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Blurb

 


Norman Smithson
is at the end of the line. His wife left him, women don't look at
him, he was made redundant, and at forty, he could be just that
little bit slimmer. He would be a has-been if he'd ever been a
'was' in the first place. He's not the Alpha male of the 21st
century – or of any century. He was the chubby oddball who used to
sit silently at the back of the class so he wouldn't get picked
on.

 


Rosa is a
dreadlocked, tattooed and pierced twenty-something, who uses her
image as armour to keep everyone away from every broken thing about
her. But her past is about to catch up with her … at the exact
moment Norman finds himself in completely the wrong place, at the
worst possible time.

 


One gunshot,
one scramble for life, one unlikely couple, one very long night …
can one damaged woman and one ordinary man, find the extraordinary
in the very last second they're given?

 


Broken Lights
is a standalone story of what's really worth fighting for, when one
second is all you have left.

 


NOTES: This is
a novella at just under 40,000 words, packed with emotion and heat.
Contains strong language. Written in British English.
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 Dedication

 


This one goes
out to all angels.

 


~*~



Angels watching ever round thee

All through
the night.

In thy
slumbers close surround thee

All through
the night.

They will of
all fears disarm thee,

No forebodings
should alarm thee,

They will let
no peril harm thee

All through
the night.

 


All Through
The Night (Ar Hyd y Nos)

Traditional
Welsh folksong,

first written by John Ceiriog Hughes
(b.1832 – d.1887)
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 Chapter One

 


“If there was
anything we could do to change the circumstances, then of course we
would, but as it stands, we need to move forward and up. Especially
up. The world has altered so much in the twenty years since you've
been here, and the internet has been nothing short of a revolution.
Dynamism is the new keyword. Or should I say, 'hashtag'.”

Mr Bill
Christead – or Mr Craphead, as Norman liked to think of him –
laughed out loud at his own joke, tossing his head so far back in
his chair that his two mercury fillings could easily be seen.

Norman gripped
the black, plastic arms of his office chair, wishing his palms
weren't sweaty, and prayed there wouldn't be two wet print marks
left behind when he removed them. Like now. He placed his hands on
his thighs instead and wiped them on his trousers in what he hoped
was a discreet fashion. He could do with not being so shit at this
whole confrontation thing, but the reason he worked behind a damn
desk was because he was awful at the whole
confrontation thing.

His heart hammered a mile a minute. “Mr … erm…”
Craphead, Craphead, Craphead… “Christead –
I'm not sure I understand correctly. I'm proficient at using most
aspects of various computer software, as well as the internet, and
my knowledge of the company's database is … well, I was here before
it was set up so I know all the—”

“Dynamism,
Norman.” And then Craphead stared at him as if waiting for him to
say something.

Norman
blinked, pursed his lips in compliance with the expectation that he
should say something, although he had no idea what, and then
darted his eyes around the large office he'd never made it into
despite twenty years of excellent productivity, not a single day in
late, with almost no sick days at all. It had never bothered him
before. He liked his work safe and constant so he could guarantee
an income for his family. If that meant predictable, then so be it.
Predictable wasn't a bad word if it put quality food on the table,
paid for five star, luxury holidays and gave his two daughters the
upbringing they deserved. His wife deserved all the pampering he
could afford, too, considering the hours he put in, keeping them
apart at times. They'd met in high school. They'd been each other's
firsts – first and only – and she'd seen him at his worst.
She was everything to him.

Norman's eyes
landed back on his superior—what is he? Twenty-five?—his
lips still shaped into the unknown word that never left them. He
must have looked as confused as he felt.

Craphead let
out a long, heavy, slow sigh. The kind that demonstrated he was
talking to an idiot. “You don't have it.”

“Oh. Have …
you mean … er – have what?”

Craphead
frowned, but spoke patiently. “Dynamism.”

“Oh.”

Pause.

Now,
Craphead's eyebrows rose as if he'd just had his point proven.

Norman's mouth
felt dry, even though his hands were still clammy. What a strange
physiological function that meant water could drain from where you
needed it the most – leaving you parched – and travel, instead, to
a most inconvenient part of your body.

How dynamic
did he have to be behind a desk?

His gaze fell
on his feet, encased in polished black shoes, which turned inwards,
just a little, towards each other.

“Since the
takeover two months ago, we've been asked to make sure all staff
are competent in all areas of communication – with people; face to
face and all that – essential for a company that will be moving
more into the PR side of things. We've also been asked to reduce
the number of employees and double up some of the job descriptions.
With regards to databases, our new computers can deal with all the
inputting and outputting, and … whatever else is done, after all,
they're just numbers. They follow a formula.”

Just
numbers.

“But someone's
got to input all the numbers and commands in the first place,” said
Norman, his tone rising as if in surprise, but really, he was just
trying not to go to where his brain wanted to take him – to that
deflating word no one in their forties wanted to hear.

“And you
have input them, Norman.”

Longer
pause.

Craphead
sighed again. “Aalllrighty, I've been trying to ease you
into this gently, but I'm just going to say it now: we're letting
you go.”


Redundancy.

He'd known it.
He'd turned forty just five days ago. He'd known it was some kind
of cursed number for him, because his father had died of a heart
attack at the age of forty. 'Forty' had always been stuck in his
mind like a leech, draining life, ever since he was eleven years
old.

“You'll
receive a statutory redundancy payment of course.”

Only
statutory?

“At twenty
full years of service, we've calculated it to be the full amount, I
think…” He rummaged through a couple of papers. “Thirteen thousand,
nine hundred and twenty pounds.”

Under
fifteen thousand pounds? Jesus Christ, that didn't cover a year's
wage – it barely covered three months! Three months to find another
job? Who the fuck was going to hire him at forty?

“So,”
continued his superior, rising from his chair.

“Oh…” Norman
stood. His seat creaked at the loss of his weight.

Craphead held
out his hand.

Norman stared
at it, blankly. Now? Holy shit! He means NOW. “Now?”

Mr Christead
regarded him with what was obviously faked sympathy. “Well, yes,
Norman – may I call you Norman?”

The first
tremor of irritation made itself known. He'd been calling him
Norman ever since he'd fucking got here eight weeks ago.

“Your redundancy is to commence immediately. Of course, you
can take your time cleaning out your desk.”

Oh, thank you
very bloody much.

“I'm very sorry.”

Say something!
Stand your ground, demand to speak to the Board of Directors,
refuse to leave, state your case, convince them they need to keep
you!

Norman took
his hand, numbly. “Thank you.”

Pussy.

'Thank you?'
Did you really just thank him for making you redundant?

Even Craphead
seemed to wince at that as he shook his hand. “Oh, wait…”

His eyes
widened, and he felt his breath hitch with hope for just half a
second. Another fault of the human condition, 'cause he already
knew, logically, there was no hope left with regards to his
employment.

“Here.” Mr Christead shoved an empty cardboard box towards him
that he'd picked up off the floor behind his desk.

Had all this
prepared, did you?

Viewing his
hand as if it weren't his own, Norman reached out and took the box,
and then, like one of those robotic systems that would take his
place, he turned and walked out of the room, one foot in front of
the other, until, somehow, he'd made it all the way to his desk –
the one that had been his work-home for five years. Before that,
he'd been at another desk down the hall, and before that, two
floors down.

Twenty
years.

He'd known his
wife for twenty-two.

Still
detached, he began to place his belongings into the box, one by
one. It should have taken longer. It didn't even take ten
minutes.

He looked
around at his peers. Most avoided his gaze; some threw him 'I know
how you feel' and 'I'm so sorry, but I'm glad it didn't happen to
me' looks.

His colleague,
Simon, was the one who knew him the best even though he was only
twenty-eight – he had been here three years. Those Norman used to
work with, way back when he'd started, had all left; sought out new
and better positions years ago. Riskier positions.

But Norman had
had a baby on the way at the age of twenty-five. He hadn't been
willing to risk anything, and it was a decision he'd been happy
with. His eldest, Lindsey, was fifteen now, a top student, and
about to start her GCSEs at school – a really damn good,
independent school.

How the hell
are you going to pay for that now?

Simon wasn't
in today. He was at a job interview, but Norman was the only one
who knew that.

Donning his scarf, coat and gloves to keep the October chill
out, he picked up his box and shook away the nonsensical visual of
a red carpet rolled across the floor as My Way
played in his mind on repeat, and walked towards
the lift that would take him to the exit.

 


 


Six months, he
calculated as he pulled into his street. Six months was how long he
could afford to keep things going with the money he had in his
current account, instant access savings, and his redundancy
package.

Even if he
were able to go a bit longer, the clincher would come next June
when the school fees needed to be paid for the start of the new
school year – that would wipe him out. But maybe he'd have found
some other form of work by then.

Yes. There are
an indefinite number of toilets that need cleaning, my old
mate.

Fuck.

He killed the engine right there, where he'd stopped by the
side of the road, not wanting to pull into his driveway for some
reason. Maybe shame; maybe guilt. How could you let this
happen to your family?

He exhaled.
Tina would understand – of course she would. She was his rock. It
wasn't the first time he'd had problems at work, and although those
had been minor – nothing like this – she would help him piece
everything back together. They'd get through this, after all,
they'd gotten through everything else.

He glanced at
his box on the passenger seat, then grabbed his wallet from his
pocket and opened it to see the photo in the clear window inside.
It was one of their two girls at age twelve and nine, both of them
smaller, blonde versions of Tina, taken on holiday three years ago.
That had been a good holiday; the often talked about two weeks of
sunshine, heat and fun, visiting Disneyworld in Florida. Good job
they'd done it already, 'cause it wouldn't be happening again any
time soon.

Swallowing all
his worry, he grabbed the box, opened his door, and clumsily
stumbled out of the driver's side. Placing the box on the roof of
the car, he reached in behind his seat to pull out his coat and
scarf, and stuck them on the box, not bothering with putting them
on since he was thirty steps from home.

One … two …
three…

He wasn't sure
if Tina would be back yet from her part-time job at the opticians.
God … maybe he needed more time to prepare before relaying this
kind of bad news.

No. It would
be better if she were already home, then he wouldn't have to think
about it.

Anxiety
swirled in his gut.

Tucking the
box under an arm, he got his house key out of his pocket and let
himself in. This had been their home for over ten years now – big
and wonderful and detached. A four-bedroomed beauty in Richmond,
London. As he wiped his feet on the welcome mat, he tried to
estimate how much they would save by selling it and downgrading to
a three-bed. No way would the girls share a room – they bickered
enough as it was.

And it's not
like they used the one-hundred-foot garden that much. If they went
for a flat, they could get something nearly as spacious in lieu of
a garden…

Jesus, Norman,
stop thinking of the worst case scenario. You might find another
job that pays just as well.

Because
everyone was clambering all over each other to hire non-dynamic
forty-year-olds.

The muffled
sound of something falling came from upstairs.

So, Tina was
home after all.

Norman let out
a shuddering breath and made his way up, his still-numb brain
trying to piece together the start of the conversation, but nothing
came to mind.

Stupid,
non-dynamic mind.

“Oooooohhhh.”

Norman stopped
two steps from the top and glanced up. Had she hurt herself when
she'd dropped something?

He was just
about to shout her name, when someone else got there first. “Tina!
God…”

Someone …
else.

Someone else.
Someone…

Fixing
furniture, or maybe the phone line, or maybe a neighbour, or
maybe—

SOMEONE ELSE,
NORMAN. SOMEONE ELSE.

But no. That
was just ridiculous. In fact, it was so ridiculous he almost
laughed. The laugh got caught in his throat when—

“Oh, God! Harder. Harder. Fuck
me hard.”

Yeah, that
sounds like Tina, quipped his non-dynamic
organ. Except…

'Fuck me hard?' Had Tina ever asked him to fuck her hard? Maybe once – many years
ago…

So, it's not
Tina.

And the human
brain was stupid. Or perhaps, it was the heart that revelled in
idiocy, because the hopeful illusion that he'd find strangers in
his bedroom was what he clung onto as his feet moved of their own
accord and led him there.

“Mmmmph … Mmmmmph … Uuuuugh…”

It's not Tina.
It's not Tina…

He was close
enough to hear skin slapping skin now.

It's not Tina.
It's not Tina. It's—

“Ooooooooooohh!” Tina's face scrunched up, her button nose
wrinkling – this was her orgasm face – as some dick fisted her hair
and pummelled into her from behind.

Literally some
dick, because Norman couldn't look up from those hips pounding into
his wife – the guy's dick was all he saw. A bit of it, anyway,
repeatedly, every half a second. Oh – and his buttocks.

Nice.

They were –
they were really nice and firm and all clenching as he slammed
himself into—

“Holy shit, woman!” cried the dick, and then he slapped her on
the arse.

That seemed to
be the right thing to do, because Tina's “oooooh” turned into a
“yaaaaaah” and she came.

Norman
couldn't feel his body.

Norman
couldn't move.

But he was clearly capable of function, because his eyes, as
if caught by a magnet, were pulled towards the wardrobe mirror,
where he could see part of Tina's face from the way she was
positioned – the way they were
positioned – sideways on the bed, and facing away from the door.
They wouldn't be able to see him in the reflection, just
themselves.

How
lovely.

His eyes
insisted on travelling upwards against his better judgement – as if
he were witnessing a car wreck – and rested on the left half of
dick's face which was all he could see of him in the mirror.

Dick was blond, hair hanging to the tops of his shoulders,
tanned and well-trimmed. He looked the original surfer dude, minus
the surfboard. Where the fuck had Tina found this
guy?

The question
came from very far away, as if every part of Norman, bar his
traitorous eyes, were on shut down.

He couldn't
feel a goddamned thing.

He knew he should be raging – angry – but there was nothing
there
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