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There was no premonition, no hint of danger round the corner. Death waited expectantly, hunched in shadows.


Lisa Cain was on the way home from a pleasant afternoon spent in the company of Marie, an old schoolfriend. She was driving sensibly as usual, over-cautiously according to the driver of the racing-green Rover that had been impatiently tailgating her for the five minutes before the crash.


‘But it had been raining heavily,’ he told police later, maybe that explained it.


She did speed up, moments before the crash, most probably intimidated by the closeness of the Rover. She did it against her own better judgement, but she did it. She pressed her foot down on the accelerator.


Coming in the opposite direction, Steve Parsons was also on his way home from a day with friends. He’d been drinking, he admitted that, but he could hold his alcohol. Everybody said that about Steve. He didn’t like to boast but he had been known to put ten pints away and still drive home safely. Lisa Cain knew nothing about Steve Parsons until he entered her life at 4:17 p.m. that winter’s afternoon, coming round the bend on the wrong side of the road. He was doing seventy but, Hell, he was a good driver!


Lisa’s stomach clenched in horror. She braked hard, but the Rover behind was too close. It clipped the back of her car sending her into a deadly spin. Almost simultaneously striking the wing of Steve Parsons’ Toyota, Lisa Cain careered through a hedge. The steering wheel was jolted from her hands. Her car bumped through a gate and into a field. The last thing she saw was the tree trunk. Lisa Cain’s breath burst from her as her car slammed into the sturdy oak. Her life ended there.


It started with a phone call. Quite how long it had been ringing before I heard it I’m not sure. The house was bedlam that afternoon, all Gary’s fault of course. He had just been flicking cold baked beans at me and skipped out of reach as I took a swipe at him.


Dr-ing.


I jerked to attention. I seemed to understand right away that the call was urgent. I went to get up from the table but Gary started calling me names so I took another swipe at him.


Dr-ing.


Somehow the tone seemed more insistent, almost shrill.


‘Give over,’ I said. ‘Can’t you hear the phone ringing?’


Gary could hear all right but he didn’t care. That’s the way it is with Gary, he never knows when to stop. He thinks he’s Jack the lad, a real funny guy. The truth is, he’s training to be the world’s greatest pillock. In fact, it’s the only thing he puts any effort into, his pillockness. He flicked another cold, congealed lump of beany gunge in my direction, spattering my new Ellesse top. It had been flawlessly cream and cool until Gary got to work on it. That did it. I finally flipped and sprang at him. I was coming round the corner of the table when I met resistance. My legs suddenly stiffened and stopped working. Before I could do a thing about it I stumbled, pitched forward and fell flat on my face. Gary had tied my shoelaces together without me noticing! How does he do that? I didn’t feel a thing.


‘How old are you?’ I yelled as I rolled over onto my back. ‘That’s a stupid kid’s trick.’


Dr-ing!


The prolonged ringing was beginning to worry me. Whoever was on the other end wasn’t giving up. They were determined to get an answer. Desperate – and in my mind desperation equals importance.


‘Gary, will you get that!’


He just laughed. The spectacle of me rolling about like an upturned beetle was clearly far more entertaining than something as mundane as answering the phone. I was still trying to unknot my laces when Dad came stamping downstairs. I heard him pick up the handset.


‘Didn’t either of you hear it?’ he grumbled. ‘I was up in the loft trying to find your mum’s sewing machine before she gets home. You’d think you could do one little thing for me.’


‘I heard it,’ I snapped, ‘but El Divvo here tied my shoelaces together.’


Dad was still barking at us when somebody spoke at the other end.


‘You behave yourself, Gary,’ said Dad. ‘No arguments.’


Gary tried to come back with a smart riposte. He has an answer for everything, our Gary. But Dad wasn’t in the mood.


‘Just shut it!’ he yelled.


The caller must have objected at that point because Dad immediately said, ‘No, not you.’


There was a moment’s hesitation, then a sound like something bursting, imploding, but far away, as though somebody had pulled the plug on the day. I finally undid my laces and walked to the door. It was for all the world as if the air had been completely sucked out of the hallway. Something was wrong. The anger-flash had drained out of Dad’s face, replaced by a blank pallor.


Like disbelief—


Like horror—


‘Say—that—again.’


His voice trailed away into the half-light, the final word disintegrating into the dusk. Gary had joined me in the doorway. He too had heard the implosion, a sound beyond hearing almost, a resonance that shuddered through the house, pulling down certainties, ripping apart normalities. I was looking at Dad, trying to make eye contact, but he continued to stare ahead.


‘Dad?’


He held up his hand. His Adam’s apple was working strangely in his throat as if he were choking noiselessly. I remembered what he had been doing in the loft – looking for Mum’s sewing machine.


Hers.


My mum’s.


The link was made in my mind. Suddenly, as if it had been whispered into my ear by some evil spirit, I knew exactly what the call was about. I questioned Dad with my eyes but still he wouldn’t return the look. I was making a silent plea, begging it not to be bad news, begging it not to be her. Then I watched Dad’s hand go to his face and cover his mouth. Time stood still as his eyes shut tight, squeezing away the threatening tears. He refused to let them come. Even then, even at that moment when our lives broke apart, he continued to play the game. Big boys don’t cry.


* * *


I don’t remember much about the rest of that day. I remember that Gary and I sat in front of the TV. We didn’t watch it. We were too broken, too torn up inside for that.


Instead, we kind of stared through the screen, trying to make sense of the shifting images, trying to come to terms with what had just happened. Meanwhile, Dad crashed around the house, shouting from time to time, not about anything in particular, you understand, just shouting, letting out the despair. I think he was beginning to understand what life would be like without her. He worked, of course, but Mum did everything else. She did the planning and took the decisions, then let Dad think they’d come up with them together.


Then, a few hours later, my grandparents were with us while Dad went—


Crazy, isn’t it? It’s now only eleven months later, not even a year, but I still don’t know where he went that day. To the hospital, I suppose. I don’t know the score – how soon they let you see someone who is dying, and I dare say I’ll never ask him. I don’t think I could find the words.


Eventually, Gary spoke. Grandad was on the phone. Grandma was making us a meal we would never eat. So we were alone in the late afternoon gloom, with the amber streetlights blurring into the living room.


And this is what Gary said: ‘I was acting the fool.’


‘What?’


‘Mum was dying and I was acting the fool.’


Then I had the same picture, the two of us wrestling round like a pair of prize idiots while Mum lay broken against the steering wheel. Gary and I, we’re as different as two brothers can be. I’m the swot, the whizz-kid, the Poindexter. I didn’t choose to be. I just am. Gary, he’s your prototype scally, all practical jokes and lost homework. But in that moment we were united in one thing, a feeling of guilt so strong the day shrank to a brilliant white point then died suddenly.


* * *


Days later. Was it days? I don’t know. Maybe it was weeks. The mind plays tricks on you, doesn’t it? It sucks you into a tunnel where memory goes shaky and unreliable, lost in the wind-roar of pain and hurt and don’t-let-it-be-true. Days later, yes, I’m sure it was days, we were sitting in church, heads bowed. There were red roses everywhere, her flowers. They played Mum’s favourite songs: The Story of the Blues and Heart as Big as Liverpool, music that was like her. Then Pete Wylie, the lead singer, sang this one line:


‘And I am not alone.’


I crumpled, trying to fight back the tears. I suppose it was true in one way. We weren’t alone. We had each other. We were surrounded by the wider family: uncles, aunts, cousins, grandparents. Plus, I had a purpose, always had. I wanted Mum back. Of course I did. I needed her still. But she’d shown me how to make my own way. She’d given me that strength.


But for Dad and Gary, each in their own way, I think it was even worse. They depended on Mum so much. While she’d taught me to pretty much stand on my own feet, get on with my studies, find myself in the books we both loved, the pair of them were useless without her. Dad, for starters, whenever she was away, even for a day, he was like a big, dumb puppy trailing round the house, pining. How was he going to cope now?


As for Gary, it was even worse. He lived for the moment, but suddenly every moment was empty. In the days after her death, he couldn’t find anyone else who really mattered. He was alone. Desperately so, crushed by loneliness. One evening the three of us were sitting, not speaking, in the kitchen. The dusk had gathered round us but nobody had got up to switch on the light. Nobody cared enough to move. The radio was on though, an old Hollies hit from the Sixties: He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother.


Funny thing about music, the way it seems to hang in the air, a web of half-forgotten tunes waiting their time, then it speaks your thoughts for you. Anyway, I looked at Gary and made my decision: however much I was hurting I was going to swallow it down and be there for Gary. He needed me.


At the funeral, we were standing huddled in the rain while the vicar did his earth-to-earth, ashes-to-ashes stuff. We each dropped a single red rose on the coffin but Gary’s hand shook so much his flower missed and he had to do it again. We were saying goodbye to Mum, giving her up, watching her slide into the ground. I watched Gary, knowing he was taking it the hardest, slowly crumbling inside. I was going to be there for him, but it wasn’t going to be easy. I saw the light go out in his eyes. I saw the night come.


* * *


I think we had started to lose Gary even before Mum died, while she was lying between life and death at the hospital. The doctor had told us not to get our hopes up. He told us that, even if Mum came to, or by some miracle actually managed to speak to us, there was little hope. Her injuries were just too severe. The crash had broken her up inside. In real terms, she had died when she hit the tree. But Gary hoped. When he saw Mum’s eyes open he thought, he knew, that she was coming back to us.


‘My boys,’ she said weakly, in a voice that seemed to float up from somewhere outside her. ‘My lost boys.’


Then she closed her eyes and a scream shuddered through Gary. Only it wasn’t a real scream. It was silent. He was gagging on his own pain.


* * *


Months later, and this time I’m certain it was months, we got dressed up in our best clothes. It was the first time we’d had them on since the funeral. For our day in court, Dad said, for our portion of justice. But we didn’t get justice. What we got was an insult. The driver was over the limit, three times over. He’d been drinking all day. He had some cock and bull line about pressure of work but it was all crocodile tears. What’s disgusting is: it worked. He walked. Do you know what he got? A suspended sentence!


That’s right, he rips the heart out of our family and he walks away with a lousy suspended sentence. The last I saw of him he was hugging his own family and thanking his solicitor.


For Dad and me it was a kick in the teeth. But for Gary it was the end. He’d always been that kind of kid: on edge, fragile. Mum and Dad always used to say how different we were, even as babies. I’d sleep the day away while Gary would be up all hours screaming the house down. I was placid and hard-working at school while Gary was bored and distracted.


We played this game sometimes, choosing a spirit for each one of us, a creature that summed up our personality. Dad was a bear, grumpy but basically comfortable to be with. Mum was a dolphin, free, joyous, a true rescuer of souls. I was a dog, faithful and loyal. Gary was a monkey of course, tetchy, restless and full of mischief.


Funny thing, even though Gary always liked to think of himself as streetwise and tough, he was always the closest to her, the mummy’s boy. So long as she was there, the dolphin would always be on hand when the monkey fell from his tree. But she died and he found out that there was no justice in the world. And all that he had of her, all that was left of his childhood were her last words:


‘My boys, my lost boys.’
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Dad is struggling with his tie, the new silk one, all purple and shiny with embossed black stripes. It’s a real tussle and the tie is winning.


‘Going out?’ I ask.


I seem to remember he told me something this morning, but I was too busy packing my school bag to pay much attention.


‘Yes, that’s OK, isn’t it?’


‘Dad,’ I say. ‘You don’t need my permission to go out.’


But he seems to think he does, which makes me understand. It’s a date, his first since Mum died. Tension crackles round us. It’s eleven months since the crash but nobody’s anywhere near moving on. We’re frozen in a teardrop of time. The truth is, we’ve only taken half a step back from the graveside. The three of us are standing still, that’s all, muddling along waiting for life to start again. What do I think of Dad seeing somebody new? I don’t know. The way life is at the moment, we’re all making up the rules as we go along. I watch Dad grunting and snarling at the tie. He wants to look his best but with his hands – great spades of things – there’s no chance. If Dad’s genetically engineered to do anything, it is to erect scaffolding.


‘Maybe I do need your permission,’ Dad says, flipping listlessly at the deformed tangle that is his attempt at a tie-knot. ‘You think it’s too early to be seeing someone, don’t you?’


‘Dad,’ I say, wishing he hadn’t asked. ‘That’s for you to decide.’


He nods.


‘I don’t even know her that well. She works in the offices.’


‘Secretary?’


‘Typist, word-processor, whatever they call them these days.’


‘And you like her?’


‘Dunno,’ he says. ‘That must be what I’m trying to find out.’


He pinches the bridge of his nose.


‘Jeez,’ he says. ‘Do you think I’m making a mistake?’


Not only is it eleven months since Mum died, it is also eighteen years since Dad last went out on a date, and it shows. When his idea of romance for well over a decade had been doing the gardening together, and when a night out was a movie followed by a Chinese banquet, I suppose you could say he’s forgotten the A-Z of courtship. Not that I can imagine Dad ever getting beyond D in the alphabet of love. He and Mum were childhood sweethearts. They met at school, decided to get engaged on the Mersey Ferry, got married at nineteen, had me when they were twenty-one. That’s pretty much it. Eighteen months later Gary came along and then Dad had the snip. Two lads, as he never tires of telling us, is enough for anybody.


Look at him. There’s this vein in his temple that keeps throbbing like a worm turning soil and I can actually hear his teeth grinding. He does that when he’s nervous. It’s a wonder he’s got any enamel left at all.


‘Do you realise,’ Dad says, ‘I’ve hardly been out of the house in the evening since your mum went? I tried going to the pub a few weeks back, but I only lasted one pint. I went everywhere with Lisa. She’s what made me tick. I don’t know how to do things on my own any more.’


‘Is that why you fixed up this date?’


Dad sighs.


‘I need to do something,’ he says.


He keeps shrugging the jacket back, then tugging it forward again.


‘I just need somebody,’ he says. ‘Is that wrong?’


My turn to sigh. Like I said, we’re still drafting the rulebook. The last one we had got buried with Mum.


‘John, you wouldn’t give me a hand with this would you?’ Dad bleats plaintively.


I do his tie for him.


‘Once upon a time,’ he says, ‘I used to do this for you.’


Forget it, Dad. You’re not going to go all sentimental on me.


‘No, you didn’t,’ I say, squashing his lame attempt at male bonding.


‘I did too!’


‘No, Dad,’ I tell him firmly. ‘You didn’t. I wore sweat shirts at primary school and it was Mum who showed me how to do my tie when I got to High School. Scrub Tony Parsons and Nick Hornby, it was definitely a Mum and Boy thing.’


‘So I never did?’


There’s hurt in his voice but I’m in no mood to give him an easy way out.


‘No.’


Come to think of it, he didn’t do much of anything else, either. It was Mum who took us swimming, Mum who took us to Pizza Hut, Mum who helped us with our homework. The only big landmark that involved Dad was when I learned to ride my bike. He was the one who was holding the seat when I came off and left half my face on the tarmac round the rec. Not that it was his fault, missing most of our big days. He always seemed to be working. Overtime was his middle name.


‘Funny,’ he says. ‘I remember it vividly.’


‘Odd how the mind plays tricks, isn’t it?’ I observe, with just a dash of pepper in my voice.


He glances at the kitchen clock. It’s a quarter to eight.


‘What time are you meeting her?’ I ask.


Dad brightens as if I’ve just given my blessing. Think again. I’m just making conversation.


‘I’m picking her up from her place at half past eight.’


‘Where does she live?’


‘Over the water. Heswall.’


‘Better get a move on, hadn’t you?’


‘How can I?’ he says. ‘Our Gary isn’t back yet. Where is the little toe-rag? I told him seven o’clock!’


‘I’ll chase him up for you,’ I say. ‘Just get going.’


Dad hesitates.


‘I’d better not,’ he says, finally. ‘I need him home before I set foot out of this door.’


You can understand why: Gary’s been on the slide for weeks. He never lets on what he’s up to, but you can guarantee it’s bad news. Ever since Mum died, Dad’s been taking this parenting lark really seriously, but Gary’s getting further and further away from him. Why can’t he see it? Or is it that he doesn’t want to see it?


‘Honestly, Dad,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll track Gary down. You go.’


I can’t quite bring myself to add: and have a good time.


‘Are you sure, John lad?’


‘Sure I’m sure.’


‘I’ll phone you,’ he says. ‘I’ve got my mobile.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘Gary’s bound to be home soon.’


‘Yes,’ says Dad. ‘Of course he will.’


I watch from the door as he walks to the car. He’s still worried about our Gary so I smile reassuringly, like a parent sending their kid off to school on their first day. It’s only when Dad has turned left into the main road that I allow the cosmetic smile to fade.


Gary, where are you?


I do my homework until nine o’clock. It’s GCSE coursework on the PC so I sit in the kitchen-cum-dining room typing away with the light off. I like it this way, watching the twilight fade, the trees gradually losing their shape and becoming patches of deep-dark against the half-dark of the city night. This way I can imagine I’m living deep in a mysterious forest, the house filled with the scent of pine, or in a beach house on a South Sea island, wind chimes jangling in the balmy ocean breeze. So long as I type, cushioned by the darkness, I’m not in the middle of Liverpool in a three-bedroom semi that backs onto the Northern Line. I suppose I must come across as a bit of a saddo doing my homework on Friday night. The weekend has hardly begun but I’ve already done most of it. But that’s me, the John-that-Mum-built. Don’t let it pile up, she would say, break the back of it on Friday night and you’ve got the rest of the weekend to yourself. She had a word for it: diligent. So that’s the way I’ll always be: diligent.


For her.


You know how diligent I am? I’m so diligent that I’m not even going to try to chat Olivia Bellman up until tomorrow and she’s gorgeous. I’m getting my homework out of the way first. Yes, when it comes to school I’m a natural. When I was eleven, Mum put me down for St Thomas’s. It’s the school everybody tries to get their kids into. Competition is so fierce they have an entrance exam. We’re talking camels and the eye of a needle. The day I did the test and interview most of the kids turned up in BMWs, Range Rovers or top of the range Volvos. Mum drove me down in our red Fiesta. Well, most of it was red. The door was green on account of a bump we had, GBH by White Van Man. Dad got the green door from a scrapyard to save money. It was nine months before he got round to re-spraying it. Mum said the car had gone through a full-term pregnancy. We got a few funny looks as we pulled into the car park but I passed the test and sailed through the interview. Mum was proud as punch. My son the brainbox.
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