes that met his gaze in a way that was bold, almost confrontational. The moment Mum stopped the car he got out and looked back up the street, at the doorway, the dripping darkness. He saw a few blurry forms in the rain but the girl had gone. He knew right away he had to meet her again.




Two


Every story, so they say, has a beginning, a middle and an end. Only you don’t always start at the beginning, and things have a habit of carrying on way past the end. You think you know where the story starts, but you don’t. There can be a back story, the stuff that was hanging about before the beginning. Baggage. When Aidan woke up next morning in crisp white sheets, with the sun on his face, he was living for the moment. He had no idea what had come before, or what was lying in wait for him just around the corner. He didn’t know his family had any baggage.


The air was warming up, turning humid and sticky. He glanced at his watch. Ten o’clock. Mum had let him lie in, which was a novelty in itself. For a good Catholic girl, she had a strong Protestant work ethic. He swung his feet out of bed and sat up. That’s when he remembered. The previous evening. Gran had been on form, killing the fatted calf. Should she warm some pea and ham soup? No. Did he want a sandwich then? No. Did he want a slice of her chocolate cake? No. But he’d always liked her chocolate cake. Yes Gran, when he was five! Then it was: did he have a girlfriend? Yes, he did. Was he still doing well at school? Yes, he was. Why did she have to witter on?


Then he saw Granddad and he knew why. His eyes were bloodshot and the whites were yellowish. They were swimming from lack of sleep. Gran had good reason to fuss. It took her mind off his illness. The moment she stopped, she would fall apart. Aidan knew that, he felt the hurt, it was a living thing that filled the room, but he couldn’t find anything to say. He couldn’t make a connection. He just felt so cold towards them, blaming them for his lost summer. And he hated himself for it. So he cut and run. He shot them a curt going to bed, then retreated upstairs. Mum wasn’t going to be impressed. Best behaviour, that’s what she’d asked for, a bit of effort. So what did he do? He’d had the dutiful grandson routine all prepared and, when it came to it, he just couldn’t deliver. He’d messed up.


Sitting on the bed the morning after, enjoying the breeze on his skin, he thought through a plan of sorts. He was going to shower, dress and slip out of the house, hopefully unnoticed. He had a street map of Liverpool. He might as well make the best of his northern exile. After all, some people had this down as a cool place to be. Aidan couldn’t see it but he wasn’t going to find out stewing in the house. Ten minutes later he was heading for the front door. Gran saw him.


‘Don’t you want any breakfast?’ she asked.


Aidan shook his head and opened the door.


‘Not yet,’ he grunted and closed it behind him.


What he really meant was: not here. Not in the death house. He’d spotted a supermarket on the dual carriageway. They were bound to have a café. He’d eat there. It meant paying for it himself, but so what? He was making a point. He didn’t want to be there, in that house. He didn’t want to talk about his girlfriend and whether she was ‘nice’. He didn’t want to talk about school. He didn’t want to talk about illness and death. He was fifteen. He should be out having fun.


Death was for later.


Much later.


Once he was on the street he started breathing more easily. He wouldn’t have to face Mum for a few hours. He wouldn’t have to put up with old people furniture and old people talk. He could be himself, even if it meant being on his own. He looked around for the girl from the night before. She wasn’t there. Then he remembered what Mum had told him. The Liverpool schools broke up a week later than his did. She’d be in class. He was disappointed, but at least he had the streets to himself. He sucked in a lungful of air. There was a taste of petrol fumes but, hey, this wasn’t half bad. OK, so he wasn’t with his friends but he could do as he liked. He didn’t have anybody breathing down his neck.


He was free.


The supermarket café was nearly empty too, which was a plus. It also did breakfasts until half past eleven, which was even better. He ordered the works and found a table in the corner, out of the sun. He munched egg-drenched toast and watched the other diners. An old woman in Hush Puppies was slowly sipping a mug of tea and staring straight ahead. At the far end of the café there were four men in their twenties. They were wearing shorts and tee-shirts, all grimed with muck. There were copies of the Sun and the Star on the table, lobotomy comics. They must be building workers or some such, Aidan guessed. Two young mums made up the numbers. They were busy scooping their toddlers out of metal shopping trolleys and into red and yellow plastic high chairs. Clearing the tables was a girl in a blue apron, green tee-shirt and blue and green baseball cap. She had a faraway look in her eyes. He watched the sway of her hips as she carried away the dirty dishes. She was cute but she wasn’t a patch on the girl he’d seen the night before.


He was just finishing the last sausage, mulling over the taste, wondering what animal it could have come from, aardvark maybe, or smoked ferret, when his mobile rang.


‘Summer’s dragging,’ came a familiar voice.


Chris. His best mate.


‘How’s things?’ Aidan asked.


‘I’m meeting Debs later.’


Chris had copped off with the lovely Debs about the same time Aidan got together with Emily. He was always boasting about how far she let him go but Aidan knew he was making it up. Emily told him, and she was a friend of Debs’.


‘Hard life,’ Aidan said. ‘How is Debs?’


‘Still hot.’


‘You haven’t seen Emily around, have you?’


‘Pining for her already?’


‘No, just wondering, that’s all.’


‘Don’t worry,’ said Chris. ‘She’ll be waiting for you when you get back.’


You’d think I was doing time, Aidan thought. Maybe he was.


‘Any idea when you’re coming home?’ Chris asked. ‘There’s a lot of stuff to get up to.’


‘No, Mum’s keeping me in the dark. I’ll call you.’


He closed with his best Arnold Schwarzenegger: ‘I’ll be back.’


Aidan cancelled the call. The young mums and the building workers had gone. The old woman went on sipping her tea, staring in front. Something told him she’d still be there an hour from then. Maybe a year from now there would be a little, old skeleton in Hush Puppies and pearls. Aidan finished his Coke and left. He’d only been walking for five minutes, moving fast, when he felt beads of sweat on his neck and hairline. It didn’t make him that uncomfortable. He liked the way his heart pumped. You don’t really get times like this, when most people are either in work or at school and you can wander the streets without a purpose or a care in the world. He could get to like it. He walked as far as a small shopping centre. There was a library, something called a One Stop Shop, and a swimming pool. He pressed his nose to the glass. The pool was a decent size and there were only half a dozen swimmers to get in the way. He decided to make the best of the week before it got packed with kids off school. He was walking back to the dual carriageway when a policeman stopped him.


‘Not in school, son?’


‘No, I broke up yesterday.’


The policeman wasn’t convinced.


‘I didn’t know the schools had broken up yet. Friday, isn’t it?’


Aidan caught his drift.


‘I’m not from round here. We broke up on Tuesday.’


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘And where are you from?’


‘West Carsley.’


‘That on the Wirral?’


‘No, Surrey. It’s near London.’


The copper gave Aidan an are-you-taking-the-mickey glare.


‘I know where Surrey is.’


Aidan wondered why he didn’t go catch some real criminals instead of bugging roving teenagers. Always picking on The Yoof.


‘So what brings you to Liverpool?’


‘My Granddad’s ill.’


He took a few details and let Aidan go. Aidan guessed they must be having a truancy drive. That sort of thing was always in the paper, tackling the yob culture, reclaiming the streets. At the top of the road he looked back. The policeman was still watching. Maybe Aidan wasn’t so free, after all. His phone went again.


‘Guess who?’


‘Emily!’


‘Missing me?’


‘What do you think? I’m bored witless up here.’


‘Do you know when you’re coming back?’


That again! First Chris, now Emily. He was starting to feel wanted. He’d had such plans for this summer. Lazy, crazy days with Emily before his GCSE year. Why did it all have to go pear-shaped?


‘No,’ he said. ‘Not yet. Look Emily, I’m sorry about all this, seeing as we’ve only just started going out, and all.’


‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘We’ve got loads of time.’


Her voice went husky in a way he could get used to.


‘I think this is a really good thing you’re doing.’


Meaning going to stay with his sick granddad. Emily made him sound like Martin Luther King, Brad Pitt and St Francis of Assisi all rolled up in one wickedly handsome package.


‘Granddad’s seeing a specialist this week,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to make an effort.’


Yes, what a hypocrite.


After a bit of teasing and over-the-airwaves smoochies Aidan cut the connection. The rest of the morning and afternoon he started finding his way around. It wasn’t Surrey, that was for sure. The small shopping arcade was run-down, all cracked, peeling paintwork and skipping litter. There was a 50p shop, though some of the bric-a-brac was going for a pound which seemed to infringe the Trade Descriptions Act. Pensioners trundled shopping trolleys. They waddled by on legs marbled with varicose veins. Like Stilton cheese, Adrian thought. Mums wheeled protesting toddlers, faces pulled tight by the constant whining.


A few yards down the road from the supermarket there was a bus stop. Shiny pebbles of shattered safety glass littered the pavement, a present from the previous evening’s drunks. An inspector was waiting. He told Aidan to get a Saveaway ticket. Anywhere in the city off-peak. Aidan found the Pier Head and looked out across the Mersey. Shards of sunlight on the river made it look inviting but he decided to save the ferry trip for another day.


It was ten to four before he got back. He turned the corner into Elmwood Street and there she was, the girl from the night before. She was wearing navy blue school uniform. She was twirling her school tie round her finger. You see most girls in their school uniform and it makes them look like a kid. Not her. She was leaning against a wall, foot on the brickwork, tanned leg bent at the knee. Her head turned slowly and her eyes studied Aidan’s face. She was used to being stared at, that much was obvious. That’s what made Aidan stare: her confidence. That, and the fact that she was heart-stoppingly gorgeous.


‘I’m Aidan,’ he said.


‘I didn’t ask.’


Ouch. He hadn’t seen that coming.


‘Sorry,’ she said, a welcome warmth coming into her brown eyes. ‘I come across a bit prickly sometimes.’


Aidan smiled. She was forgiven. With eyes like hers he felt generous.


‘I’m staying there,’ he told her. ‘Number 66. Joe and Mary Kenny’s house.’


Her lips curled into a half-smile.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘The way you talk. Where are you from?’


First the copper, now the girl. You’d think he’d just flown in from Siberia. Make a mental note, he told himself: next time you leave home take off the moose antlers.


‘West Carsley. It’s in Surrey.’


‘And where’s that?’


He didn’t know if she was teasing but he told her anyway.


‘Off the M25, orbital nightmare, biggest car park in Western Europe.’


‘London?’


‘Close.’


He couldn’t help peeking at the V of her shirt. She caught him, but she didn’t say anything.


‘What made you come to this dump?’ she asked. ‘There must be a lot more to do in London.’


‘My Granddad,’ he explained. ‘He’s ill.’


She nodded.


‘Yes, I know. He’s got that asbestosis, hasn’t he?’


Aidan’s turn to nod.


‘My dad’s away on business, so I had no choice but to come along with Mum. Families, eh?’


She took in what he said and changed the subject. He got the impression she didn’t want to talk about families.


‘Got a girlfriend back in Surrey?’ she asked.


A smile played on her lips.


‘No,’ he lied, hoping he hadn’t hesitated too much. ‘No girlfriend. You?’


‘I don’t have a girlfriend in Surrey either,’ she deadpanned.


‘You know what I mean.’


She pursed her lips. Her eyes were hooded, amused.


‘Would you like to do something?’ he asked.


She sat on the wall and smoothed her skirt over her thighs. He watched. She watched him watching.


‘Maybe.’


‘Soon?’


‘You’ll see me around,’ she said and walked away. She had some walk. She joined a group of girls who had appeared across the road.


‘Ask me again,’ she said. ‘You never know. You might strike lucky.’


Aidan didn’t care that her friends were shrieking with laughter. Strike lucky? He thought he already had.




Three


As he walked through the door Aidan heard voices. It was Mum and Gran.


‘He’s back! Since when?’


He hesitated, his key still in the lock. There was something about Mum’s voice. It was thin, panicky.


‘You’re sure?’ she said. ‘You’re quite sure?’


Aidan didn’t catch Gran’s answer.


‘Why did he have to come back?’ Mum said. ‘Why now?’


Aidan closed the front door as quietly as he could and made his way down the hallway on padded feet. Now he heard Granddad’s low burr.


‘You stay away from him, girl. You’ve got a family now. You’ve got a life. It’s all water under the bridge.’


Mum’s voice snapped back, a whiplash of emotion.


‘For God’s sake, Dad, what kind of fool do you think I am? I’m not a kid any more. You don’t think I’d go within a hundred miles of him if I could help it, do you? You don’t have to remind me what he did.’


The conversation stalled. Somebody had registered Aidan’s presence. Mum opened the living room door.


‘How long have you been standing there?’ she demanded.


Her eyes were rimmed with anxiety.


‘I just came in,’ he told her. ‘Who are you talking about?’


She made a ridiculous attempt to wave his question away.


‘It’s no big deal.’


‘You sure?’ he asked. ‘It sounded pretty big to me.’


He could feel the tension in the room. It was like electricity arcing through the air. Gran looked uncomfortable and slid away into the kitchen. Mum cut his curiosity short.


‘Well, it isn’t, it’s nothing, and you shouldn’t eavesdrop.’


She decided to turn defence into attack. ‘Where have you been anyway? I was getting worried.’


‘I went into the city to take a look at the waterfront.’


Mum nodded.


‘What did you think?’


Aidan shrugged.


‘It was wet.’


That’s me, he thought, always the comedian.


‘Sorry,’ he said, building bridges. ‘It’s quite impressive.’


Mum allowed her features to relax into a smile.


‘The Maritime Museum’s worth a look. Then there’s the Tate Modern.’


She realised she’d started sounding like a tourist brochure.


‘But you’d rather be out with Chris.’


Correction, Aidan thought, I’d rather be out with Emily. Chris could help fill in the gaps.


‘I heard a joke,’ Aidan said, ‘what do you call a donkey with three legs?’


‘A wonky,’ Mum said. ‘That was going the rounds when I was your age.’


Aidan grinned. Mum grinned back. The joke might be iffy but it was good to smile.


‘What did you do for lunch?’ she asked.


Granddad pulled a face. Aidan knew why. He called it dinner. Lunch was a Southern invention. Aidan thought about saying he ate it, but that would mean cancelling any Brownie points he had just earned. He decided against it.


‘I had a late breakfast. I went over to the supermarket.’


Mum glanced over her shoulder.


‘Why didn’t you let your gran get you something? You didn’t have to hurt her feelings.’


He was about to say sorry, but why bother? It would only cause more grief in the long run. Instead he said:
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