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			For Loz, who’s overdue one of these.

			Thanks for your friendship, man.

		

	
		
			
Chapter One


			As I heard the body’s impact against the wall and the raucous cry of “Fucker!” that accompanied it – both clear despite the intervening layers of brick, plaster, and faded paper – I knew the mistake I’d made. I’d got it all wrong, yet again.

			Only, I didn’t know quite how badly. Not then.

			The signs had been there to see. Aren’t they always? The glorious benefit of hindsight is a highway stretching into memory, and there on the roadside twenty meters high are the words of warning you could have heeded and didn’t. That you chose to ignore, because doing so was easier, and just maybe so that one day the cynical part of you, the part that doesn’t like you all that much, could turn around and say I told you so.

			I had. I’d told me so. I’d chosen not to listen.

			The problem wasn’t that the choices hadn’t looked like mistakes while I was making them, either, because they certainly had. No, the problem was that they hadn’t looked like choices. A case in point: fifty-five thousand pounds (or, let’s get the specifics right, fifty-four thousand, three hundred pounds) coming unexpectedly into my possession. The death of a well-off relative I never knew I had, a cousin that when – still breathless, still wondering if this was all someone’s weird idea of a joke – I asked my mother who she’d been, turned out to be so distant and unmemorable that she needed three minutes to place the name, another two to calculate the precise relationship.

			At which juncture, we both realized, or at least began to suspect, that my mother should have been the beneficiary and not me. We’re not a big family, but we’re a profoundly disjointed one. I quickly understood that there had been some spite involved, and that the bad blood likely related to my dad, bless his heart, who gets more sympathy – from certain quarters, anyway – for being in prison than my mother ever did for dealing with his bullshit all those years.

			Probably I should have offered to give her the money. I definitely should have volunteered to split it. I think I sort of tried to, though the recollection is fuzzy. I’d like to believe that I did and she said no; that she told me how much more I needed it than she did. I’d like to think that’s how the conversation went, and if it did then she was right. Her: nice house in the countryside, happily remarried, close to retirement. Me: a shitty flat on the outskirts of Leeds, supply teaching work I’d taken as a stopgap until something permanent came along, and the steadily growing comprehension that maybe it wasn’t coming after all. Penny-pinching. Disillusionment. Mild depression.

			Nearly fifty-five thousand pounds.

			A wealth of possibilities. Pay off the student loan first, of course, and the credit card. Settle the car, actually own the damn thing before it gave up the ghost once and for all. Then – what, a holiday? I could take Yasmina away for a long weekend. We’d not even been dating a month, but the notion of spending a few days alone with her already seemed an attractive prospect. All of that together would still leave a sizeable chunk to bank for the inevitable rainy day.

			Almost too many options. And by the time I was off the phone with my mother, I was starting to recognize the flaws in each of them. My student loan hardly needed repaying; it might be years before I was earning enough for the debt to become an issue. The car wasn’t a necessity; I’d been thinking about scrapping it anyhow. If I asked Yasmina to go away with me, the result was less likely to be the weekend of passion I’d imagined, more me frightening her off. I could save the money, but how quickly would it devalue? With the economy in free fall, what was fifty-five grand really worth?

			It was worth a house, that was what.

			I knew it was possible. Real estate was dirt cheap around Leeds. A guy at work had bought a two-bedroom semi in the suburbs with his girlfriend only last month; that had cost them a little under eighty thousand. Obviously they’d paid most of that with a mortgage, something my unsteady work situation would doubtless rule me out of. But what did that matter? Even if the place was a slum, it would be home, and even if I was hanging off the bottom rung of the property ladder, I would still be on it. Compared with where I was at present, that was a hell of an improvement.

			I wasn’t working that day, so I spent the rest of the afternoon on the internet, searching property sites. It didn’t take long for my heart to begin to sink. My budget stretched to grotty repossessions and rundown terraced houses – and then barely. After an hour I had to stop because my hand was shaking, panic setting in at the thought of actually living in one of these miserable hovels. I got up, made a cup of tea, and drank it leaning out of the window of my third-floor flat, gulping the fume-soaked air.

			I just had to lower my expectations. I was going to have to do some renovating; that was okay. So what if the money I was currently paying out as rent was going on paint and curtains instead? Perhaps I’d need to be flexible on location and hang onto the car. The compromises wouldn’t be ideal, but what about my life was?

			I made a shortlist of the least awful places. I made a few phone calls. A lot of them had already gone – and mostly I found myself feeling secretly grateful. My shortened shortlist comprised five properties, which I made appointments to view on Friday, the next day I had off. I spent the intervening days with a gnawing tension in my gut, and half a dozen times came close to phoning Yasmina to tell her what I was intending, before thinking better of it at the last minute.

			The first place I looked at, one-bedroom flat that had seemed pleasant enough in the photos, stank of mold. I could only assume a pipe had burst somewhere in the foundations, and I couldn’t imagine that any amount of air freshener or incense would erase that biting odor. The estate agent pretended not to notice, and I pretended not to notice them pretending.

			The second was opposite the crummiest cemetery I’d ever seen. Most of the gravestones had been kicked over or smashed, and the paths were liberally strewn with dogshit. As I was driving away, I realized that the large building behind high walls on the next street was in fact a prison.

			The third, another flat, this time a two-bedroom, was dark and dingy and made me feel uncomfortable the moment I entered. The door to the smaller bedroom was gouged deeply, and I spotted similar marks in the bare floorboards. When I asked the estate agent about it, she said absentmindedly, “Oh yes, I think this is the room they kept the python in.” I almost laughed, until I grasped that she wasn’t joking.

			I can’t remember what was so dreadful about the fourth place. I was starting to tune out by that point. Maybe it was nothing specific, merely a background sense of grime, inexplicable smells, frayed carpet, chipped work surfaces, and peeling wallpaper. At any rate, I had to interrupt the estate agent’s dispirited efforts at a sales pitch when my mobile rang. The call turned out to be from the agent for my next appointment, ringing to tell me that the couple he’d just shown round had put in an offer, and the owner was taking the property off the market.

			Good luck to them, I thought.

			I went outside and assured the estate agent I’d think it over, both of us knowing I was lying. I hurried back to my car, grateful to discover that it hadn’t been broken into while I was away. Given the state of the neighborhood, I’d half expected to find a burned-out wreck propped up on breeze blocks.

			I felt a little better by the time I got home. Wasn’t this stupid, really? Nearly fifty-five thousand pounds had dropped into my lap, and all the money had brought me so far was misery. Perhaps I’d been right the first time; perhaps settling my debts, a few days in the sun, and having a solid chunk of capital in the bank was an infinitely more practical option for a windfall that, after all, I hadn’t done a thing to earn or deserve. By the end of the weekend, I’d convinced myself that my failed efforts at house-hunting were probably for the best.

			Then, on the Monday morning, just after I’d finished with my first class, I got another phone call.

			“Mr. Clay?” A woman’s voice, chirpily enthusiastic. I wondered immediately what she was about to try and sell me.

			“Yes?”

			“Oliver Clay?”

			“It’s Ollie, but yes.”

			“Oh. This is Katy from Relocale Leeds. You made an inquiry about a property last week? Number twenty-eight West Mount Road?”

			Had I? “Okay,” I said.

			“There’d been an offer, but it’s now been withdrawn. Would you still be interested in having a look round?”

			I could hardly remember the house in question; they had all merged into one disappointing blur by then. I was so disheartened with the entire enterprise that I almost told her no – almost. “Why not?” I said. “Sure.”

			We set a date for the next evening, and by the time I’d hung up I found myself feeling oddly excited. Ten minutes before, I’d been prepared to give up on any hope of home ownership, and here I was reading what must be a perfectly normal circumstance as some kind of a sign. Maybe all those other places had needed to be lousy so that I’d set my standards to a realistic level. Maybe this could be the one.

			Of course, I never thought to ask why anyone would make an offer and then change their mind.

			What did occur to me was a sudden impulse to involve Yasmina. I didn’t know what had kept me from telling her about the inheritance – perhaps only that doing so might seem as if I was bragging – but now I felt ready. I rang her up and, after a minute’s small talk, said, “Look, I’m actually calling with some big news. Like, really big.”

			I told her about the money and, while she was digesting that, mentioned that I was considering putting it into a house.

			“That sounds sensible,” she agreed.

			She had a way of pondering for a moment before she made statements like this, and then pronouncing them solemnly, that I found immensely charming. “Actually, I’ve just arranged a viewing for tomorrow evening,” I said. “Why don’t you come with me?”

			As soon as the words were out, I saw what an odd suggestion it was. We’d been on three or four dates at that point, and though we’d got on well – and though I was secretly hoping that the next time she might invite me to stay over – we weren’t quite at the stage where I’d have dared describe us as a couple. What if she took this as some madly presumptuous proposal that we move in together?

			But Yasmina wasn’t the type, even if I didn’t know her enough to realize it then; not one for jumping to conclusions or for deliberate misreadings. “I’d like that,” she said.

			* * *

			From the outside, the house resembled half the properties I’d seen the week before and two thirds of those I’d viewed online. Most of the housing in and around Leeds is terraces, and plenty of that consists of back-to-backs, which are exactly what they sound like: parallel rows of boxy dwellings with adjoining rear walls. But this one, I recalled, was a plain old terrace, and even had a yard. The idea of owning a yard was appealing. A yard would mean barbeques on summer afternoons, and maybe a few potted plants to brighten up the place.

			The house also had bars on the downstairs windows, as did most of those on the street. Again, that was a common feature, in certain areas at least. At first their presence had shocked me, but I’d quickly rationalized that, if the alternative was making life easy for burglars, there were worse things to put up with. The property to the left, in fact, had a broken pane patched with cardboard and gaffer tape, despite the protective cage. Yet noticing the damage was all the attention I paid; I didn’t pause to wonder how or why it might have happened.

			Perhaps that was because the estate agent chose that moment to pull up, in a new-looking, metallic-blue Audi that seemed almost exotic on such a street. The driver wasn’t the woman I’d spoken to on the phone but a young Asian guy, impeccably dressed in a well-cut suit; even his tie had likely cost more than my entire wardrobe. Climbing out, he greeted us cheerfully: “Evening, folks. Ollie Clay, is it? And would you be Mrs. Clay?”

			“Ms. Soroush,” Yasmina corrected pleasantly. “Call me Yasmina.”

			“Yasmina,” echoed the estate agent, as if to fix the name in his memory. “I’m Imran. You two seen a lot of properties?”

			“This is the first we’ve been round together,” I said. “But I viewed a few last week.”

			My tone must have betrayed me. “Not so hot?” Imran suggested.

			“Not so hot,” I agreed.

			“Yeah, if this is the kind of price bracket you’re looking at, then I’m afraid there’s not much. The better places tend to go quickly. This one, though…you could do a lot worse. Might want to snap it up fast if you’re interested.”

			He took a set of keys from a pocket, wrestled with the lock, tried a second bunch, and finally succeeded in getting the door open. Beyond was a small living room, with a staircase directly before the entrance heading up to the second floor. The carpets had been stripped, leaving exposed boards; the light bulb, too, was bare. The paper on the walls was a horrid Seventies affair in green and gold, the sort of eye-watering design you couldn’t believe anyone would ever have chosen. Most of it, anyway, had begun to peel, in one spot in a great, drooping strip.

			“The electrics were rewired recently,” Imran announced. “There’s central heating, and a combi boiler that’s fairly new.”

			He escorted us through to a narrow kitchen, little more than a tunnel with a window. The worktops were scratched, dinted, and ingrained with dirt; the cupboards above were in a similar condition, with one panel hanging off-kilter and another missing its handle. Out the window I could see the yard, a rectangle of concrete confined by high fences, with a gate opposite the back door that looked as though one good kick would take it clean off its hinges. I couldn’t imagine myself inviting friends to socialize in that desolate space; I couldn’t see potted plants doing much to soften its bleakness.

			As we traipsed back into the living room, I noticed a second door, sunk in the side of the stairwell. “What’s through there?” I asked.

			“That’s the cellar,” Imran told me. “Most of the places around here have them. Want a look?”

			“Why not?” I agreed.

			Imran went first down steep stairs, of bare stone to my surprise. From the moment he’d opened the door, I could smell the mustiness of long-trapped air, and by the bottom step it was threatening to suffocate me. The light switch achieved nothing, so Imran made do with the torch on his phone. Its glow gave an indistinct impression of crumbling brick, a dirt floor, and cobwebs so vast and opaque that they must have housed spiders by the generation.

			“Good for storage,” Imran said, doing well not to choke in the stale air. “Or I’ve seen people convert them. TV room, maybe, something like that.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed, and hurried back up into the living room.

			There, Yasmina, who hadn’t braved the cellar, caught my eye. Her expression said, Why are we wasting our time? I found myself wishing I’d shown her pictures of some places, to give her a little perspective. But before I could respond, Imran had appeared behind me and said, “Want to check out the upstairs?”

			There was a bathroom and two bedrooms, one decently sized, the other not much more than a closet. Of the three, the bathroom was in by far the worst state. The bath panel was a sheet of chipboard and was hanging loose; the tiles, which ran halfway up the wall around the tub, were cracked and some of them were missing; on the opposite wall bloomed great smudges of mold. I took one glance in there, attempted to calculate the work that needed doing, gave up, and hurriedly withdrew.

			We trooped back to the living room once more. Imran was toying with his phone, this time with a sense of urgency. “So, got any questions?” he asked, some of his upbeat politeness vanished.

			“Do you think the owner would negotiate?” I wondered.

			“They’ve already come down once,” Imran said. “It’s a good buy at this price. You can try, but….” He let the sentence trail.

			Nearby someone shouted, loudly and unintelligibly, and all three of us started. I couldn’t tell if the cry had come from one of the neighboring houses or from the street. Thin walls, I thought absently, as though such a thing was positively a virtue. And I knew then that I’d made up my mind.

			Maybe Imran read that from my face, or maybe he just wanted to get out of there. “If you’re interested, don’t leave it too long,” he told me. “Like I said, the better places get snapped up quickly.” He checked his phone again, and jabbed at the screen. “Yeah, the next showing’s a couple, tomorrow lunchtime. So if you’re tempted, make sure you call the office before then.”

			“I will,” I said.

			“Great. Well, good meeting you guys.”

			He led the way into the street, locked the door behind us, and in moments was back in his car and pulling away, off to whatever important business had come up.

			I felt more excited than I had any reasonable right to be. It wasn’t that I hadn’t noticed everything that was wrong with the place; I wasn’t blind to how crummy it had been. But it was okay. And after what I’d seen the previous week, okay struck me as pretty damn great.

			“Let’s get going,” Yasmina said.

			Yasmina lived on the edge of Leeds, in one of the nicer suburbs. I realized to my shock that this area was making her uncomfortable. “Just a minute,” I replied. “I just want to…you know…think for a moment.” I gazed at the outside of the house, trying to imagine that it was my home and how that might be.

			She needed a second to understand. “You’re not thinking about taking it?”

			“You don’t like it?” I sounded more irritable than I’d intended.

			Yasmina gave me a look that said plainly, What’s to like? but she caught herself quickly. “It needs a lot of work.”

			“It’s under my budget,” I told her. “I mean, it’s majorly cheap for what it is. Two bedrooms, the cellar for storage, and a lot of these places, they’re so small that they have the kitchen in the living room.”

			Yasmina nodded, clearly not willing to argue.

			That only increased my frustration. “It’s probably this or nothing,” I said.

			I was beginning to feel really cross. Just in time, it occurred to me that Yasmina wasn’t the one getting me so wound up. She was being sensible, which was more than I could say for myself. What was frustrating me was that her misgivings were agitating mine, the ones I was trying hard to quash.

			“Why don’t we get some dinner?” I proposed. “Come on, my treat.”

			Yasmina’s expression was one I’d already learned to recognize: forbearance mingled with forced calm. “Just don’t do anything hasty,” she said.

			“Of course I won’t,” I lied.

			* * *

			I got up early the next morning to make the phone call. I spoke to Katy again. I gave her my name and the address, and said, “I’d like to put in an offer.” As I spoke the words, they had the air of some magical incantation.

			My offer was barely an offer at all; I simply said that I’d pay the asking price. I had no reason to be surprised when they rang back to tell me the seller had accepted, though I still was. I felt like a kid playing at being a grown-up, and I couldn’t believe anyone was taking me seriously.

			I decided against a survey. The inheritance funds hadn’t arrived yet, though I was told I’d get the money any day. In the meantime, my account was close to empty, and a couple of hundred pounds seemed a lot. Anyway, what could be wrong with the place? It was the same as thousands of properties around the city; it was hardly going to collapse. So what if there turned out to be a bit of damp, windows that needed resealing, or a few loose roof tiles? Plus a survey could only mean more delay, and every month that went by was another month I wasted money paying rent on my flat.

			As it turned out, the sale went through quickly. I’d heard horror stories from friends and colleagues of endless delays, but it soon became apparent that the seller was every bit as eager as I was to keep things moving. The whole process was exhilarating: whenever anything happened, whenever I received a phone call, I got a brief shot of purest adrenaline. I especially liked it when people asked about my mortgage arrangements and I told them, “No, I’m paying in cash.” I had the money by then, and even just reading my new bank balance gave me a buzz. If I had doubts, I repressed them quickly. I was going to own a house; I’d never imagined I would and now I was.

			I didn’t talk to Yasmina much about what was going on. I told her what I’d done and left the matter at that. I sensed she thought I was being unwise, and I knew that in a way she was right. But I knew my reasons too, though I couldn’t entirely put them into words. I assured myself that everything would be okay once I’d moved in, and once I’d done the place up. Then she’d see how much more attractive a boyfriend with his own house was compared with one who rented a shabby flat he could scarcely afford to furnish. Anyway, we were getting on well, and I didn’t want to risk doing or saying anything to disrupt that.

			Two months after I put in my offer, I got a phone call to say that my keys were available for collection. Number twenty-eight West Mount Road was mine.

			* * *

			It was a Friday evening. Determined to save every penny I could, I’d arranged to borrow my plumber mate’s van for the afternoon and roped said plumber mate into helping me move. Paul was an old school friend who’d chosen to learn a trade instead of half-heartedly blundering through higher education as I had. As such, he was pulling down a solid living and owned his own firm, whereas I was barely making ends meet. However, of everyone, Paul had been most supportive of my house-buying adventure. His reaction when I told him had been exactly what I’d needed to hear: “Look, I see a lot of shite places in my line of work; you can turn anywhere around with a bit of graft.”

			I’d already had everything packed and ready for a week. Getting it all into the van didn’t take us long. Paul did the driving and I sat in the passenger seat, feeling bad for my inability to make conversation. I’d been excited until the moment when I’d locked the flat door, and then panic had taken over out of nowhere. All during the journey it held me tight, and I hardly saw the streets we were passing through. For the first time, I thought I understood the scale of what I’d done, and that comprehension was like a weight crushing me.

			As we approached the house, we could hear music. I tried to tell myself it might be coming from anywhere, but it wasn’t. It was spilling from the property next to mine, the one with the broken windowpane – which was still broken. The music (and I felt bad about abusing the word) was a steady dum, dum, dum, loud enough to carry halfway up the road.

			Paul gave me a sympathetic grin. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s Friday night, right? Doesn’t mean they’ll always be like this.”

			I considered trying to return the grin, but I wasn’t sure I could trust my face that far. What if it showed how I was really feeling?

			We started to unload the van, moving the few heavy items first. Half an hour in, a man went into the house next door. He was wearing a gray tracksuit, the top open over a black T-shirt, and boots that looked like army surplus. His head was shaved to the skull. He watched us with suspicion bordering on outright hatred as he marched up to the door. He hammered with his fist, once, twice – each time peeking over his shoulder to scowl at us – and then the portal was wrenched open. The noise from within briefly amplified, and he vanished inside, the door slamming in his wake.

			“What the fuck was that about?” Paul asked me.

			I could only shrug. The whole encounter had left me with a sense of dread.

			We were just carrying in the last boxes when Yasmina arrived. It was a good job we happened to be in the living room, because I wasn’t certain I’d have heard the bell over the racket from next door.

			I nearly hugged her, realized how disgustingly clammy with sweat I was, and instead said, “Yasmina, this is my friend Paul. Paul, Yasmina.”

			Paul grinned stupidly. “Hi, Yasmina. Heard a lot about you.”

			I could have punched him, but the awkwardness was basically my fault. Yasmina and I had slept together for the first time the week before, and I’d been foolish enough to mention the fact to Paul. Our upgrade in relationship status lay, too, at the root of my inviting her over that night, which had seemed like a romantic idea. Then again, maybe romantic wasn’t precisely the word; I’d had fantasies of us tumbling onto a bare mattress, too dizzy with passion to care about our surroundings, and inaugurating my new life in my own home in the best way possible.

			I glanced around the room, which had only grown dirtier and scruffier since I’d first seen it. I stared down at myself, and at my ragged Radiohead T-shirt, already black with dust. How could I ever have imagined this would be sexy, or anything but depressing? I looked back to Yasmina, dressed sensibly in black sweater and jeans and nothing like the version of herself I’d envisaged. She wasn’t even trying to disguise her horror at the torrent of noise surging through the intervening wall.

			“I’m sorry,” I said helplessly. “I’m sure they’ll pack it in soon.”

			“How long has it been like this?” she asked.

			“Since we got here.”

			“Oh god, Ollie.”

			There was much in the way she said those words; a dismay to match my own. It would have been disproportionate to the events of just that night, but we both understood that there was more than a single night at stake.

			“I’m sure they’ll stop soon,” I repeated – not because I believed it, only for something to say.

			Paul left soon after, though both Yasmina and I made a show of asking him to stay. He claimed he had a date, which wasn’t unlikely, knowing Paul. We spent an hour unpacking essentials: what little crockery and utensils I had and then some clothes. We didn’t talk much. I couldn’t tell if Yasmina was holding back because she’d picked up on how low I was feeling, or whether she was just wondering what she’d got herself into. Either way, my amorous moving-in night was going entirely to shit.

			I phoned for takeout. Not trusting anywhere nearby, I ordered pizza from a place I knew, whose delivery range I was now on the very edge of. My head was starting to ache with the tectonic bass from next door; it felt as if the whole house was being shaken. When I put my fingers to the intervening wall, the vibrations were like the pulse of some monstrous animal. In desperation, I retreated to the kitchen and opened the sparkling wine I’d been trying to chill in the barely cool freezer, which I’d planned to save until our food came. I carried two glasses upstairs and pressed one into Yasmina’s hand.

			To my new home, I thought. But I couldn’t bring myself to say as much. I offered her a dented smile instead.

			“Fucker!”

			The shout, and the accompanying crash, had come from downstairs and next door – though they were clear enough that for an instant I almost convinced myself they must have been from my side. It had sounded as if a body had been crushed up against the wall; more of a crunch than a thump. Something about the combination of noise, word, and tone of voice brought a moment’s pure and primal terror. I looked at Yasmina, to find that her eyes were huge. Then there came laughter, loud and cruel – the kind of laughter only somebody else’s pain could inspire.

			Yasmina put her glass on a stack of boxes. I’d never seen her scared before; fear had washed all the color from her face. “I’m sorry, Ollie,” she said. “I can’t stand this. I think I need to go home.”

			“What about the food?” I asked, appreciating as I spoke what a stupid, futile thing it was to say.

			“I’m sorry,” she said again. She looked desperate to be gone; it would take more than half-warm pizza to keep her. “But why don’t you come with me?”

			I wanted to. God, I really wanted to. But an idiot voice insisted, If you go now, then they’ve won. “I can’t,” I told her.

			Only once Yasmina’s taxi had come and whisked her away – our goodbye swift, no noticeable affection in the kiss she gave me – did I realize: they had already won. Of course they had. There’d never even been a contest, and there never would be.

			* * *

			The pizza turned up eventually, and I ate a few cold slices sitting cross-legged on the living room floor. The rest I stuffed into the fridge. Then I went upstairs, to the room at the back I’d picked out for my bedroom.

			I could tell from the way the noise had shifted that the party had spewed into the back yard. My window wasn’t curtained; it hadn’t occurred to me to buy any. I turned the light off, then stood and gazed out. There were half a dozen men penned within the small enclosure, illumination leaking over them from the kitchen door and window. They were all of a type, interchangeable with the thug who’d arrived while we were unloading. It was as if someone had tried to cross chavs and neo-Nazis, breeding for aggression without worrying much about appearance or athleticism. Still, for all that half of them had prominent beer guts protruding over jeans and tracksuit bottoms, they were every one bigger than me. I didn’t doubt that if I considered anything as ridiculous as complaining, they’d be quicker to resort to violence as well – and more willing to see it through to a messy conclusion.

			As though to prove my point, one of them chose that moment to bellow incoherently, and a plank of the intervening fence crumpled in two. I clearly saw his booted foot jut out, along with a few inches of trouser bottom, and then the foot wriggle and withdraw. For no reason I could begin to guess, one of them had chosen to kick a hole in my fence.

			These people are animals, I thought. It wasn’t an insult, more like a realization. Asking them to keep down their shouting, their swearing, and their tuneless, pulsating music would make as much sense as confronting a pack of wild dogs for barking too loudly.

			Instead, I went to bed. I lay in the sickly twilight cast by an overbright streetlamp somewhere outside my window, the pillow wrapped around my head doing nothing to protect me from the crushing weight of sound.

			I understood that I’d screwed up. I understood I’d made a terrible mistake. But it was so much worse than that. Because I knew, too, that this was only the beginning.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I woke queasy, my stomach full of butterflies. I felt hung over, but I knew I hadn’t drunk anything like enough for that. I didn’t recall what time the revelry had ceased, or when I’d slipped from consciousness. My last memory was of lying there, certain the ordeal would never end.

			I almost wished it was a work day. I didn’t want to think about the previous night. I didn’t want to think about buying the house, or any of it. When I came close, a sickly sense of horror worsened the turmoil in my guts.

			At least the noise had stopped. I guessed that anyone left next door would have partied hard enough and late enough that they’d keep quiet until well after lunchtime. But this was only a reprieve. Tonight they’d start again, or tomorrow night, or in a week. I felt as if the brief glimpse I’d had of my neighbor and his mates had let me into a secret – an intimate understanding. I’d seen men who would do what they liked whenever they liked, because they knew no one was going to stop them. If I made myself the exception to that rule, it would end the worse for me.

			Going into the bathroom, I remembered, with a jolt that was practically physical pain, that I had no shower. Not willing to waste time on a bath, I settled for what my dad had called a squaddie wash, scrubbing my face and armpits as best I could with soap and water from the sink. While the effort didn’t make me feel any cleaner, the cold water brought me round a little.

			I hated to admit it, but my first priority was to get out of the house. As long as I was in there, I’d never be able to think straight. Deciding that here was the perfect opportunity to explore my new stamping ground, I threw some clothes on and dashed out before lethargy and tiredness could get the better of me.

			Outside, the sky was a solid ceiling of gray. The pavement was scarred by drizzle. The year was barely into August, and it felt as though summer had died on the vine. Every impulse told me to go back inside, but I pressed on, driving my feet past my neighbor’s chipped front door, the roiling in my stomach reviving as my eyes strayed to the broken windowpane.

			I felt better as soon as I cleared the end of the street. I could even see a sliver of blue in a gap through the rooftops; somewhere, however far away, the sun was shining. I turned left, trying to remember the lay of the land from the hour I’d spent tentatively reconnoitring in my battered Astra a couple of weeks before. I had hazy memories of a high street nearby; sure enough, after a couple more turns, I passed a pub, a seedy chain place imaginatively named the Hare and Hounds.

			Somewhat farther on, the shops began: first a minimarket and newsagent’s, then a bookmaker’s, a hairdresser’s, a Chinese takeaway, a second bookie’s, and a small pharmacy. There were twenty or so in all, four of them boarded up and with ‘To Rent’ signs on display, another four devoted to gambling in various forms. There weren’t many people around: a cluster of men in plain white kurtas and taqiyahs, three or four elderly couples, and a mob of bored-looking kids communing over their mobile phones. I carried on until the end, sparing each establishment a glance, finding nothing to hold my interest.

			Then, right before the corner, I came upon a tatty hardware store, the kind of place I’d have assumed wouldn’t exist anymore. A look through the window told me that they sold just about everything, crammed in without much order on high shelves: there were decorating supplies, which were what had initially drawn my attention, but also brushes and brooms, an astonishing variety of electrical goods, cleaning fluids in industrial-sized containers, books, children’s toys, picture frames, rugs, cushions….an apparently unending stock of cheap crap. I went inside and bought a few odds and ends, and was glad to find a piece of board tucked in a corner that might do to patch my fence.

			Feeling I’d achieved as much from exploring as I was going to for one day, I started back. Only as I drew close to my street did I realize that my walk had gone some way to shedding the tension I’d been carrying. Now here it was again, rising like dirty water around a blocked drain. I was reminded of the sensation of having had a week off work and knowing that this was your last day of release; that the next would return you to all the worries and stresses you’d come near to forgetting. Had things really got so bad so quickly? As I turned the key in the lock, I tried to persuade myself of how stupid I was being, and to rekindle some of the excitement I’d felt at the fact that this pile of bricks and mortar was entirely mine.

			I paused inside the front door, considering the desolation of the living room. The only rational course was to try and make my home better in whatever ways I could. But the living room seemed too far beyond me to be an appropriate starting point. Instead, I decided to begin with the damaged fence.

			There was no comfort in discovering that the reason the plank had been kicked through so effortlessly was because it had been half-rotten. The fence should have been replaced years ago. What were the odds, I thought, that my neighbor would agree to split the cost of a new one? And I almost burst out laughing. As a substitute, I scrunched my eyes and took a long, deep breath. Let the fence be a metaphor for my whole damned life: maybe I couldn’t fix it, but at least I could patch it while I figured out what to do next.

			However, even that proved beyond me. The wood was too decayed and dry to hold the nails I’d bought, and flaked under their pressure. As I worked, I felt a creeping sense of anxiety; what if my neighbor came out and discovered what I was trying and failing to do? Would he mock me? Attempt to apologize? Perhaps he’d kick the entire fence down, just to show he could. In the end I settled for propping the board as flush as it would go and tapping in a couple of nails to hold it.

			I went back inside, and into the living room. Needing to do something, anything, that felt productive, I took the wallpaper scraper I’d bought and made an experimental stab at a seam. I was expecting resistance. On the contrary, the flimsy blade tore through the paper and plowed on into the surface beneath. I tugged at the edge and it came away, trailing a great strip that freed a choking shower of powder. The paper had revealed a patch of plaster and the plaster was disintegrating, as though I’d uncovered the wall of some medieval church rather than that of a terraced house not even a century old.

			I peeled a little more paper and it came easily, without encouragement from the scraper. I tested a different spot to confirm my results. Everywhere was the same: beneath the desiccated paper, the plaster was crumbling.

			I collapsed onto the bare floorboards, dropped the scraper, and put my head in my hands. The dust was thick and clogging in my nostrils. I didn’t need to check to know that the rest of the house would be the same. It would all need replastering before I could even begin to decorate, and what would that cost? A thousand pounds? Two? I had no idea, but it was money I didn’t have.

			I tried to tot up a total in my head: for the plastering, paint, a new fence maybe, and getting a shower fitted. The number made me dizzy. How had I convinced myself that the amount I’d save on rent would cover all that? It would be months, years, before this dump was anywhere close to habitable.

			I felt ready to give up. Only, that wasn’t an option; there was no walking away from this one. Yet I hadn’t the faintest notion of what I could do. Even if I put the house back on the market, it might take months to sell, and what were the chances of anyone being stupid and desperate enough to make the same mistake I’d made? I sat there, wanting to cry, wanting to shout, too exhausted for either, and watched the daylight crawl across the floor.

			I don’t know how long I stayed that way. I don’t know what changed. But suddenly I couldn’t stand feeling sorry for myself anymore. I jumped to my feet, stormed into the kitchen, and made myself a coffee, which I gulped down far too hot. If I was no closer to answering the big questions, at least I understood that there were smaller problems I could deal with, enough to take my mind off things. Like, what was I going to do with the rest of my weekend? If I spent the remainder cooped up, I’d go crazy.

			I wished I’d made plans to see Yasmina again – assuming she would even want to see me after the shambles of yesterday evening. I’d no desire for another night alone. I thought about texting her to apologize and nearly did, but a small part of me was smarting that she’d left, however unfair I knew that resentment to be. Instead I texted Paul and our mutual friend Aaron, suggesting the three of us meet for a drink. Then, when neither of them responded straight away, I wandered around almost in a panic, like a caged animal.

			In truth, though, hardly fifteen minutes had passed before my phone began to chirrup. I answered at the second ring.

			“Looking to hit the booze, eh?” Paul asked. “That bad, is it?”

			I knew he was joking, but I didn’t dare answer in case I told the truth.

			“So what time did they pack it in?”

			“Maybe four, I think. I was drifting toward the end.”

			“Fuck! Ollie, you can’t be having that. I hope those arseholes didn’t wreck your night in with your smoking-hot new bird?”

			Despite myself, I couldn’t help but laugh. There was something almost charming about how superficial Paul’s perspective on the opposite sex was. “She left,” I said. “I’m not sure she’s talking to me.”

			“Shit.” Paul sounded genuinely frustrated on my behalf. “You do need a drink, don’t you? We’ll find a decent boozer near you, then you’ll have somewhere to sneak away to the next time that scumbag kicks off. Give me an hour, all right? I’ll pick up Aaron on the way.”

			* * *

			The wait turned out to be a little over an hour. I spent the interim unpacking, focusing on trying to make the living room tolerable. I set up the television, my stereo and the PlayStation, and then started lining a bookcase with games and the few DVDs I owned. In the end, the effort didn’t do much to lift my spirits, only reminded me how fed up I’d been before I met Yasmina, and what I had to look forward to if I really had managed to blow it. Thankfully, there hadn’t been a great deal of noise from next door – though every slight sound had set my heart racing. Was this how it was going to be, I wondered? Feeling constantly on edge, perpetually dreading the next onslaught?

			When the knock came, I was so glad that I practically flung the door open. Paul entered first, slapping me on the shoulder as he passed, and Aaron followed. Aaron was a friend from university, one of the few I still kept up with; it hadn’t taken long for the others to scatter around the country, most following the irresistible draw of London and London wages. His parents were Ghanaian, but you’d never have guessed from the broad West Yorkshire accent he’d grown up with.

			“So this is it?” Aaron grinned. “Needs a drop of paint, doesn’t it? You going to give me the grand tour?”

			“Am I hell,” I said. “Let’s get out of here, before the place collapses.”

			* * *

			I led the way over to the Hare and Hounds. It was reassuring to have friends beside me. The streets, which mere hours ago had felt so alien and unwelcoming, now seemed no better or worse than anywhere else. When we arrived at the pub, however, the sight took some of the wind out of my sails. It hadn’t looked so bad when I’d passed by earlier. With the overspill of raucous voices competing against some awful pop song I couldn’t be bothered to identify, it had altogether less appeal.

			“I guess this is my local,” I said.

			Paul appeared doubtful, Aaron openly distrustful.

			“We can try and find somewhere else,” I suggested.

			“If it’s your local, we should give it a shot,” Paul asserted.

			Aaron nodded in uncertain agreement. His tastes had always been more upmarket than mine or Paul’s, and I suspected that this dingy boozer wasn’t far from his idea of hell. Nonetheless, Paul was right; if this was to be my nearest watering hole, I had to give it a chance. I led the way inside, having to use more strength than seemed reasonable on the heavy door.

			Beyond was a short T-junction corridor that led off into two rooms, one to either side, segregated by empty doorways. Glancing in, there wasn’t much to choose between them, since the same rectangular bar served both, and they were each furnished with identical faded chairs and scratched, stained tables. The only meaningful difference was that the room to the right had a dartboard, where two paunchy middle-aged men competed intently, and the one to the left contained a half-size pool table, currently unused. Harried by Paul and Aaron piling in behind me, I picked left.

			I regretted my choice. Just out of view within the entrance, hidden by the angle of the corridor, three skinheads were drinking, and they all looked up as we entered. One of them laughed a ponderous laugh, as though there was something funny about us coming in like that. Immediately I was assailed by memories of the previous night, and immediately I wanted to get out of there.

			Instead, I forced myself over to the bar, and Paul slid in beside me. “I’ll get these,” he offered. “Why don’t you find us somewhere to sit?” Beneath his breath he added, “As far from those tossers as possible, yeah?”

			I picked out a spot toward the back and away from the pool table, with only a pair of elderly gents nearby, neither of whom looked round as we sat down. A minute later, Paul arrived with our pints, laying them before us delicately, careful not to spill a drop. Aaron and I had already started catching up – he’d just landed a promotion at the bank where he worked – and Paul slotted easily into the conversation.

			For the course of that first pint, the night felt like old times. With each sip of too-fizzy, overly chilled lager, I was conscious of the worries of recent days slipping away. It was good to have mates, I thought, good to be drinking – and wasn’t it that bit better for being in my new local, near my new home?

			“Shall I get another one?” I asked, as Paul noisily drained his glass.

			“Let me,” said Aaron. “Save your money for some new wallpaper.”

			I forced a smile; his observation had hit too close to the mark. Paul stood up as well, and disappeared into a passage at the back signposted for toilets, so I checked my phone and then – disappointed that there was nothing from Yasmina – turned my attention to Aaron. The three who’d been sitting by the window, the skinheads, had moved to barstools. As Aaron paid for his drinks, one of them leaned in and muttered something to him. Aaron didn’t respond, only scooped up our pints and carried them over.

			“What was that about?” I wondered.

			Aaron gave me a look, as though he couldn’t quite tell whether I was winding him up. “Are you serious?”

			I shrugged, even more confused. Aaron lived on the far side of Leeds, in a nice flat in the suburbs, and I couldn’t imagine why he’d know anyone here, let alone well enough to have made any enemies.

			“Apparently,” Aaron said, “I should watch myself, because this isn’t a nigger pub. Whatever the fuck one of those is.”

			I almost choked on my lager. “Jesus. You’re shitting me.”

			“Yeah,” he said, “you know me. That’s exactly the sort of thing I joke about.”

			“Jesus,” I said again. I’d never exactly considered myself color-blind, but nor had it crossed my mind that there were places I could or couldn’t go with Aaron. In the past we’d done most of our drinking in the metropolitan areas around the university, or near to his flat, which was all family-friendly pubs and nice restaurants. Never once had Aaron had any bother that I knew of. It was like we’d suddenly stepped back fifty years.

			“I’m really sorry,” I said. In that moment, what had happened to him seemed a direct result of my hasty house-buying.

			“Maybe we should finish up and head for somewhere else,” Paul suggested. He’d got back from the toilets in time to hear what Aaron had said, and I could tell he was trying to be diplomatic.

			“We shouldn’t let those arseholes chase us out,” I said.

			I scrutinized the group at the far end of the bar more carefully while doing my best not to seem like I was looking. This time, I realized something I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed before: I recognized them. The two nearest I knew from the party the previous night; they hadn’t even bothered to change their clothes. The third, too, was familiar. Yes, now that I thought, hadn’t he been the one who’d put a boot through my fence?

			A part of me wanted to confront him there and then. But it was a stupid, suicidal part, one that had got me into enough trouble once upon a time, and I had more sense than to listen to it. “No, you’re right,” I decided. “We’ll finish these and move on.”

			That second pint was subdued, the conversation overshadowed, as much as Paul struggled to cheer us up. We were about ready to go when we heard – even above the music and the babble of conversation – the front door slam. Then a man stamped through the doorway, and for the second time that night I came close to choking on my drink. Because I recognized him as well, and from the way the others had behaved toward him the night before, I’d felt certain the house must be his.

			The other three bellowed at his arrival. “Chas, mate,” one roared.

			So now my neighbor had a name. All the memories of the previous night rushed back in a wave of revulsion. I studied him, transfixed like a rat in the path of a Rottweiler. His hair was dark and shorn short, balding on top, but not the full skinhead his companions had opted for. I guessed he might have been in his mid-thirties, and he looked older than they did by a good half a decade. His face was clean-shaven, which only emphasized how basically ugly he was: a prominent chin, blunt lips like wedges, and a nose that had been broken at least once and never properly reset. Yet his eyes fit badly with the rest of that face. They were restless, alert. Even as he talked, they were flickering about the room, and as they passed over our table, I glanced down quickly.

			“Shit,” I said.

			“Don’t tell me…” Paul began.

			“Yeah. I’m pretty sure that’s the prick that lives next door to me. I think I recognize the others too.”

			“That settles it,” said Aaron. “You don’t need any hassle. Let’s get out of here. This is Leeds; we can always find another pub.”

			I nodded. No, I didn’t need hassle. I’d spent the last two years drifting closer to the verge of a nervous breakdown, a combination of never having anything like enough money and trapping myself in a job I couldn’t stand and wasn’t much use at. Yasmina coming into my life, and then the money – for a while it had seemed as if I’d weathered the storm and come out on the other side. But now that life contained Chas and his charming mates, and I already felt like I couldn’t escape them. Even a quiet drink with my friends was out of the question.

			I didn’t need hassle. That wasn’t going to keep it from finding me.

			Paul had finished up, and Aaron and I were down to dregs, when I heard the outside door again. Two men came in. One was very tall, well over six feet, with greasy brown hair hanging down past the furled hood of a worn gray running top and a dagger of beard protruding from his lower lip. The other was smaller, swarthy and sleepy-eyed, a new-looking leather jacket tight around his shoulders. If I’d had to guess, I’d have said they were Travelers; there was a site not far off that routinely cropped up in the local news.

			The pair had hardly got through the door before one of Chas’s thugs barked something at them. The cry was guttural, more noise than words. The taller man responded, not quite so loudly, and I couldn’t catch what he’d said either. Then the skinhead got to his feet and heaved his half-full pint glass into the tall man’s face.

			It was so sudden. And the suddenness made it hard to believe. Surely nothing of any significance could happen in an instant, without warning. Yet the tall man was staggering back, his face streaming. He’d put one hand up to shield himself, and blood was dripping down his fingers and wrist.

			Chas’s mate had dropped the glass, what there was left of it. Now he was on his feet and bawling, a howl of raw pleasure. He lurched onward, leading with a crude left hook aimed at the tall man’s jaw. But the smaller man stepped in, grabbing for his free arm, wrenching him round before the blow could land. And with that it was as though an invisible signal had been given: the other two skinheads were wading in with fists and feet, the tall man was flailing to defend himself, and the smaller man was trying to shield his companion while backing in baby steps toward the door.

			Only Chas, I noticed, was staying out of the brawl. Indeed, he was keeping his hands conspicuously raised, as if to make clear that this was in no way on him. Yet his mouth gave him away: it was set in a rigid smirk.

			I hadn’t had much experience with violence of late; but when I was a kid, I’d had more than my fill. I’d seen things and done things that I tried hard not to think about. I didn’t want to remember, and this was more of a reminder that I could handle. In a moment the panic was close to swallowing me whole.

			Someone touched my arm, and I flinched, my fear instantly transforming into a readiness to defend myself – before I realized it was only Paul. “Come on,” he said, perfectly calm-seeming, as though bloody pub fights were a hazard he navigated every day. “There’s a fire door at the back, near the toilets.”

			He was already on his feet, as was Aaron. I got up and followed. A small queue had formed in the corridor where the toilets were, with a half dozen patrons retreating from the fracas. More surprising was how many had chosen to stay behind and watch.

			Outside was a car park, hemmed in by the backs of other buildings, a dozen vehicles sitting beneath toxic yellow lighting. The air felt shockingly cold, though it hadn’t earlier. Paul led the way around the corner of the pub and onto the road. I was relieved to see that there was no one about. However, the noise from within, the shouts and grunts, was audible even over the unrelenting music, which was now some inappropriately innocuous bit of dadrock.

			We turned right, Paul still ahead. At the end of the road, he slowed and looked at me. “It’s okay, mate. Keep calm.”

			Keep calm? I saw then, as Paul probably had, that my hands were clenching and unclenching as if of their own accord. It wasn’t just fear; there was anger there too. How dare these ignorant bastards ruin my first night in my new home, upset my girlfriend, keep me awake into the early hours, and on top of all that, disrupt my evening out with my friends? For every part of me that had wanted to get the hell out of there, another had desired only to wade into the midst of that abruptly exploding violence, fists flailing.

			I took a deep breath and slowly unfurled my hands, to hold them flat at my sides. At the same time, I concentrated on walking straight; until then I’d been cutting a zigzag path across the pavement.

			Paul clapped me on the shoulder. “Yeah. You’re all right.”

			I nodded, not quite so all right that I felt ready to answer.

			We walked the last distance back to the house in silence. Throughout I was anticipating sirens, as if they were the one thing that could break the tension. Yet minute after minute passed, and when they eventually came they were faint and distant-sounding, though we’d only traveled a few streets. By then we were almost at my front door. I paused to listen, trying to imagine the scene outside the pub.

			Inside, Paul and Aaron sat on my ratty settee and, realizing I had nothing stronger in the house, I made us all tea. Aaron seemed nearly as shaken as I was, and I thought I understood why: if the attack had been as pointless and unprovoked as it had appeared, he could just as easily have been the one on the receiving end. He drank his tea in quick gulps while I was still waiting for mine to cool. As soon as he was finished, he placed the mug at his feet and said, “I’d better be going. Lot to do tomorrow.”

			I didn’t blame him. In fact, I was glad. “I suppose I’ve got things I should be doing too.”

			Paul looked at me with concern. “You going to be okay? Why don’t you kip over at mine tonight?”

			“I’m fine,” I told him.

			“You sure? You’re white as a ghost. I’ll make the sofa bed up for you, be just like old times.”

			“I’m sure,” I repeated, too forcefully – not grateful to be reminded of the months I’d dossed rent-free on Paul’s futon. Striving to sound reasonable, I added, “I’ve got some marking to get through. I need to be here.”

			I wanted them to leave; I wanted to be alone. Now that the worst edge of my fear was cooling off, I felt embarrassed more than anything. I hated that they were there in the shabby living room of my dilapidated house, trying to calm me down after a run-in with the nutter I’d been idiot enough to move in next to. It was as though my every failure was plastered across the walls for anyone to see, and here were my closest friends, soaking it all in.

			Yet the minute they were out of the door, Paul assuring me he’d phone in a day or two, Aaron still clearly on edge, I wanted desperately to call them back. I wanted to confess everything, to admit every stupid mistake I’d made. I wanted them to tell me how I’d make it right. Wasn’t that what friends did?

			Too late. They’d gone. Even if they hadn’t, I knew no one had any answers for me. I finished the last of my tea, hauled myself upstairs, and crawled into bed, and it took me all the energy I had left to bother to undress.
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