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Chapter 1

Danny Malooley was four years old when he learned the hard way that lemon-scented soap tasted nothing like lemons and everything like soap. When he was twelve, while saving a cat which may or may not have needed saving, Danny learned the hard way that there was no such thing as a painless, nor dignified, way to fall out of a sycamore tree. When he was seventeen, he learned the hard way that all it took to become a father was a three-litre flagon of cheap Co-op cider, a girlfriend to share it with, an awkward fumble on the Hackney Downs and a general disregard for the basic laws of nature, and when he was twenty-eight, he learned in the hardest way imaginable that all it took to dim the stars, stop the clocks and bring the earth to a shuddering halt was one small, invisible sliver of ice on a country road.

A screech of tyres tore Danny from his sleep, or it could have been a scream, he wasn’t quite sure. He sat up and scanned the room, trying to connect the sound with his surroundings until his brain woke up and told him it was a nightmare. Lying back down on his sweat-soaked pillow, he looked at the clock on the bedside table – 6.59 a.m., the digits bright in the morning gloom. He switched off the alarm before the numbers rolled over and gently ran his hand across the empty pillow beside him. Then, heaving the clammy duvet aside and crawling out of bed, he ignored his reflection in the wardrobe mirror and slowly dressed in yesterday’s clothes.

Will’s bedroom door was ajar, so Danny pulled it shut on his way to the kitchen. Filling the kettle and setting it to boil, he dropped some dry but not yet furry bread into the toaster and turned on the radio, more out of habit than a desire to know what was happening in the world. The newsreader murmured to herself in the background while he surveyed the postcard view from the window – ‘postcard’ due to the size of the window, not because of the beauty beyond it. The sky was as blue as the Victoria Line, but the beaming sun did little to brighten the landscape. Danny often thought the estate actually looked worse in the sunlight, mainly because more of it was visible. Just as poor lighting could make a Tinder date attractive or a run-down restaurant quaint, so too could a leaden sky help to partially conceal the full grim reality of the Palmerston estate. As he gazed at the wall of concrete housing blocks that mercifully obscured his view of even more concrete housing blocks, Danny once again resolved to move, just as he had done yesterday, and just like he’d do again tomorrow.

He ate his breakfast at the dinner table, his eyes fixed on the same wall he’d stared at so much over the last fourteen months that the paper had started to curl beneath the weight of his gaze, but Danny hadn’t noticed. Nor had he noticed the darkening patch of carpet in the hallway, sullied by the work boots he kicked off every day without first banging the mud from their soles, or the film of grime on the windows that gave whoever looked through them an early glimpse of what to expect from cataracts, or the potted carcass in the windowsill that had once been a healthy philodendron but now resembled a clump of irradiated potato peel. He wouldn’t have even noticed the post, were it not for the fact that it always arrived during breakfast, causing him to flinch as it clattered through the letter box and landed on the mat.

Two white envelopes sat in the hallway. The first contained a passive-aggressive reminder from his water provider that he was two months behind on his payments. The second was a final notification about his unpaid electricity bill, much of it written in bold red letters, especially the words ‘court’, ‘bailiff’, ‘prosecution’ and, somewhat bizarrely, ‘thank you’, which made it seem more like a threat than a common expression of gratitude.

Danny frowned and stroked his stubble, the four-day bristles rasping beneath his nail-bitten fingers. He looked at the whiteboard on the wall, where a thick wad of paper was held in place by a couple of souvenir magnets from Australia. Above it, written in bold black letters, was the word ‘unpaid’. Two sheets of paper hung next to the bundle. This was the ‘paid’ pile. He added the new arrivals to the bigger stack, which held for less than a second before the magnets gave way and dumped the bills in a fluttering mess across the floor. Danny sighed and gathered them up. Then, using a third magnet, this one shaped like the Sydney Opera House, he reattached the bills to the whiteboard and scribbled ‘buy more magnets!’ beside them.

‘Will!’ he shouted from the kitchen doorway. ‘You up?’

Will heard his dad but didn’t respond as he continued to examine the bruise on his arm. It looked like a storm was raging between his bony shoulder and what passed for his bicep, a blue-black cloud on milky-white skin. Will gently probed it with his finger, unaware of just how tender it was until the slightest pressure triggered a dull ache that seemed to engulf his entire upper arm.

‘Come on, Will, breakfast!’ shouted Danny, his voice already weary.

Will plucked his crumpled school shirt from the door handle and winced as he carefully fed his arm through the sleeve.

‘Morning, sleepyhead,’ said Danny as Will shuffled past the kitchen door and slumped down at the dinner table. Danny joined him a few minutes later with a mug in one hand and a plate of toast in the other. He put them down in front of Will and took the seat opposite.

Will studied the plate through his sandy blond fringe that covered the two-inch scar on his hairline. Thomas the Tank Engine peered at him between two slices of peanut-buttered toast, while James the Red Engine grinned almost mockingly from the mug.

‘Eat up or you’ll be late,’ said Danny. He took a mouthful of cold tea and grimaced.

Will swivelled his mug until the train disappeared from view. He took a tentative bite of his toast and placed the remainder over Thomas’s face.

‘Remember it’s your mum’s birthday today,’ said Danny.

Will stopped chewing and stared at his plate. The murmur of the radio crept into the silence between them.

‘Will?’ said Danny.

Will nodded once without looking up.

The doorbell rang and Danny stood to answer it. He squinted through the spyhole to find Mohammed waiting in the open-air corridor. The boy was chubby, with thick-rimmed glasses and a hearing aid behind each of his ears. London lurked over his shoulder.

‘Hi, Mr Malooley,’ he said as Danny opened the door. ‘Did you know that a blue whale’s fart bubbles are so big you can fit an entire horse inside them?’

‘No, Mo. I can honestly say I did not know that.’

‘Saw it on Animal Planet last night,’ said Mo, who enjoyed watching wildlife documentaries as much as most eleven-year-olds enjoyed watching people seriously injure themselves on YouTube.

‘Sounds a bit cruel,’ said Danny. ‘How did they even get a horse inside a whale fart?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Mo. ‘They didn’t show that bit.’

‘Right.’ Danny frowned as he pondered the logistics of such an experiment.

‘Is Will ready yet?’

‘Give him two mins, he’s just eating—’

Will barged past Danny and into the corridor before he could finish his sentence.

‘Bye, Mr Malooley,’ said Mo as Will roughly guided his friend towards the stairwell.

‘Bye, Mo. Will, see you after school, OK?’

Will didn’t respond as he disappeared around the corner.

Back in the living room, Danny gathered the cups and plates from the table. He poured Will’s untouched tea down the sink and tipped his uneaten toast in the bin. It was the same routine he’d performed almost every day since the accident.


Chapter 2

Danny crossed the building site in a yellow hard hat and a high-vis jacket that flapped in the wind. He aimed for Alf, the foreman, who was similarly dressed but holding a clipboard. Alf was a stout and balding man with a face like a boxer who never kept his guard up. Noticing Danny approaching, he looked over his shoulder at the black-suited, bony-faced, pale-skinned man standing nearby, who could have been mistaken for Death, were he not wearing a safety helmet. The man tapped his watch and pointed at Danny. Alf sighed.

‘Morning, Alf,’ said Danny, shouting over the noise as cranes loaded with pallets pivoted slowly overhead while the shuddering arms of excavators scooped up huge wads of earth.

‘You’re late, Dan.’

Danny frowned and checked his phone. ‘Not by my clock,’ he said, showing the screen to Alf.

‘By his,’ said Alf, ignoring the phone and nodding towards the man in the suit.

‘Who’s that?’ said Danny.

‘Viktor Orlov. New project manager.’

‘Orlov?’

‘Cossack,’ said Alf. ‘Real ball-breaker. Already fired two people this morning. He’s coming down hard on everyone.’

Danny stared at the man in the suit. The man stared back with a frosty gaze.

‘Anyway, get moving,’ said Alf. ‘You’re on cement with Ivan. And, Danny?’

‘Yes, Alf?’

‘Don’t be late again.’

Danny grabbed a shovel and went to join Ivan, a Ukrainian man-mountain of muscle and broken English who could move more earth than a JCB and build things quicker than a Minecraft champion. Danny suspected that Ivan had killed at least one person in his lifetime, probably with his bare hands. This hunch was largely inspired by the gallery of crude prison tattoos that adorned his bulging forearms, which were covered with jagged words, ugly faces – there was even a completed noughts and crosses board on his left arm, near the elbow – and other random scribbles that Danny was too afraid to ask about.

The two had been friends since Danny saved Ivan’s life a couple of years ago. That, at least, was how Danny and everybody else on the building site remembered it, but Ivan refuted this version of events. Ivan had only been on the job for two weeks when a rogue piece of scaffolding came loose in a gale. The steel tube would have landed directly on his head had Danny, who happened to be working nearby, not barged the big man out of the way (almost dislocating his shoulder in the process). But while Danny was hailed a hero that day, Ivan, who had, in his own words, once been run over by a tank and survived, stubbornly maintained that a thirty-kilo pole to the head was unlikely to even cost him a sick day, let alone kill him, and that everybody was just being melodramatic, ‘like the EastEnders’. The whole thing had become something of a running joke between them, although Danny was the only one who seemed to find it funny.

‘Danylo,’ said Ivan as he slapped a wad of cement into a wheelbarrow.

‘Alright, Ivan. Who’s the tool in the suit?’ Danny cast a thumb over his shoulder.

‘So,’ said Ivan, ‘you have met Viktor.’

‘Alf says he’s already fired two people this morning.’

‘They send him from Moscow. They say we do not work fast enough.’

‘And they think we’ll work faster if they fire us?’ said Danny.

Ivan shrugged. ‘In Ukraine we have word for man like Viktor.’

‘Oh yeah?’ said Danny. ‘What?’

‘Asshole,’ said Ivan.

Danny laughed. ‘How was your holiday?’ he asked, digging into the wet cement.

‘Holiday?’ said Ivan. ‘What holiday? I take Ivana to Odessa. I spend the week with her family. Her mother, she hate me. And her father. And her sister. Even the dog hate me.’

‘I can see,’ said Danny, pointing to a set of teeth marks on Ivan’s forearm.

‘What?’ said Ivan, following his finger. ‘Oh. No. That was her grandmother.’

‘Right.’

Ivan removed a bundle of paper from his pocket and sheepishly handed it to Danny.

‘Here,’ he said.

Danny knew what it was before he’d even opened it. A week after the scaffolding incident, Ivan had invited Danny, his wife Liz and Will over for dinner. They’d barely spoken since Danny had (or hadn’t, depending which camp you were in) stopped Ivan from getting skewered by a six-foot pole. Apart from that day, the two men had barely spoken at all, and Ivan gave no explanation for the invitation, although Danny had always taken it to be a subtle form of thank you. They’d spent what turned out to be the first of many evenings around a dinner table together, eating, laughing and drinking too much horilka (Liz drank more than anybody, and consequently suffered more than anybody), while Will and Yuri – Ivan and Ivana’s son – played Xbox and bonded over their mutual embarrassment of seeing their parents having fun. At some point in the night, Liz had fallen in love with Ivana’s collection of painted wooden eggs that she kept on the windowsill. Ever since then, whenever they went back to Ukraine, Ivan had returned with a wooden egg for Liz, something he’d continued to do despite the tragic change in circumstances.

‘Thanks,’ said Danny, turning the colourful ornament over in his hand. He knew how awkward these moments were for Ivan, who must have wondered more than once whether or not to abandon the tradition, but Danny was grateful that he hadn’t.

‘How is Will?’ said Ivan, keen to move the conversation along.

‘He’s fine,’ said Danny, slipping the egg into his jacket pocket. ‘I guess. I don’t know.’

‘He still does not talk?’

‘Nope. Not a word. Not even in his sleep.’

A man arrived with an empty wheelbarrow and waddled away with the full one.

‘You know,’ said Ivan, ‘maybe he is speaking.’

‘Not to me he isn’t.’

‘No, I mean, being quiet can also be loud, you understand?’

‘Not really, no,’ said Danny.

‘Look,’ said Ivan, standing his shovel in the wet cement and leaning on the handle. ‘When Ivana she is angry with me, sometimes she yell and call me stupid asshole, but sometimes, when she is really angry, she say nothing for many days. She is quiet, like mouse, but I know she is still telling me something, you know?’

‘Like what?’ said Danny.

Ivan shrugged. ‘Like how she would like to put my head in oven.’

‘You think Will’s trying to tell me to put my head in the oven?’

‘No, but maybe you just do not hear what he is saying.’

‘Well, if he’s trying to tell me something, I wish he’d just come out and say it,’ said Danny. ‘It’s been over a year now. Whatever he wants to say to me, it can’t be any worse than the silence.’


Chapter 3

Girls pretended not to watch boys while gossiping in groups or playing with their phones, and boys pretended not to watch girls while secretly trying to impress them, mainly by playing keepy-uppy and filming each other thumping unsuspecting classmates in their non-vital organs. Everybody was watching everybody, but nobody made eye contact. It was like one big staring competition, one where you could blink as much as you wanted to but shrivelled up like a salted slug if someone caught you looking at them. Only one person had the confidence to hold the gaze of every pair of eyes in the schoolyard, and that day, like most days, Mark had Will in his sights.

‘Seriously, it was crazy!’ said Mo as they weaved their way through the crowds towards school. ‘These lions, there were, like, eight of them or something, well, lionesses actually, lions don’t really hunt, and they were eating this buffalo, or a bison or whatever, but it was still alive, and it was just, like, standing there and eating grass while they were eating it, and—’

Will jabbed Mo in the ribs with his elbow.

‘What was that for?’ said Mo, rubbing his side.

Will nodded at the three scruffy boys approaching from across the yard. They were taller and older than Will and Mo, and they swaggered like they knew it. Their shirts were untucked and their ties were loose like a trio of overworked detectives, but if Mark and his goons were spotted near a crime, then they probably weren’t trying to solve it. Mark was the shortest member of his posse by a good few inches, but the boy made up for his lack of stature, and looks, and intelligence, and front teeth, with his reputation as Richmond High’s most notorious terrorist. You didn’t have to do anything wrong to find yourself on his bad side (otherwise known as his only side). Simply existing was enough to have your name involuntarily entered into the Markus Robson lottery of pain, and for reasons that Will had never been able to fathom, his name seemed to come up at least twice as often as anybody else’s.

‘Come on,’ said Mo. They picked up the pace, suddenly eager to get to class. The older boys also sped up, scurrying through the crowd like three ferrets after the same trouser leg.

‘Look who it is, lads,’ said Mark as he blocked the main entrance. ‘Dumb and dumber. Or should that be deaf and dumber?’

‘I told you already, I’m not deaf,’ said Mo. ‘I have—’

‘What?’ asked Mark, cupping his hand behind his bigger ear. ‘I can’t hear you, mate.’

‘I said I’m not deaf, I just—’

‘What?’

‘I said I’m—’

‘Can’t hear you, Mo, speak up,’ said Mark.

Mo sighed, the joke finally sinking in. ‘Idiot,’ he muttered as he fiddled with his hearing aid.

‘What was that?’ said Mark.

‘I thought you couldn’t hear me?’ said Mo sarcastically.

‘Best watch that mouth of yours, Mo,’ said Mark. He yanked Mo’s tie with a violent tug that turned the knot into a peanut. ‘Learn a trick from your boyfriend here.’

Mark turned on Will while Mo struggled to loosen his tie.

‘What you looking at?’ he said.

Will shrugged and stared at his shoes.

‘You fancy me?’ said Mark. ‘Is that it?’

Will shook his head.

‘So you’re saying I’m ugly?’

Another shake of the head.

‘So you fancy me then?’ said Mark.

‘Leave him alone,’ said Mo.

‘Shut it, Mo-by dick-head,’ said Mark.

‘Moby dickhead,’ said Tony, the taller of Mark’s two goons. ‘Good one.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Gavin, who had so many zits that his head contained more pus than brains.

‘Moby Dick,’ said Tony. ‘You know, like the book. With the whale and the one-legged Arab and whatever.’

‘Arab?’ said Gavin. ‘Like Mo?’

‘It’s Ahab,’ said Mo. ‘Captain Ahab. And I’m not Arab, I’m Punjabi.’

‘Same thing,’ said Gavin.

‘Teri maa ka lora,’ muttered Mo.

‘How’s your arm?’ said Mark, pointing at Will’s bicep.

Will shrugged with as much false bravado as he could muster under the circumstances, which wasn’t very much at all.

‘Won’t mind if I deck you again then, will you?’ said Mark. He feigned a punch, and Will’s hand instinctively moved to shield his arm. Mark grinned. ‘Thought as much,’ he said. The school bell rang and they turned to leave. ‘See you at lunch, losers.’

Mo rubbed his neck and quietly cussed them again in Punjabi. Will nodded, sure that whatever Mo had said was bad.

They joined the other students who were filtering into the building and made their way to class. Taking a seat at his desk beside Will’s, Mo nudged his friend and pointed at the thin-haired, Brillo-bearded man in glasses who was standing with his back to the whiteboard. He looked like he’d dressed in the dark and he wore an expression like he didn’t particularly care.

‘Where did this guy escape from?’ said Mo.

Will shrugged.

‘OK, everybody, settle down,’ said the man, his voice imbued with the weariness of someone who spent his entire life being ignored. ‘You’re probably wondering who I am and why I’m here. And, to be honest with you, I sometimes ask myself those same questions, as will each and every one of you in this room one day when you realise that life is nothing but one long series of disappointments. But just to clarify, my name is Mr Coleman and I am your substitute teacher.’

He scribbled his name across the whiteboard and underlined it.

‘Not Cullman. Not Collman. Not Cool Man, although feel free to call me that. Otherwise, it’s Mr Coleman. Got that?’

A murmur of acknowledgement rose from the class.

‘I’ll take that as a yes. Now, before any of you make the grave mistake of thinking I’m an easy target because I’m new, think again. I have seen and heard just about everything that can be seen and heard in a classroom, so whatever you did to scare off Mr Hale, rest assured that it won’t work with me. Do I make myself absolutely clear?’

Mr Coleman eyeballed the class, extinguishing every smile he came across.

‘Great. Now, let’s start with the register, shall we? It’s a simple enough process. I call your name and you shout “present”.’

Mr Coleman opened the register and briefly flicked through the pages.

‘Atkins?’ he said, his pen hovering above the page.

‘Present,’ said a girl with braces who sat in front of Will.

‘Well done, Sandra,’ said Mr Coleman as he dashed off a tick beside the girl’s name. ‘You’ve clearly done this before. Cartwright?’

‘Here,’ said a boy with a squiffy tie who sat at the back of the class.

‘Unlike Cartwright, it seems,’ said Mr Coleman. Everybody laughed but Cartwright. ‘Jindal?’

‘Present,’ said Jindal.

‘Take note, Cartwright,’ said Mr Coleman.

‘Present,’ said Cartwright to the sound of more laughter.

‘No, Cartwright, I’ve already … Forget it. Kabiga?’

‘Present,’ said Kabiga.

‘Malooley?’

Silence.

‘Malooley?’

A few sniggers punctuated the quiet as Mr Coleman scanned the room. All the desks were occupied. Will sat with his hand in the air. Mr Coleman frowned.

‘Yes?’ he said.

‘He’s Malooley, sir,’ said Mo.

‘Is he?’ said Mr Coleman. He looked at Will. ‘Then why didn’t you say “present”?’

‘He doesn’t speak, sir,’ said Mo.

‘He … doesn’t speak?’

‘No, sir.’

‘And you’re, like … what? His representative?’

‘More like his spokesperson, sir,’ said Mo. A ripple of laughter passed through the class.

‘Right,’ said Mr Coleman. He dropped his eyes to the register and drew a tick beside Will’s name. ‘I take it back. Now I’ve seen everything.’

Will spent the first part of his lunch break in the caretaker’s cupboard. He often spent some part of his school day in there, not because he enjoyed the smell of industrial cleaning products or the sensation of sitting in a darkened room for prolonged periods of time, but because Mark and his gang had once again locked him in there after ambushing him on his way to the cafeteria. This had been happening since the day they’d discovered, while up to no good, that the inside handle of the cupboard door was loose and could be removed with very little effort, thereby creating a makeshift holding cell for their hapless victims that could only be opened from the outside. Will had the inauspicious honour of being their very first inmate. He was also the longest-serving, having once been trapped in there for two whole periods, although given that those periods were maths and science, he didn’t exactly go to great efforts to liberate himself.

He actually quite enjoyed the silence and the solitude of the cupboard these days. He didn’t even put up a fight when they locked him in there anymore (which ruined their fun slightly, but not enough to stop them from doing it). Nobody could laugh at him or mock him or insult him in there. Nobody could call him an attention-seeker (something that Will found particularly annoying given how much effort he put into not being noticed), and nobody could beat him up, because the people who usually did the beating were the same people who had locked him in the cupboard to begin with. Also, nobody was pretending to know how he felt. Nobody was comparing his situation to their own because they’d once had a sore throat or lost their voice for a week. Everybody just left him alone. The only downside to the arrangement was that he got hungry, so when Mo texted to find out where he was, Will was about to text back when he heard Mrs Thorpe’s voice in the hallway.

‘Oh, hi, Dave.’

Sue Thorpe was the head teacher. Unlike many heads of school, however, slate-faced disciplinarians with nose hair longer than their tempers and an inability to look at a ruler without wanting to whack somebody with it, regardless of whether they were a student or not, Mrs Thorpe was funny, personable and generally well-liked by the students, even if she had to sometimes suppress the urge to assault them with stationery.

‘Sue, good to see you.’ It took Will a second to recognise Mr Coleman’s voice.

‘How was it this morning?’ she said.

He heard Mr Coleman sigh. ‘Well, you know that feeling when you look around the classroom and everybody is listening to what you’re saying and you can almost see them getting smarter, and you stand there and think to yourself: This is why I became a teacher. This is what it’s all about?’

Mrs Thorpe paused for a moment. ‘Not really,’ she said.

‘Exactly,’ he said. Will smiled.

‘Business as usual, then?’

‘Business as usual,’ said Mr Coleman. ‘Actually, no, that’s a lie.’

‘Oh? Do tell.’

‘What do you know about a boy called Malooley?’

‘Will?’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ said Mr Coleman. ‘The quiet one.’

Will shuffled over to the door and pressed his ear against it.

‘He’s a nice kid. Good student. Why do you ask?’

‘Can he really not talk? Or is this just part of my new-teacher initiation ceremony?’

‘He can talk,’ said Mrs Thorpe. ‘He just, well, doesn’t want to. Selective mutism, they call it.’

‘Wow. I wish my kids had some of that.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘Has he always been like that?’ said Mr Coleman. Will was painfully aware of what Mrs Thorpe was going to say next.

‘His mum died about a year ago. Car crash. She hit an icy corner and went straight into a tree. Will was in the car at the time, poor kid. He hasn’t spoken since.’

Mr Coleman muttered something that Will didn’t catch but presumed to be an expletive. Whatever it was, Mrs Thorpe agreed.

‘He gets a bit bullied about it by the older boys, so keep an eye out. I’ve had a few words with them, but you know what teenagers are like.’

‘Sadly.’

Their voices grew fainter as they walked off together down the corridor.

Will stayed in the cupboard for another few minutes, his appetite suddenly gone, but the room felt darker than it did before, so he texted Mo to come and let him out.


Chapter 4

The school bell rang and a flood of children poured from the entrance and across the yard. Danny scanned the sea of red uniforms for Will until he and Mo emerged with Mark and his goons on their heels. Gavin was throwing peanuts at Mo and Tony was repeatedly treading on the back of Will’s shoe, causing him to stumble. Mark walked behind them, proudly grinning at his well-trained underlings, until, noticing Danny glaring at them, he grabbed his mates and faded into the crowd. 

Will waved goodbye to Mo and slowly crossed the road with his head down and his hands in his pockets.

‘Who are they?’ asked Danny, nodding towards Mark.

Will shrugged and shook his head.

‘I’d sue my parents if I looked like that.’

Will cracked a smile that was more like a prelude to a proper smile that never arrived.

‘You’d tell me if they were giving you a hard time, wouldn’t you?’

Will nodded. Danny looked unconvinced.

‘Come on,’ he said.

Will stared at the ground while his dad scanned the epitaphs, all of which looked cold and dull beneath the pigeon-wing clouds that had gathered overhead.

Danny knew precisely where they were going, but he still took his time, not because he wanted to be there – he didn’t, and he knew Will didn’t either – but because, despite more than a year having passed since the accident, he hadn’t yet processed his grief to the point where he could fully accept that his wife was dead, at least not in the conventional sense of the word. He knew she was gone. That much he understood. What he couldn’t understand was the idea she was gone forever. Instead, he imagined her gone in the same way his father was gone – not dead (or so he assumed, although he really had no idea, nor did he care to know), but not present either. It was, in some ways, an even crueller concept of death than death itself, because it did what death could not, which was to give him hope – no matter how small – that he might one day walk around a corner or through a door and find his wife standing on the other side of it. Sometimes he was sure he could smell her perfume in a room he’d just entered, or hear her voice on a crowded street, or feel her hand against his face as he roamed the lonely periphery of sleep. Other times she felt so close to him that all he had to do was turn around, but she’d be gone by the time he looked over his shoulder, her body swallowed by the crowd, her voice carried off by the wind. It was as if she occupied a world that ran parallel to his own, like two strangers living in a high-rise who could hear each other’s movements but never crossed paths, which was why he was always so reluctant to visit the cemetery. Nothing destroyed that illusion more than seeing his wife’s name etched into a cold and lifeless slab of granite.

‘Here we are,’ said Danny, pausing beside a black headstone with gold lettering. He crouched and placed his hand on the stone while Will hovered nearby.

The grave was a simple arrangement, the small plot a far cry from the elaborate statues and monuments that stood in mournful silence around them. A rectangular border enclosed a layer of shiny green glass chippings that caught the light when the sun was out and sparkled like the surface of a lake. Today, however, they looked as drab as the last bunch of flowers that Danny had brought, their brown stems wilting from the pepper-pot lid of the small metal vase at the base of the headstone.

‘Always liked tulips, didn’t she?’ he asked, dragging the old flowers from the pot and replacing them with new ones. He carefully arranged them and wiped a fleck of imaginary dirt from the headstone.

‘Think she’ll like the colour?’ he asked, turning to look at Will. ‘They didn’t have any yellow ones left.’

Will stared at the grave, his jawbone tight.

‘Want to say something to your mum?’ said Danny. ‘For her birthday?’

Will shook his head, his eyes fixed on his mum’s name etched into the stone.

‘Go on,’ said Danny, putting a hand on his shoulder. ‘Have a go.’

Will shrugged out from beneath his hand and marched off down the path.

‘Will!’ shouted Danny, before sheepishly apologising to an old lady who scowled at him from a nearby graveside. He watched Will take a seat on a bench at the far end of the cemetery.

‘He’s getting more like you every day, Liz,’ he said. ‘Seriously, I don’t know what to do with him. I’ve tried everything, but he just won’t talk. He barely even looks at me half the time. I don’t know if he loves me or hates me or what. I keep hoping he’ll grow out of it, like this is just a phase or something, but the longer it goes on, the more it feels like this is forever, whatever this even is.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Sometimes it feels like I lost both of you that day.’

The leaves hissed in the branches above him as the trees gently creaked in the wind.

‘Sorry, Liz,’ said Danny. He blinked a few times and exhaled like he’d just emerged from ice-cold water. ‘Right life of the party I am. We’re fine. Everything’s fine. Well, not fine, but, you know, we’re getting there. Will’s doing well in school, work is still work, our landlord is still a wanker, and Mrs Amadi from flat thirty-six still thinks your name is Susan. She also thinks that Will isn’t talking because evil spirits stole his voice, so she kindly gave me the telephone number of a nice man called Alan who performs very reasonably priced exorcisms, apparently. So yeah, there’s that.’

He laughed, or tried to, but the sound that emerged was as empty as it felt.

‘Listen to me,’ he said, glancing at the overcast sky. ‘I’m standing here, talking to a stone, and I know you can’t hear me because you’re not here. You can’t be here because the sun isn’t shining, which means I am literally talking to a rock right now while you’re out celebrating your birthday without me. So I’ll leave you to it, beautiful. Wherever you are, and whatever you’re doing, I hope you’re smiling, and I hope you’re dancing. Just try not to wake me up when you get home, OK?’

Danny touched his lips and placed his fingers on the headstone.

‘Love you, Liz. Happy birthday.’


Chapter 5

They bought some chips and ate them in the park. Neither of them was hungry and Danny stabbed at his food with disinterest, while Will flicked it from his tray for the pigeons to eat. Several street performers were entertaining people nearby, singing, dancing and doing whatever else it took to charm bystanders into opening their wallets. One scruffy man with long, matted hair and a tatty panama hat was strumming a guitar. It wasn’t his music that drew the crowds but the portly beige cat in the knitted red sweater that was sitting on the man’s shoulder and meowing at random intervals. Another man in a purple robe and a matching pointy hat was busy performing magic tricks, his face set into a serious frown as he wiggled his fingers at things and uttered seemingly ancient incantations. A smaller crowd had gathered around somebody dressed as a giant squirrel who was juggling football-sized hazelnuts, and another person in a chicken costume was trying and failing to get people’s attention by trying and failing to breakdance.

As Danny watched the various acts, he couldn’t help but notice how much money the performers were making. Their upturned hats, felt-lined instrument cases, Tupperware containers and scuffed tobacco tins were literally overflowing with coins. Even the dancing chicken had somehow persuaded people to cough up their hard-earned cash, and all he was doing was writhing around as if hornets had set up home in his underpants.

Danny skewered a chip with his fork and gently nudged Will with his elbow.

‘I think I’m in the wrong job,’ he said.

The sun was setting by the time they got home.

‘You got any homework?’ said Danny as Will emerged from the bathroom, his wet hair flat against his head and a smear of toothpaste along one cheek.

Will shook his head.

‘Want to watch some TV or something?’ asked Danny, already knowing the answer.

Will faked a yawn and pointed to his room.

‘Alright, well, lights out by nine, OK?’

He nodded and opened his door.

‘Will,’ said Danny. His son paused, but he didn’t turn around. ‘I know it’s hard, but it’ll get easier. I promise. It just, you know. It takes time.’

Will looked at Danny, who gave what he hoped was an encouraging smile. Neither of them seemed convinced. He nodded once and closed the door behind him.

Danny turned on the television to commence his nightly ritual of sitting alone in front of the box until the early hours of the morning. His eyes felt heavy and his body felt tired, but he knew that any attempt to sleep would result in a long night of staring at the ceiling or watching the clock as the minutes turned into hours and the hours turned into daylight. Even on the rare occasion that he managed to get a proper night’s rest, Danny often felt worse than if he hadn’t slept at all, because waking up to confront the day meant also having to confront the fact that Liz wasn’t beside him.

He thought about their last morning together, when he’d woken up to find that Liz, as per usual, had commandeered the duvet at some point during the night. She always denied doing it, but every morning, without fail, he’d wake to find her fast asleep in the scene of her very own crime, bundled up in the covers while he lay there shivering in his underpants. That morning, however, after shuffling up to the ball of duvet and snuggling close to his wife – a gesture partly born from affection, but mainly from a desire to keep warm – Danny was startled when the covers deflated beneath the weight of his arm. It wasn’t until he heard Liz humming along to the kitchen radio that he realised she wasn’t in bed beside him. He’d laughed back then, but it felt like a hideous joke whenever he thought about it now, as if some cruel higher power were preparing him for a life without Liz by dropping a clue so spitefully subtle that he had no way of solving it before his wife climbed behind the wheel and gave him what neither of them knew was a final kiss goodbye.

She wasn’t even supposed to be driving that day, and the fact that she had had caused a rift between Danny and Roger, his father-in-law, which had never been resolved. It wasn’t so much a new rift as a widening of an old one that had been expanding ever since Liz had first brought Danny home and introduced him as the man she was going to marry one day, a pronouncement which took her parents by surprise, not least because she was only sixteen and they didn’t even know she had a boyfriend until then. Danny hadn’t wanted to go, certain her parents would hate him, particularly her father, who happened to be a policeman and was therefore suspicious of everybody, especially teenage boys, and especially a teenage boy from Newham with a father who’d been so absent that nobody even noticed when he walked out on his son’s fourteenth birthday, and a mother who kicked him out when her new boyfriend decided that the flat wasn’t big enough for the three of them.

Still, Liz insisted it would all be fine, so Danny had reluctantly complied. After meeting her mother, Carol, who gave him a warmer hug than his own mother had ever had, he started to believe her. Only when he met Roger did he realise Liz had either flat-out lied or grossly underestimated her father’s temperament, because although the man shook Danny’s hand in a feigned display of cordiality, the bone-crunching pressure he applied to that handshake told Danny everything he needed to know about the man’s feelings towards him. It wasn’t a handshake to assert authority. Nor was it a test of masculinity. It was a handshake that told him, in no uncertain terms, that Roger would rather be squeezing his neck than his hand and would do just that if he ever got the chance.

Danny knew that the man believed he was leading his daughter astray, something he always found slightly unjust considering that Liz, perhaps in defiance of her law-abiding upbringing, was often the more rebellious of the two. But Roger never saw that side of her, being hardwired, like most fathers, to see nothing but the good in his daughter, even when faced with overwhelming evidence to the contrary. His instinct was to blame Danny for anything that chipped away at the innocent and infallible image of the daughter that he carried in his wallet. He blamed him when Liz gave up the ballet lessons she’d been attending since she was six, even though Danny had actively encouraged her to continue with them. He blamed him when Liz became pregnant, which Danny couldn’t exactly dispute but nevertheless found a little unfair, given that Liz had been the primary instigator that fateful night on the Downs (he kindly spared Roger this information). And, most crushingly of all, he blamed Danny for the death of his only child, something Danny knew not because of some wild inkling or nagging suspicion but because the man had said precisely that at Liz’s funeral. To the eternal embarrassment of Carol, who had always been good to Danny, and to the shock of everybody else at the reception, Roger had told him that his daughter would still be alive if only he’d been the one in the driver’s seat that day. It wasn’t a backhanded compliment about Danny’s driving abilities (the man never gave him compliments, backhanded or otherwise) but a reference to how Liz didn’t really like driving, even though Roger was the one who had bought her a car in the first place. If Danny had been behind the wheel, he might have taken that icy corner at a slightly different speed, or at a slightly different time, or at a slightly different angle. Even if all of those alternative scenarios had still resulted in the same twisted wreckage by the roadside, at least they might have buried Danny and not Roger’s beloved Elizabeth.

As painful as it was to hear, and as poorly timed as Roger’s outburst was, Danny knew that the man had a point. Not a day had passed since the accident that he hadn’t thought about how different things might have been if he’d called in sick that day, or if he’d only held on to her for a few more seconds before letting her get into the car, or if he’d left his work boots in the hallway again, forcing Liz to delay her trip while she wearily reminded him of the house rules in that voice he used to find so annoying but would now gladly trade his right arm to hear again.

Danny might have even forgiven Roger had he chosen to end things there, accepting his monologue as nothing more than the desperate words of a grieving father who was simply trying to make sense of something that could never be understood, but Danny couldn’t forgive the hate with which the man had spat his concluding words.

‘And now he’s stuck without a mother,’ Roger had said, pointing at Will, who had only recently been discharged from hospital and still wore a bandage around his head that shone like a beacon amidst the black shirts and dresses. ‘Now he’s stuck with you.’

Danny had stayed quiet until then, determined not to make even more of a scene, but unable to bite his tongue any harder without the risk of losing it, he reminded Roger, as calmly as he could, which wasn’t very calm at all by that point, that the only reason Liz had been driving in the first place was that Roger, who was supposed to be visiting them that day, had changed his mind at the very last minute and asked Liz to make the journey herself. Before Roger could protest, Danny went on to remind him of how he had consistently refused to come and see them over the years, with a repertoire of half-arsed excuses, ranging from car trouble and common colds to random bouts of unspecified fatigue, when the real reason he never wanted to visit, at least as far as Danny was concerned, was that he was ashamed: ashamed to see his daughter married to a man like Danny, ashamed to see her living in a cramped apartment in Tower Hamlets instead of some leafy suburb in Hampstead and ashamed by just how far she’d strayed from the perfect future he’d imagined for her.

The two of them didn’t speak to each other for the next six months, although Carol called every now and again for an awkward chat about the weather and to talk to Will (always a one-way conversation). Each time she called, she gave a different excuse as to why Roger couldn’t come to the phone, as if she still felt the need to pretend that everything was fine, despite being present when the two men were publicly expressing their dislike for each other while blocking everybody’s access to the vol-au-vents.

Then, a few months ago, Danny had received a text message from Carol asking if he and Will would meet her and Roger for a chat. He’d told her they were more than welcome to come to the flat, but she politely deflected the invitation and suggested they meet at a Pret A Manger near Old Street station instead, presumably because it was neutral territory.

Danny had no idea what they wanted to talk about. He wasn’t about to apologise to Roger and he knew that Roger felt the same way. A part of him feared they’d try to convince him that Will would be better off with them, which did little to put him at ease as he hugged Carol, nodded at Roger and watched Will embrace them both, but his suspicions couldn’t have been further from the truth.

Roger had family in Melbourne – something he was quick to remind people of whenever the sky was anything but blue – and he and Carol had been talking about moving to Australia for as long as Danny had known them. He never thought they’d actually go – neither did Liz, for that matter – but Carol had called the meeting to let them know that they were doing just that. Danny wasn’t particularly saddened by the news – their presence in his and Will’s life had always been minimal – but the announcement reminded him of just how alone he was. His wife was gone, his father was gone, his mother was as good as gone, and now his wife’s parents were going. All he had left was Will, and it often felt like he was gone too. He hadn’t spoken a single word since emerging from a coma after three of the most agonising days of Danny’s life, and nobody knew why. Paediatricians, psychologists, psychiatrists and speech-language pathologists all had different opinions about his condition. Some thought the head injury he’d sustained in the



OPS/images/cover.jpg
They're lost without her.
Can they find their

way back to each other?






OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents







		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents





		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34





		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Credits



		About the Author



		Copyright













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OPS/images/title.jpg
Keeping Mum

James Gould-Bourn





