













        CONTENTS

        Cover Page

        Title Page

        Copyright Page

        Dedication

        One

        Two

        Three

        Four

        Five

        Six

        Seven

        Eight

        Nine

        Ten

        Eleven

        Twelve

        Thirteen

        Fourteen

        Fifteen

        Sixteen

        Seventeen

        Eighteen

        Nineteen

        Twenty

        Twenty-One

        Twenty-Two

        Twenty-Three

        Twenty-Four

        Twenty-Five

        Twenty-Six

        Twenty-Seven

        Twenty-Eight

        Acknowledgements

        Also Available

    








[image: Sleepwalkers by Tom Grieves]


[image: Quercus]




First published in Great Britain in 2012 by


Quercus


55 Baker Street


7th Floor, South Block


London W1U 8EW


Copyright © 2012 Tom Grieves


The moral right of Tom Grieves to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85738 982 4
HB ISBN 978 0 85738 980 0
TPB ISBN 978 0 85738 981 7


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


You can find this and many other great books at:
www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Tom Grieves has worked in television as a script editor, producer and executive producer, as well as a writer. Sleepwalkers is his first novel. He lives in Sussex.




For Ceetah. Always Ceetah 





ONE


Blink. Keep your eyes open. Blink. That’s it, don’t go back to sleep, not yet.


I’m staring up at the ceiling in the middle of the night cos I’ve just had a nightmare. I get them all the time, to be honest, but they can really get to me and I know that if I try to go to sleep now then I’ll just let the bloody thing back in. So I need to stay awake, just remind myself where I am, distract my brain, get the nightmare out of the system and then I’ll be okay.


A car passes outside and the noise is rough and reassuring. I roll over and look at Carrie who’s fast asleep. Her mouth’s open and she’s snoring. It makes me smile. But then the boy in my head cries out again.


In my dream there was this boy, you see. They’d tied him down to a bed and he was struggling, trying to get up, screaming louder and louder.


I sit up. Stop thinking about it, you idiot, it’s always like this. I’ve learned to shove the memories away and I know this one will go too, in a bit, but right now it’s so fresh. The way he looked at me, the way his eyes pleaded, like I was the only one who could help him.


I pull the covers off, making sure I don’t wake Carrie, and slip out of the bed. She rolls over with a groan but she’s gone, I can tell. I pad out of the bedroom. My clothes are just where I left them, grubby jeans on the battered armchair (ripped to shreds by the old cat) and pants and the rest on the floor by the door. I walk past them into the passage, past the stain where Carrie dropped the bottle of red wine when she was off her face. Fuck me, that was funny. Keep on walking. I feel better now I’m up.


Next to us is Joe’s room. Our first. He’s asleep inside and I can hear his short, quick breaths. A nightlight glows gentle greens and blues and a leg dangles out from under the sheets. There are toys scattered all over the floor. Next door to him is Emma. Her tiny face is buried in a pillow and the dummy she needs to get her to sleep has fallen under her chin. I go and sit on the edge of the bed. I could watch her forever, sit here all night, the way some people will stare into a fire. At the end of her bed is a shed-load of stuffed animals. Right now it’s a camel that’s her favourite. She’s named him Dooley and he’s clutched tight under her arm.


That boy. Screaming and panicking.


‘It’s alright, son, it’s alright,’ I said, trying to calm him down. But I was scared too. I was scared because I thought the way he was acting would cause trouble. ‘Just close your eyes and it’ll all go away.’ Why would I say that? And then I remember that I was tied down too. I was in the bed next to him, tied down, and I was as scared as he was. ‘Please, kid, shut up,’ I begged him. And then I could hear people walking towards us and I looked up and the lighting was so bright and—


Stop thinking about it, you moron. Look at your gorgeous four-soon-to-be-five-year-old daughter. Look at where you are.


For some reason I check my wrists where the restraints were – well, would have been. Of course there’s nothing, but I needed to check. I told you, these nightmares get to me. I budge along the bed and get close up to Emma and slip my index finger into her closed hand and she instinctively grips it tightly. I stroke her blonde locks with my other hand and then gently pull myself away. I go into Joe’s room, slip his leg back under the covers and then head back for our bed. But as I come into the passage I see that I’ve woken Carrie, and now she’s standing by our bedroom door, crumpled, hair all over the place, looking at me with her wonderful ‘what the fuck?’ face on.


‘Nightmare,’ I say.


She nods, used to it. She holds out a hand – come back to bed – and I take it. We snuggle back into each other, the covers pulled right over our heads, and soon Carrie’s breathing deeply again. She falls asleep so easily, always. Once, I was trying to explain something – can’t remember what – about being stressed or something. Anyway, I was saying to her about that feeling when you get into bed and you know you won’t be able to get to sleep no matter what, and she looked at me as though I’d been down the pub with the boys again. And I pushed her about this and she said she just gets into bed, puts her head on the pillow and goes to sleep. Always.


Isn’t that incredible? I can toss and turn for half the bloody night. Lucky cow.


Soon it’s too hot and airless and I have to pull the covers back down from over our faces. She’s snoring again – really light, nothing gross – and I laugh quietly, half hoping I’m going to wake her, but she’s so deep in it now it’d take an army. For a moment my brain lets the boy back in so I have to stare at the ceiling and push him away. I think back to the time when Carrie first led me in here, pulling me by the hand, so excited. There was a crack in the ceiling and the window sills were rotting but she couldn’t be talked down. It’s perfect. She squeezed my hand tight with her tiny fingers, trying not to let the estate agent see just how keen she was and whispered in my ear, ‘We’ll make babies in here. I know it. We will, we will.’


How could I deny her? Suddenly I was a part of something grown-up, something real and permanent. A family. It’s something you imagine, but when it becomes real it’s … it’s … I don’t know. I’m no good with words. Too simple. But we bought it and now there is no crack in the bedroom ceiling. And the colour swabs that she painted in neat, organised squares are gone too. And now the kids are growing and the house is fraying in places and life is good.


Carrie rolls over and throws an arm over me, holding me down. Just like she did when we were in Greece that time, ages ago, long before all of this. We went to sleep in the sun, drunk on the wine in the middle of the day, and woke up shivering and burnt. We spent the next three days holed up in our tiny villa, scared of the sun. I remember finally opening the shuttered windows – a lizard sped away – and we looked out together at that fantastic view. Below was a small harbour, white fishing boats moored in the bay and a sea so blue and calm. She had laid her head against my chest.


‘Let’s come back here every year,’ she said. ‘Make it a tradition. I want us to have loads and loads of traditions.’


We never did go back, but that’s not so bad. We’re happy and the memory feels special for it. I remember the way the leaves moved in the breeze and when I moaned about my sunburn she laughed at me and slapped me so hard on my arm I thought the bloody skin would peel off right then and there.


‘Wanna see my marks?’ she said, and suddenly she was doing this crazy striptease on the bed, her legs all wobbly on the uneven mattress. She was singing that pop tune that was on the radio all summer and she was singing it so badly and we were both laughing. Red skin, pink knickers.


She fell asleep afterwards, her hot arm pinning me down, just the same as now, and she dribbled on my shoulder. I realise that the boy in my dream has gone and I can close my eyes. Pink knickers and dribble. What a girl.


*

Joe’s always had his mother’s balls and attitude, which makes me laugh and drives her up the wall. He’s just got ants in his pants, that’s the thing. It never bothers me really, but keeping him still or getting him to concentrate on anything for more than five seconds can do your head in. Right now, I’m having to push him back against the wall, hold him by the shoulders so he’s in place. Stand still. I pull the pencil from behind my ear and draw a line against the wall. He turns, excited, sees how much he’s grown.


‘Mate, if you’d eaten your broccoli, you’d be a giant by now,’ I tell him.


‘Yeah, like if you eat carrots, you can see in the dark. Nice one, Dad.’ Eight years old and he’s already a teenager.


Now it’s Emma’s turn. She’s only grown the tiniest bit, so I fake it on the board and she rewards me with a sneaky grin. I look at the wall, see the uneven chart of my children’s growth. Different colours, different times. I see one, Joe – three years before – remember him trying to stand on tiptoe to cheat the height. We had four different pencil lines in one day. Chose the smallest one as a jokey punishment. Laughing, I remind him of this.


‘I don’t remember that.’


‘Sure you do. It was hilarious. Your mum had tears down her face. You were stood just there, all grumpy, arms crossed.’


He stares at me with a James Dean sneer. ‘How old was I?’


‘Five’


‘Nah.’


‘Yeah, you were five; it’s this one here.’ I point to the mark. ‘And then you went upstairs in a hissy fit and came down in your footy boots cos you thought the studs would make you taller.’


He just shrugs. Does he really not remember at all? I try to remember other details to spark it for him. But nothing comes. The memory feels isolated from everything else. The kids stare at me as I stumble for something more. I’m trying to pull something from the back of my mind, but now everything’s gone and got confused. The kids are staring at me like I’m mental but there’s something, there’s something I can’t … just … can’t …


‘Hi, honey.’ Carrie hurries into the kitchen just as the phone rings. I answer it and someone’s talking in my ear, someone I don’t know but someone I like. I’m thinking this is odd, why do I like them when I don’t know who it is? I’m wondering about this but I answer the questions anyway and now I’m a bit hazy. Everything feels so warm and happy and it’s like this cloud’s coming down and …


*

I wake up with the feeling I’m late for something. A bit of a start, a jolt. I sit up and wince because my back’s so stiff. I’m sure I’ve got scratches down it, I can’t really see them properly but it hurts like hell. It’s like that all day. Work at the garage was a nightmare. I seemed to be bumping into things all the time and now I’m home I just want a hot bath and a long sleep. Carrie says I’m being a drama queen. It was rugby training last night, season starts in two weeks and I’m always like this, she says. I guess she’s right. The ground’s still hard from the summer and you always get a bit scuffed up before the autumn sets in properly. I’m part of a veterans’ team and we’re all trying to pretend we’re still twenty by training too hard. Half the blokes are really posh but they’re alright, as it goes.


The papers didn’t turn up and I was going to pop around to the late-night supermarket to get one, but she talked me out of it. I’m so pooped, I could hardly be bothered anyway. And it’s not just my body. Sometimes, like today, my head feels like a fog. There are figures moving about, just beyond reach, and whenever I go towards them, they’re gone.


I slump onto the sofa and look down at my arm. Bruises are starting to colour under the swelling. I switch on the TV. The news is on, but the volume’s down to zero for some reason. As I turn it up, Carrie comes behind me, kisses me and whips the remote from my hand, turning it off.


‘I’m going to give up the rugby,’ I tell her. ‘I’m bloody aching all over.’


‘But you love it. You’re always moaning at the start of the season, but in a couple of weeks you’ll be doing all those stupid strong-man poses and talking about – what was it last year? – pop passes, and showing them the inside and all that shit.’


‘Right.’ I try to remember. There’s that fog again. Something tells me she’s probably right.


‘And you’ve got your mates there. You won’t feel like you’ve deserved ten pints and a fat burger unless you’ve sweated and grunted with Mac and Jonno.’


Mac and Jonno. Two laughing faces spring into my mind. I seem to have played rugby with those two forever. But oddly I can’t remember them as younger men. Only as they are now.


Carrie must have seen my frown; she flicks my ear playfully.


‘Oi! That hurts!’


‘Maybe you should give up the rugby. I mean, if you can get your arse whipped by a girl, then you’re no use to your mates.’


‘You? Whip my arse?’


‘Come on, big man, show me what you’re made of.’


And suddenly we’re racing to the bedroom, laughing. She’s pulling off her clothes as she runs. I’m up on my feet – God, my bloody back – hurrying after her with a low, happy growl. As we run, we pass the kitchen and I see the lines I drew to show the kids’ height, and there’s something about this that slows me for a second. I stop. Something I’m meant to remember.


‘Oi, fatty! Are you out of breath already or did you stop for some chocolate?’


Cheeky cow. I run upstairs and the sound of my heavy feet on the stairs has her screaming and laughing.


‘Watch out, honey. Here I come, ten tonnes of fun!’


*

When I was five years old, my mother decided to teach me the piano. Not seriously, not like some Chinese prodigy, and my hands were too small anyhow, but she wanted me to be good at music. Said it was important, a ‘life skill’. Those were the words. So she would sit me down on the piano stool next to her and she’d play a scale with my hand on top of hers so I could feel her fingers pressing down on each key. And also it’d look like it was me that was playing. I remember being scared that I’d fall backwards, so she’d snuggle up tight and wrap an arm around me, nuzzling her soft cheek against mine. We’d do it again and again and then she’d tell me to try it myself, showing me how to slip my thumb under my third finger to complete the scale. We’d do it over and over, and in the end I could do it properly. She kissed me and clapped, and I felt like a prince.


We’ve got a piano. It sits, lid down, near the back door. We thought it would go in the lounge but the passage was too narrow and we couldn’t get it in. I got home a little earlier than planned today – work at the garage sometimes pans out that way. Anyhow, I get home, and normally I’d go straight upstairs and have a shower to get the grease and dirt off me, but coming in I see the piano and I remember my mum. She’s dead now, long gone. And I’m looking at the piano and the house is well quiet. It’s weird actually because normally our place is like Beirut. I lift the lid and look down at the keys, then place my heavy fingers on the notes, trying to play a scale. But the notes won’t obey my fingers and I’m too clumsy. I try to play a simple tune that we learned together, but can’t get anywhere near it. It all sounds awful. What a dick I am. I’ve thrown away a talent. Mum’d be furious.


I’m about to sit down and have a real proper go when the family pours in through the back door, a bundle of shiny coats, wellies and shopping bags. Joe’s screaming because Emma’s scratching at him, red-faced with fury about something. I run to them, pull them apart, listen to their contradictory accusations as Carrie staggers in with the last of the shopping.


Once I’ve calmed down the kids by putting on the telly, I look back at the piano. The house is too noisy now and I feel bashful. I shut the piano lid. I should just stick to the things I’m good at, I guess. Maybe I could practise when no one’s around, make a surprise of it for Carrie. Learn a tune then sing and play it for her birthday.


I like this, and the idea makes me turn to look at Carrie. I’m surprised to see that she’s watching me. I smile. She smiles back. But I find myself turning away from her, as though there is a secret in me that I need to protect. And somewhere deep inside me a man shouts something that I can’t hear, but I know that it’s important. The shout echoes inside me like it’s bouncing off white stone cavernous walls, and I imagine sand and sun and a glaring blue sky. I look back and Carrie’s now elbow-deep in shopping bags, emptying their contents onto the counter-top. Jesus, no wonder she calls me ‘Dream Boy’ sometimes. I walk over, grab the bleach and put it in the cupboard where it should be, put everything in the right place.


*


‘If you hold his head under for long enough, he’ll soon start blabbing. Just make sure you don’t kill him cos that’s a real shitter.’ We both laugh. ‘Go on,’ he encourages me. I look at his arm – see the tattoo of an eagle wrapped in flames. ‘Go on.’ His voice is harder now. ‘Don’t be a pussy.’


There’s a young lad lying on the floor. He’s no more than fifteen and he’s been beaten badly. Some of his dark hair is stuck to the congealed blood on his face. He stares up at me, starts to beg in a language I don’t understand. And I start laughing. Stamp my boots onto his delicate fingers. I hear the crunch as a bone breaks—


And I wake up.


Carrie’s asleep next to me and Joe’s sneaked in on the other side. Neither wakes. I don’t move. I just lie there. But this time I don’t try to think the dream away. Because I have dreamed this before. Not the same dream, but earlier, when I led this poor boy into the room, told him he’d be okay. Before I smashed his face in. I raise my hand up in the darkened room. Clench it into a fist. Try to imagine hitting him. The dream tells me I can. My head disagrees.


I slip my hand back under the covers. Joe sighs. A dream of his own.


*

Maybe I should see someone.


I’m sitting in the tiny upstairs boxroom where I sort the bills and stuff. We’ve got an old computer on a three-legged table while the rest of the room is stuffed full with junk. A red bill sits in front of me. I ignore it, and instead type ‘dreams’ into google. But there are too many sites, and nothing seems to relate to me.


Carrie pops her head around the door, comes in and starts to massage my shoulders, distracts me. Normally I love it.


‘I think I should see a doctor.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘My nightmares.’


‘Oh, hon.’


Her fingers continue to push and probe.


‘Or maybe a psychiatrist. You know, all that stuff about—’


‘Wanting to fuck your mother?’


‘No I don’t, I … be serious.’


‘I am.’


A thumb digs around my collar bone.


‘If my brain is, you know, so busy with all this shit then maybe it needs sorting out.’


‘Okay.’


‘And I’m fed up with them. I keep waking and it’s spooking me out and … can you get off a sec?!’


She withdraws, stung. ‘You want to be alone?’


‘No. Yeah. I don’t know, I just … I don’t know.’


She looks at me, confused. Her eyes stare into mine, trying to understand what she’s done wrong.


‘I just want you to take this seriously.’


‘I am.’


‘No, you’re sympathetic, but this is really … it’s a mess, my head and I … I … it feels like it’s getting worse.’


‘Okay. Well, we’ll go to the doctor. I’ll go with you.’


‘No, no, you don’t need—’


‘I’m taking you seriously.’


‘I’m not … Jesus, I just meant …’


I don’t know what I meant, but I know I should be doing this alone. Somehow. Carrie shrugs – suit yourself – and leaves. I feel guilty now, but I don’t rush to stop her. I turn back to the computer, click on the internet again. But it won’t connect. The computer’s gone slow. I wait for a moment but it’s like the fucker’s on strike.


Irritated, I go out onto the landing. We have this wall where we hang our favourite pictures in gaudy frames. There must be nearly a hundred now. Carrie calls it our Wonder Wall. I stare at them – stare at a collage of my life. In every photograph, we are smiling.


Carrie is there again. She looks at me – waiting for it.


‘Sorry.’


Not enough.


‘I’m a tit. But I’m not sleeping so I’m a tired tit and that’s … that’s my excuse.’


She can’t help but let a little laugh slip out. I put my arm around her.


‘I’ll book an appointment with the doctor and you come if you’d like. I don’t mean, like you shouldn’t or couldn’t or anything, I just …’


‘You’re just a tired tit.’


‘That’s me.’


‘It’s almost poetic.’


‘Yeah, I’ve got hidden depths.’


We walk back to the bedroom. She has an arm around me, almost guiding me to sleep.


*

Work’s been a pisser so I’ve had to cancel my doctor’s appointment twice now and the woman on the phone was a bit shirty. But I’ve been sleeping better recently and now I think maybe I made too much of it. I’m a bit embarrassed I made such a fuss, to tell you the truth.


Right now, I’m watching Joe play a footy game at his school. It’s the middle of the afternoon so there’s only one other dad. The rest are all mums who know each other well. They stand in a group further down, chatting and cheering happily. The other dad and I share a smile, but that’s as far as our contact gets. I prefer it like this. I’ve always been a bit of a loner. I like people, for sure, but – I don’t know – I guess I’m a bit shy and I don’t mind being alone.


Joe’s a spindly lad, a streak of piss, and he stands awkwardly away from the action, cold and unhappy. The ref is also the games teacher and he shouts over at him: get stuck in!


Joe runs towards the ball, but it’s gone before he gets near it and he stops, looks around, rubs his hands on his shorts. He glances at me. I give him a cheery smile and a thumbsup. Even I feel a bit pathetic. He shuffles on towards the action.


‘That your boy?’ It’s the other dad. A gruff, shortish man. His jeans are paint-splattered from work. I nod, a little ruefully. A smile.


‘He’s shit, eh?’


I look at him. He’s got a way about him that tells me he likes rubbing people up. I look back at the game. Gruff Man starts screaming encouragement to his son. I watch the boy for a moment – he’s annoyingly good.


‘Come on, Joe, you’re doing great, mate,’ I shout out across the grass.


‘If you say so,’ comes the wry reply next to me. I can feel the snide smile but keep my eyes fixed on my son. Joe slips and doesn’t bother to get up. A wind sweeps across the pitch. Man, is it cold.


Gruff Man shouts more encouragement for his boy and a couple of the other kids. There are three or four boys who like the game and are good at it. Another bunch who are less talented but try hard. And then a few, Joe included, who are there because they’re told to be. I hate this. It reminds me of my childhood. My hands too cold to unlace my boots and the noise of studs on concrete.


I watch my boy pick himself up, hug himself against the cold and trudge into position as one of his team-mates implores him to make more of an effort. Joe nods, trying to please, but really trying not to be noticed.


I feel guilty.


Gruff Man barks away next to me. His son scores a goal. Everyone’s delighted. I join in the applause, but do everything I can not to look at the crowing idiot.


A whistle blows and I can see the relief on Joe’s face. He wanders around, shaking hands with the opposition with the same bored look that he had during the game.


The teams head back to the changing rooms. The mothers have knit themselves into a tighter huddle and are laughing like drains. I’m stuck with Gruff Man. I pat my pockets, swear quietly to myself and walk off to the car under the pretence I’ve left my phone there.


Joe comes out a bit later, showered but still with muddy knees. I laugh and he gives me a grin. I put my arm around him as we walk to the car.


‘Football’s a shit game,’ I say as lightly as I can.


‘You’re not allowed to swear.’


‘Fifty pence in the swearbox. Remind me when we get home. But it is.’


‘Yeah. It’s alright, maybe.’


He’s groaning under the weight of his school bags and I offer to take one but he shakes his head. I notice all the other kids are carrying theirs as well. Fair enough. I walk a little more slowly to the car.


Inside, I whack the heating up and hand him a chocolate bar. He munches on it gratefully. I want to chat to him, but he’s happy just to be taken home, doesn’t want an inquisition, so I drive off. We pass Gruff with his son. Gruff’s talking animatedly, angry about something. The boy has his head down, not listening. This cheers me up.


We drive on in silence for a while. Traffic slows us.


‘I hated football when I was your age. Then I grew, and it got easier. I was quite good when I was a bit older.’


If the encouragement seeps through, Joe doesn’t show it.


‘You’re just like me, you know.’


‘Yeah, you’ve said.’


I glance at him, see he’s smiling.


‘I thought I might buy us a goal, put it in the garden. We could play after school.’


‘You’ll break a window.’


‘Yeah. Probably trash all the flowers as well.’


‘Mum said you’re totally mental about keeping the grass all tidy.’


‘I am. Screw it, we’ll ruin the lawn. Who cares?’


Joe looks at me as though I’ve just crashed the car.


‘Yeah, and we’ll wreck the flowers, break windows and probably get mad old Mrs Moore next door foaming at the mouth. And your Mum will kill us. What do you say?’


A pause. Then a huge grin spreads across his face.


‘Yeah. Let’s do it.’


He laughs, thrilled with his cheek. It’s a laugh that comes from deep in his belly. As we drive home we punch each other when we think the other won’t notice it. He’s laughing so hard at one point I’m worried he’s going to puke the chocolate back up. My boy.


*

We’re all singing Happy Birthday. Emma’s dressed in a pink fairy outfit with gigantic wings that make it almost impossible for her to sit at the table. She’s grinning like a good ’un, with chocolate smeared around her mouth. Carrie places the birthday cake down in front of her and our little girl blows all the candles out after four attempts. Then we have to relight them because Joe blew a couple out and Emma started to get teary.


I hold Joe back so he can’t blow them back again and even though he knows he mustn’t, he leans forward, unable to stop himself. We play a gentle, happy wrestling game to keep him back while Emma huffs and puffs.


Finally the candles are out. I release Joe who immediately snatches a candle and tries to light it with the box of matches. It’s relentless but it’s funny too. His face is alive with mischief, his eyes wide and excited.


‘Come on, get ready,’ says Carrie as she holds the knife above the cake. As the blade cuts through the chocolate we all scream as loud as we can until the knife touches the plate below. To let the Devil out. It’s an old ritual from Carrie’s side of the family. Emma carries on screaming because it’s funny and it’s her birthday. Joe shouts at her to shut up, but they’re both laughing.


I hide the matches while Joe’s distracted, running my hand along the edge of the countertop. The floor is covered in wrapping paper. While they were at school, I hung up a cheap and rather tacky Happy Birthday sign with sellotape which won’t hold for much longer (and Carrie thinks the sign’s rubbish so I bet she’ll give it a sharp tug when I’m not looking). My hand touches a piece of masking tape which hides the moment when Joe and Emma got ‘creative’ with the cutlery. On one wall is a set of plates with painted baby feet to mark their arrivals. The room’s cramped and the table wobbles unless you stick some cardboard under one of the legs. There are stains on the ceiling from splashy playtimes in the bath.


Carrie hands me a paper plate with a slice of birthday cake on it.


‘Happy Birthday to you, you smell like a poo.’


‘Joe,’ we say at the same time, with the same voice.


And then the phone rings. It’s right next to Carrie, but she seems busy tidying up.


‘You want to get that?’ she says, her hands full of wrapping paper.


‘It’ll only be your mum, wanting to talk to Emma.’


‘So pick it up.’


I don’t like Carrie’s mum, but since I barely ever see her I can’t really tell you why. So I answer the phone. There’s a pause. Maybe she’s dropped the phone.


‘Hello?’ I say. And there’s a voice on the other end that I don’t recognise but for some reason I like. That’s odd. He’s asking me questions and I can’t stop myself from smiling and …


*

It’s easy to break into a hotel. There are cameras all over the place, of course, but a hood and a screwdriver are all you need. I slip inside with barely a pause. The room I need is on the fourth floor, but I take the stairs rather than risk the lift.


The corridor is deserted. It’s an expensive hotel. There are large bouquets of flowers on tables and a scent of lilies in the air. I walk along to the right number: 406. Check my watch, Then pat my back pockets. They’re there. I know they’re there but I pat my pockets to be sure.


I knock on the door and take a step back.


I wait, then hear bare feet pad upon carpet towards the door. Then silence. She’s checking through the spyhole right now. Another silence. Then the door opens. Dumb fuck. They always do it, but dumb fuck all the same.


I move fast. One hand hits her straight in the neck. Shuts her up and knocks her back into the room. The white hotel dressing gown rises up as she falls; she’s naked underneath. We’re inside in a blink and I push the door shut – not too hard, don’t want the door to slam, but firm enough to hear the lock click.


The woman sits up as I reach behind and pull a small hammer from my back pocket. I slam it hard. Not even a yelp. I’d use the hammer again but I don’t want any blood on the carpet. Those are the orders.


Her eyes pop open, bulging, staring at me with confusion and panic, as my hands grab her neck. Won’t be much longer.


She scratches at my hands. Her nails sink deep and draw blood, but it makes no difference. Her legs kick and her thin body writhes. I like her for trying.


Soon it is over. I wait, check her pulse. Wait another five minutes and check her pulse again to be sure. Done. Then I stand. I must have done it too quickly because it gives me a slight head-rush. I shake it off, go to the door, open it. My man is waiting for me outside.


We head back in. Time to get her out of here.


But then my body starts to shake, as though someone has grabbed me by my shoulders. I turn to look at him but he’s just staring down at her on the floor. My whole body shakes and convulses. I feel a moment’s panic. I’m shaking and shaking and …


*

I wake up with a jolt. Emma and Joe are shaking me, laughing and screaming. Daylight’s coming in through the window. Although Emma’s in her pyjamas, she’s still got her fairy wings on. She starts bouncing up and down on the bed and, still halfasleep, I imagine she’s flying. I see her blonde hair lit by the sun as it floats and bounces. It’s beautiful.


And then the pain hits me. Jesus Christ, I feel fucking awful. My head’s crushed, my shoulders ache and my back … oh Lordy, I’m a wreck.


‘Oh man …’ I croak.


And that only excites the kids more. Joe and Emma are jumping and jumping and the cheap, thin mattress isn’t holding out.


‘Guys, come on, give an old man a break will you?’


But they’re just laughing even more. Joe bounces high and hard, then crashes, bottom-first, onto me. Emma screams with laughter. Joe’s wiggling his bum and I know he’s trying to do a fart on my head. Emma’s screaming at him to do it. Do it! I manage to push him off and sit up.


Christ, my hands …


I look down at them. They’re scratched. Badly scratched and sore. And I’ve absolutely no idea how this happened.


And then Joe and Emma come flying on top of me again. I feel my daughter’s soft skin as she wraps her arms around my neck. It’s more of a cuddle than a wrestle, but she wants to be part of the game. Joe’s jumping on me, using his knees to get some sort of reaction. Little bugger.


A shout from their mother stops them in their tracks. I look up – she’s dressed, a smile on her face despite an attempt at disapproval.


‘Come on, you two – breakfast. And you, lazybones, shift your chubby arse.’


Emma frowns. ‘Is arse a swearword?’


‘Not when your mother uses it. Go on downstairs, give your Dad a chance to wake up.’


They scuttle off, obedient as ever. Bloody miracle when I think of some of our friends’ kids. Carrie comes and sits on the bed. She puts a hand on my cheek.


‘Morning.’


‘Hi.’


‘So, guess where I found you last night?’


This doesn’t sound good.


‘Downstairs, asleep on the sofa, dribble all down your shirt, sat bold upright with Ian Botham’s greatest moments on the DVD.’


‘No … oh no …’


‘Tragic, fat man. Bloody completely embarrassingly tragic.’


‘Ouch.’


I look back at my hands.


‘Hey, you want to play rugby and risk those baby-boy looks, it’s your lookout. I’ve told you enough times.’


Rugby. Yes, of course! Slugging it out in the mud last night with the guys. Beers afterwards. Gav banging on about his new satnav. Trevor insisting that lager’s full of chemicals and he never gets a hangover with real ale. So he drinks ten pints to prove it and makes us all do the same. And now my head feels as though it’s in a vice. Cheers, Trev.


‘Seriously, hon, you need to get up, you’ll be late.’


‘I know, I just … I’m knackered. Totally grounded.’


‘Pull a sicky.’


‘Can’t.’


‘You’re a bit green, babe.’


‘Yeah.’


I look at my hands again. The scratches are so fine. They don’t look like stud marks. More like fingernails. I look up. Carrie’s watching me.


‘Shift your arse, mister.’


I sink back into the sheets. They’ve never felt warmer or softer. I peek out at Carrie. The raised eyebrow says it all.


‘Okay, I’ll get up in a sec. I will! I’m like a—


‘Coiled spring,’ she says, just as I do. We know each other too well. She shakes her head and turns for the door. Then suddenly turns back, grabs the sheets and rips them off the bed. Cold air sweeps over me. I hear her cackle as she canters down the stairs.


‘That’s not funny!’


I sit up, try to shake my head clear. Then look back down at my hands again. I feel stressed about something. My chest’s tight. But I can’t work out why.


I’m slow to get downstairs and when I do, I feel like I’ve walked onto Oxford Street during the sales. Carrie’s stuffing Emma’s ballet kit into her bag while having a running row with Joe about the nutritional value of doughnuts. I just crash down onto a chair and help myself to some kiddy cereal for a boost. Joe’s talking much much too loudly.


‘It’s one of my five a day!’ he shouts.


‘Are you kidding me?’


‘Apples are fruit, aren’t they?’


‘Hello?’


Emma joins in. ‘Apples is fruit, yes they are. Mrs Pearce said so.’


‘See?’ says Joe.


Carrie has her arms crossed. ‘You’re using your baby sister—’


‘I’m not a baby!’ Emma wails.


‘Apple doughnut’s got apples in it, right?’ Joe says, as though he’s talking to a thick kid. ‘Simple.’


‘Joe, I don’t even know where to begin.’


I stare at the milk and cereal in my bowl. The milk is now brown from the cereal. It makes me feel nauseous.


‘And jam’s made of fruits, right? So a jam doughnut—’


‘Do you have any idea how much sugar they use in jam?’


‘Still, fruit, innit?’


‘Innit? You said “innit”? Right, after school you and I are going to get on the computer and have a look at what too much sugar does to your teeth and belly. In fact, get your dad to smile and lift up his shirt and you’ll get an idea.’


I hear the words, know that they’re aimed at me. But they feel distant, somewhere else. A completely different world. Eventually I pull my eyes up. They’re all staring at me.


‘Right, that’s it, mister. No more rugby. You. Are. Busted.’


*

Carrie offers to drive me to the garage. It’s probably the only safe way to get me there, but she virtually has to kick me out of the passenger seat when we arrive. She’s laughing at me for being such a dope. And normally I’d laugh too but I feel more than sick, there’s something nagging at me.


Inside, I sneak into my boss’s office, hoping to snatch the sports pages and maybe a kip if it isn’t busy. His jacket’s on the chair which means he’s pissed off to the cafe round the corner. Nice one. The office is stuffy and hot, just as he likes it. I go to his desk, but there’s no newspaper there; he must have taken it with him.


Jeff pops his head around the door. Jeff’s a big guy, ex-army. He’s got tattoos all over his arms, but the one I always notice is the eagle on his right forearm. He grins a craggy smile at me. I notice the grey flecks in his hair. They make him even tougher, if that’s possible. He’s a piece of granite.


‘Oi, dosser, what you playing at?’


‘We busy?’


‘Enough. Some dozy tart’s put enough oil in her car to sink a tanker. Smoke everywhere. We got to clean it out, see if it can be salvaged.’


‘You got a paper? Wanted to read about the City game.’


‘What do you need a paper for? I was there, I’ll talk you through it. You won’t be happy, though. Come on, honest day’s work and all that.’


There’s a paper dumped in the wastepaper bin. I see it.


‘Mackey missed an absolute sitter,’ says Jeff. ‘Easier to have scored than missed. What a waste of money.’


I want to snatch the paper. But I can feel Jeff’s eyes on me. ‘Yeah, alright. I need a dump first—’


‘You’re not sneaking off to the bogs to read the sodding paper. It’s a day’s work, not a holiday, you git.’


‘What, coming from you?’


‘Yeah.’


He’s standing still now. Suddenly this feels like the start of a fight. Now, normally I’d back down because of the size of him. But then, thinking about it, he’s a lazy arse himself – he’s always slinking off to do this or that. So what’s the issue? So I don’t move. Just look at him. And although he’s bloody big and could beat me to a pulp (and the rest) he doesn’t move. Instead he gives me this wolfish grin.


‘Look, Ben, be fair. I want to get away early tonight. Got my stunner to see. You know, Jenny from the White Horse? Come on, buddy, give us a fair crack at the whip, eh? Not being funny, but the engine’s black and all kinds of shit.’


I’ve never hit a man in my life. Enjoyed my sports but I’m a softy. But right now, I know if I took a step forward, he’d back off. I am alpha male. I’m Jeff and Jeff is me. And that’s just too fucking weird. I look back at the paper, then back at him.


‘Jesus, take it,’ he says, his hands in the air. ‘I don’t care, but let’s do this job first, and then, tell you what – you can bugger off to the pub for lunch, take your precious rag and I’ll cover for you, but please let’s just, for crying out loud, let’s just get this one going, start the day without risking a bucket of shit on our heads.’


I wait. I like feeling like this. Jeff’s smile is frozen to his face. I go to the bin, dead slow, pick up the paper, fold it under my arm and walk past him towards the cars. Jeff pats me on the arse, all chummy again.


‘Well done, stroppy. Thought you were about to have your period or something,’ he says with a big laugh.


We fix the car. It’s a disaster, but we get it done. The radio’s on, pop music. Whenever the news comes on, Jeff changes it to another channel for more shitty music. The guy’s a muppet.


When we’re finished, I look for the newspaper. I’d placed it under my coat on the chair in the corner. But it’s gone. I look to Jeff, but he just raises his eyes and gestures towards the boss’s door. He’s inside, feet up, reading it. I can make out the scoreline on the back page. Just as Jeff said.


He appears at my side, pats me on the shoulder.


‘Same as it ever was, Benny boy. Boss in the warm, workers out in the cold. How about a couple of jars?’


*

Sitting in the pub, listening to Jeff natter on about nothing and everything, I sink three pints. Partly, I guess, because I feel so rough and I want to dull all of my aches, but also because it gives me an excuse to get up and go to the bar every now and then – so I can get away from him. After three, my head’s all messed up. I’m a lousy lunchtime drinker, but I slide off the bench to order another anyway. My back aches despite the booze, and while I wait for the barmaid I stare down at my scratched hands.


Rugby. I am too old.


I look back at Jeff. He’s watching me. He smiles a leery grin.


‘Come on, girly, hurry up with those beers!’ he laughs his big, stupid laugh.


How did I end up with a friend like this? I’m not like him, I don’t like him. But here I am. Did I choose him or did he choose me? I try to remember. Try to pull the data from my head. Try to imagine my brain as some sort of computer. But the beer’s in the way.


Jeff’s started singing along to the tune from some advert on the TV. He’s doing it really loud, on purpose, and some people are staring at him. I’m embarrassed, but I’m also starting to laugh.


The woman at the bar is struggling with the remote control. The batteries must be flat, so she bangs it against the counter. She pushes the buttons heavily and starts to flick through the channels. The TV gets stuck on the news and everyone in the pub groans.


Jeff starts singing the same stupid song again, louder this time.


I glance up at the telly. The image changes and now there’s a photo on the screen of a pretty young woman with dark hair. And something goes all jittery inside me. Next is a photo of a hotel somewhere. Looks posh. I don’t know the girl, don’t know the hotel, but I suddenly feel like I’m going to puke.


Jeff’s at my side all of a sudden. ‘Alright, matey?’


My breathing’s shallow, fast. The woman clumsily stamps on the buttons with her chubby fingers and finally finds the sports channel and everyone cheers. Jeff pats me on the back. I look up at the screen, as though that girl, that hotel might linger there. My heart is pounding. Who was that woman and why, why did she matter to me? I see, somewhere in my head, a white dressing gown, but I don’t know what this means. There’s a stack of newspapers at the far end of the bar and I need to see them.


‘Come on, buddy boy, we need to get back to the garage.’


I ignore him, grab the papers, flick through them, looking for her. My scratched hands are clumsy and I can’t find what I’m looking for.


‘Ben, he’ll sack us both. Come on …’


I can’t find anything, I look again, but then I see that there are pages missing. I chuck the paper down, look to the next one. And again, there are pages missing. Who did this? I look around the pub at the boozers, at the woman, but they seem so dull, there’s no way they’d …


I look up at Jeff. He’s watching me. He comes over and puts a hand on my shoulder. I want to pin him to the bar.


‘Ben, what’s up?’


I smile. I don’t know where I find it from.


‘It’s nothing, I just … déjà vu, I guess.’


‘Is that French?’


‘You are such an ignoramus.’


‘German?’


I sigh, playing it all normal and such. ‘What time are you seeing your bird?’


‘Her shift starts at seven, so we’re hoping to have a tenminute hump in my car.’


‘You old romantic, you.’


Jeff laughs. I see his face relax, but his eyes are trained on me. He’s been watching me all day. He’s always been doing this. I feel a little sick but I’m still holding it back. I need to be careful now. It’s like I’ve been asleep for ages. Why haven’t I noticed this before?


I pat him on the shoulder and we head out of the pub.


‘After you, matey,’ he says as we get to the door, jolly as ever. The liar.


‘No, mate. After you.’





TWO


Anna Price’s car suffered from an annoying squeal thanks to an anonymous driver who had pranged it in the night while it was harmlessly parked outside her house. People would often glance at her as it passed, and Anna would wince and swear under her breath, desperately hoping no one could lip-read. As she screeched towards Saint Thomas’ comprehensive school on an ordinary Tuesday morning, a prickly red rash crept up her throat and she tried to conquer her nerves. She’d worked there for two years, but it wasn’t getting any easier. She could cope with the younger children, but the boys and girls at the top of the school saw her as easy meat.


Anna liked to get to school early. Normally it would just be her and the caretaker. This way she could prepare, avoid the arriving children and their big-mouthed parents, and keep things under control. But on this day she was late and the books on the back seat slid and fell as she made a sharp turn. Serious voices on the radio debated the news, but Anna’s mind was busy plotting suitably sneering comebacks to Ralph Lorrison and his cohorts. Such phrases didn’t come easily.


By the time she reached the school her spot in the car park had – inevitably – been taken. She found another, squeezed her car into a small space next to the scary Mr Downside (PE) and then fretted that it was too close to the kids. Indeed, just as she pulled the key from the ignition, the car was bumped by three sixth-form girls who sashayed carelessly past. Anna watched them, invisible inside the car: three long-haired sixteen-yearolds, more women than girls, wearing short skirts. They joked and laughed theatrically for the boys to see, cocooned within their ignorant, blissful adolescence. Anna envied them their confidence as they waltzed on, vacuous and happy.


She entered the school a few minutes later, with books piled high and a take-away styrofoam coffee perched on top. Burly boys with acne and aggressive haircuts marched past her. As she got to the bottom of the stairs (the staffroom was on the first floor) she was knocked by two shouty kids and some of the coffee spilled onto her cream blouse. She turned to reprimand them, but they were already gone, their voices echoing down the corridor. Wanker, twat, mofo, gay boy …


She retreated to the staff toilets. The door scraped as it opened and closed. Anna unbuttoned her blouse and tried to soak the stain in the sink. It didn’t seem to help. In fact she was just making a larger, lighter-brown stain, but she knew that her cardigan would at least hide the worst. She caught herself briefly in the mirror, saw her utilitarian bra, her slender frame, her freckled shoulders. She wore little make-up and simple, plain jewellery. Anna would often try more fancy things in the shops, but they never felt like her. She’d return them, self-conscious, to the shop assistant and wonder why she’d been drawn to them in the first place. She was in her early thirties now and felt she should know better. As she looked down and dabbed away at the blouse, she heard the scuffle of feet in one of the cubicles.


She turned, mortified, grabbing the blouse to protect her modesty. But then saw the scuffed black shoes beneath the door and realised that it wasn’t a teacher hidden inside but a pupil. Emboldened, she called out.


‘Who’s that in there?’


The feet shuffled but no one replied.


‘Come on, these toilets are for teachers only. Come out, please.’


She both liked and hated the teacher’s voice she used. She liked it because it didn’t sound like her with its confident tone that she wished was permanent; hated it because she hated any kind of performance.


The lock clicked, the door opened and a schoolboy stepped out. He was holding a pair of wet trousers even though he was fully clothed. Fifteen years old, he was a gaunt, wiry boy with an eager, open face that made adults like him and children bully him. His name was Toby Mayhew.


‘Toby …?’


‘I’m sorry, Miss. I just … I had an accident.’


Their eyes went straight to the trousers.


‘Oh!’ he squeaked. ‘No, no, not like that! I just … it was a game. You know, they get you and push you against the sinks and then turn on the taps and splash you so it makes it look like you’ve, you know, wee’d yourself.’


He described it like a game until the denouement. And then his voice was quieter, betraying the hurt. Both of them knew that this happened a lot.


‘Who did it, Toby?’


‘Come on, Miss. It was just messing about! Kids, eh?’


He gave her a big smile. Please – the smile said – please don’t make a big thing of this.


‘Your shirt’s wet as well.’


‘Yeah, I’ve got a spare. Always bring a spare. I was just about to … when you came in, so I …’


His eyes glanced down at her exposed shoulders and she clutched the blouse to her. Two stained tops. The connection was obvious to them both.


‘The bell’s going to go in a minute, Toby. If you change now you’ll just about make it.’


‘Yes, Miss, thanks, Miss. And I won’t use these loos again, it’s just that, sometimes, they come looking for me to make sure I don’t … you know. This way, I’ve fooled them. Ace, eh?’


‘Ace. Toby, do you need help here? Want me to talk to someone?’


‘No, no, I … thanks, but I don’t think that’d help.’


‘Really? I’m a black belt in origami.’


It took him a moment before the weak joke registered. ‘Oh. Ha. Funny.’


They held their wet clothes to themselves, no longer sure what to do. Toby was the first to burst the silence.


‘Right, well, I’d better get changed. That trigonometry won’t solve itself!’


Maybe he also has a voice for school and a voice for himself, Anna thought. She nodded and he turned his back on her and pulled off his shirt. She hastily threw her blouse back on and was about to pull the cardigan tight to cover the stain when she saw his back in the mirror. And she had to turn to make sure she was seeing him right.


Toby was in too much of a rush to notice that he was being watched. But when he pulled off his wet shirt he revealed a torso that was covered in scratches, bruises and scars. Anna couldn’t help but gawp. She saw dark, jagged lines scrape down from his shoulder blades to the base of his spine. A series of now-healed puncture wounds blistered at a diagonal angle and might have continued across his front, for all she could tell. She saw bruises now fading to green and yellow. They were the remnants of intense pain. It was shocking to see such brutality inflicted on such a frail boy’s body. He looked like some kind of Frankenstein’s monster. Then he whipped on a fresh white shirt and the spectacle was ended.


He turned round and grinned at her as he looped a tie around his neck.


‘Alright, Miss, thanks, I’ll see you in English. Third period, isn’t it?’


‘Toby … ’


‘And don’t worry, I didn’t see anything really. Much.’


His eyes slipped mechanically to her breasts and she didn’t know what to say.


‘Right. Ciao Miss, and thanks again.’


‘Toby! Hang on—’


But he was gone. Anna leaned back against the basin, shocked by the violence and cruelty she’d just witnessed, so disconnected from the cheery face that bore it.


*

Anna did indeed teach Toby during third period, but there was no mention of their encounter. He sat at the back and when she glanced at him, he would often be staring out of the window. She didn’t pull him up on this, but when she was able to set the class a written exercise, she noticed that he was the last one to find a partner. The girl he joined tried to complain, but Anna ignored her moans and watched as he let her copy from her neighbours and totally disregard him. He was happier when no one at all was looking at him.


Later, she watched him in the lunch break. She was on duty, shouting at the boys to stop jostling. Everyone was playing, everyone was happy. But Toby stood outside the play area, kicking a crumpled can on his own. He didn’t even look lonely. Anna watched him and wondered why she had never noticed this awful exclusion before. Someone kicked a ball over the wire fence and it landed near Toby. Happily he went and got it then jogged over to give it back, hoping for a game. The ball was snatched off him and the kids carried on. Anna watched his face fall, then, geed up by an imaginary comment, she saw how he smiled to himself and carried on kicking his can.


At the end of the day, Anna made sure that she was standing outside as the kids headed home. It was getting dark. Most wandered cheerfully out of the gates, either to the bus stop further down the road or into town. Only a few parents waited outside. Toby’s father, Michael, was one of them. In his fifties, he was a tall, imposing man. There was a natural scowl about him. He looked the type who would shout in public places when things didn’t go his way. He waited for his son, standing aside from the others, unblinking. Anna spotted him, then saw Toby trudge out amongst the others, who chatted happily to anyone but him.


Toby nodded at his father, pleased to see him. Michael waited for him and neither spoke as they walked together to the car. Michael put his hand on the back of his son’s neck. From Anna’s perspective, what should have been a caring gesture appeared somehow more controlling. A vice, not a caress.


Michael herded Toby into his car and moved over to the driver’s side. Before he turned a key in the ignition, he hit the central locking. The locks snapped down. No one could get in – or out.


As they drove off, a small cold breeze caught Anna and she pulled her coat tighter around herself for comfort. Toby’s pale face gazed out of the window as they passed. He seemed happy enough. But Anna couldn’t help wondering.


And then Kath was there. Kath was Anna’s only real pal at the school and Anna could tell that people thought they made an odd couple. Kath was loud-mouthed, pushy and desperately single. She’d somehow decided that Anna should be her running mate in the bars and clubs – probably because it would mean that she’d get the fitter males, Anna suspected. Kath did laugh at her jokes though, although Anna didn’t really think she was that funny. Maybe it was just that her humour was unexpected.


‘So where are we meeting then?’ asked Kath. Anna looked at her blankly. ‘Don’t you dare, don’t you dare tell me you’ve forgotten.’
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