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DEAR READER, 

I first published The Boy With The Thorn In His Side in 2014 and in two parts. Part One and Part Two. In 2015 I decided to merge the two parts together and publish it as one (very) large book. During 2016 I started getting ideas for alternative endings. To put it briefly, this story and these characters would not leave me alone. As they’ve been in my head since I first wrote the story aged 12, they are part of me and my life, and as real to me as anyone else. They carried on talking, so I listened. This resulted in me writing an alternative ending and including it in my 2016 short story collection, Bird People and Other Stories. This should have ended things, but it didn’t. I then started penning a screenplay, which started at the end of Part Two, and essentially, delayed that ending with a lot of new material. This screenplay quickly became an obsession, with me scribbling into various notebooks at any given opportunity. Finally, I came to a decision. Perhaps a risky one. I did not want to make the book any longer, but I could not leave this new material alone. Their story was not finished. So, I made the decision to split The Boy With The Thorn In His Side back into two books, using the new material for Part 3, and turning the sequel, This Is The Day, into Part 4. This inevitably led to a Part 5... You are about to read the first book in a five-book series and I truly hope you enjoy it.

However, it doesn’t quite end there!

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side is part of a bigger universe of inter-connected books which has a suggested reading order, posted below. You do not have to read them in this order and many of them will make sense as standalones, or as their own series, however, if you are partial to a universe, you may like to dive into the whole thing. The books listed below occur in the same universe, using some of the same locations and with some of the characters popping up or being mentioned in each other’s books. 

For example, towards the end of The Boy With The Thorn In His Side Part 5, I had so fallen in love with new characters, Alfie and Tom Lane, I decided to give them their own book. Writing that book gave me ideas for The Mess Of Us, the sequel to The Mess Of Me, and writing that gave me the plot for The Dark Finds You, a cross-over book which should ideally be read after all the others. The Dark Finds You ties up everyone’s stories.

Thank you for your patience in reading this. I hope you enjoy the series and if you go on to read all the books in the universe, well, I just can’t thank you enough!

Best wishes,

Chantelle Atkins 

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us

The Dark Finds You
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JANUARY 2005

Here is something I didn’t know until recently - there is technically no such thing as a psychopath. ‘Psychopath’ really refers to this all-encompassing label we give to people we think are evil. Serial killers and the like. But they don’t really exist because it’s a lot more complicated than that. There are loads of other things you can be, lots of names and conditions and labels, and most of them fall under Anti-Social Personality Disorder. 

It’s weird though. I don’t think about Lee Howard and envision him having a personality disorder. It just doesn’t ring true somehow. To have ASPD or to be a sociopath, for instance, he would have had to be without conscience. And I know that he had a conscience. I know that he felt guilt. So, he didn’t have ASPD, and he wasn’t a sociopath. So, what was he? 

It was my psychotherapist who advised me to look it up. I started seeing her to distract me from the ever-present urge to slice into my own skin. She gave me some books to look through, because she thinks I have this obsessive need to understand Howard, and what he was. I think she might be right. Anyway, she leant me the books, so I wouldn’t have to go to the library and I keep them hidden in my desk at work. No one knows I see a psychotherapist. I keep meaning to tell them - tell someone. But there is never a right time. So, it has become one more secret to add to all the others. I have so many secrets now that sometimes I lose count. I forget who knows what. Even the psychotherapist doesn’t know all of them. But we are working on that. 

Narcissist. I could tick a lot of boxes for that personality disorder when I applied it to Howard. It might be the closest I will ever get to labelling and understanding him. Exaggerated feelings of self-importance? Definitely. An excessive need for admiration? Without a doubt. Lack of empathy? Oh yes. Obsessed with achieving power or success? Very much so. Takes advantage of people around them? Hell, yes. Seeks to establish abusive power and control over others? I’m living proof. Expect to be treated as a superior? Yep. Unwilling to understand the feelings and needs of others? Intensely envious? Pompous and arrogant? I mean, it was pretty spot on. Narcissists tend to devalue, insult and blame others. All true of Lee fucking Howard. Prone to feelings of shame, worthlessness and humiliation? I’m not so sure about that one, but how do I know how he really felt inside? I’m sure he was made to feel those things at the hands of his father. It’s the best explanation I’ve got, and better still, it’s believed to be hereditary, which explains even more... 

Was Lee Howard a narcissist? I know some people would describe him as a monster, a sociopath, pure evil. Why do I even care? Why do I feel the need to label him after all this time? The therapist says it’s because I need to understand him. She says it’s actually very sensible from a survival point of view, because if I can understand him, empathise with him even, then I can learn to heal myself. I’m not sure I agree, but I am open to discussing it. I like talking to my therapist. I think the real reason is, if I can work him out, then maybe he will finally leave me alone. 

Because he’s still there, you see. Now, more than ever. He is the dead man who just won’t die. He is the ghost that haunts my dreams, and almost every waking hour of my life. No one else knows this, but he is there with me every single day. He is watching over me, he is laughing and snarling and waiting for me to fuck up, so he can say I told you so. You should have listened to me, boy. 

It’s not over. I accepted that a while back. It’s never going to be over. I was naïve to ever hope for that. And sometimes I’m frightened and I’m small and I want to hide, and other times I’m angry and blackened with rage and I want him to be alive so that I can kill him again, and again and again. It really varies from day to day. And sometimes I’m just sad. And one thing I really can’t tell anyone, is that I miss the part of Lee that was human, and I think about what might have been. I can never tell Lucy or Mike or anyone that this is the truth that shatters me the most.

In lost moments, in thick, inescapable daydreams, I wonder what could have happened. Would his love for me have grown? Would I have made him better? Moved him further away from the devil his father moulded him to be? Those are the questions that haunt me. Remembering how good he was to me in those last few months, when he had my best interests at heart, when he thought and believed that we had a future. 

But I drew a line. I smashed it up. I tried to break free by ending him. Only it didn’t end him. Instead it created more monsters, more anger, more hurt, violence and revenge. I cut the head off the snake and it grew a new one. Every day now I am pestered by intrusive thoughts about how to solve this. 

I killed a man to be free of him. And now I might have to do it again.
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2: Lucy
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JANUARY 2005

Before Lily, leaving the flat was easy. It could be achieved in a matter of seconds. I put on my shoes, coat, grabbed my phone and keys and walked out of the front door. Easy. Simple. Post Lily, it was a gargantuan task, something almost unfeasible. Impossible, even. Barely worth the struggle. 

Danny always laughed when I tried to tell him. He thought I was joking, but I wasn’t, and his humour made me want to slap him. It made me want to drop her on his lap and walk out of the flat alone and let him deal with it. 

That morning was no different. I was eating toast, half a slice clamped between my teeth while I placed Lily on the changing mat. My phone was ringing in the kitchen. I ignored it, unpopping the sleepsuit and the vest underneath to reveal the eye-stinging stench of a soiled nappy. The pee had soaked out of the nappy and onto the vest, which meant I would have to take everything off her and start again. 

I tore a chunk off the toast and tossed the rest on the floor while I disposed of the offending nappy. Lily, reacting to the indignity, stretched her mouth open into a silent scream, followed just seconds later by an ear-splitting one. 

‘Oh, it’s okay, it’s okay, I’m going as fast as I can.’ I shoved another nappy under her bum, fastened the tape and started pulling the damp suit and vest off. Her tiny arms and legs were rigid, her eyes screwed up tightly while her entire body shook with screams. Honestly, anyone would think I was murdering her. ‘Oh, come on, come on, I can’t go any quicker.’

Tea, toast and the endlessly ringing phone would all have to wait while I tugged another vest over her head and fastened it between her legs. I tried to do it all as fast as possible, which resulted in me accidentally scratching her ankle with my fingernail. Oh, for Christ’s sake, she was apoplectic now. 

‘Just like your father,’ I sighed through gritted teeth, finally scooping her up and holding her against my shoulder, which was her favourite position. ‘Well, that’s what Nanny Kay says all the time anyway, eh? Come on now, that’s enough, we need to go out, so let’s get you fed and settled, okay?’ 

She was still crying, but now it was less of a scream and more of a sob. I sat on the sofa, lifted my top and offered her the boob. As always, she was instantly calmed. Ah, the silence was bliss. As was the calm that spread through both of us. I dropped my head back, closing my eyes as she suckled hungrily, her tiny body already loosening into drowsiness. I felt so temped to let myself fall asleep. She would sleep if I held her like that, next to the boob; sated by breastmilk, her ultimate addiction. To move her would be suicide. 

And God, I needed a sleep. I needed to sleep for a hundred years to make up for what I’d lost. I could give into it. Forget about the food shopping and the parcel I had to pick up. Forget popping in to see Kay as I’d promised. Just sleep. Precious, blissful, wonderful sleep. God, how I missed it. 

But the phone was still ringing. Again and again and again. Whoever it was didn’t want to simply leave a message or a text. It was then that I spotted my own phone on the arm of the sofa. So, it wasn’t mine, after all. I glanced at the kitchen. Had Danny left his on the side, or in the pocket of his jacket again? Damn it. With Lily still clamped to my breast, I got up, staggered into the kitchen and there it was. Danny’s phone, on the table under his jacket. It was obviously urgent, so I decided to answer it and tell whoever it was that he had already gone to the club to meet a supplier. 

‘Hello? Danny’s phone.’ 

There was a pause. A sound, like the clearing of a throat and then the sudden click as someone hung up on me. Anxious, I walked back into the lounge and holding Danny’s phone under Lily’s bum, I sat down and grabbed my own. Lily went back to feeding, her sucks slower now as she drifted towards deep sleep. I smiled at her little fist resting on her head. Brow furrowed in concentration, I brought up the number that had been calling Danny. It had a local area code, but no name from his contact list.

‘I wonder who that was?’ I murmured. ‘Do you think Mummy ought to call them back in case it was important?’ 

Yeah, that was how I excused myself, the justification I needed. It could be important. They had been ringing for ages. Maybe they got cut off when I picked up. That’s what I told myself at the time, but later that night, lying in bed, I could admit the truth. That something about that call had given me a bad feeling, deep in the pit of my stomach. 

I typed the number into my own phone and hit call. The call was answered instantly.

‘Jerry Howard, how may I help you?’ 

I hung up in a panic and threw the phone across the other end of the sofa. I stared at it in horror, my heart pounding, my scalp crawling. Why the hell was Jerry Howard calling Danny?
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THE FIRST SONG OF THE night is always the most important. It’s not the one most people will hear. But it’s important because it’s the first one. The staff will hear it. The people waiting outside to get in will hear it. The first to arrive, the first to push through the double doors and enter the club, will hear it. And I hear it. 

It’ll be over quickly, and later when the place is full, there will be other important songs. Songs to get them dancing. Songs to get them kissing. Songs to chill them out. The most devoted will hear all of them, like I used to back when I was a kid, because I never wanted to miss a single song. I’d try to be there for the first and the last. Not everyone hears that first one, but it is the most important because it sets up everything else. It sets the mood, the tone, the intention. 

And I have that control. It’s like these days, I’m the puppet master too. I can control the music, which means I can control the entire night. Somehow, I always know what to play. Maybe I pick something that sums up the way I’m feeling each night. I don’t know. It’s just always there. The right song. The perfect song. 

I started with ‘Wrong Place, Right Time’ by The Fall. I didn’t know why, except the dark, mad energy of it was something I could relate to. It was urgent all right. Up on the DJ stand, elevated, above them all, I watched their reactions. Tonight, it was obvious. Brash, brave, bravado. I’m fucked up but I’m okay with that. One group came in, all men, followed by another, all female. Followed by another group, mixed. Then a pair of girls. A few more. 

I liked watching them. Kept my eye on them always. Already there was one traipsing up to meet me. I had the next five songs lined up, but he knew if he got his in early there was a good chance I would play it. I knocked my headphones to one side to hear him. 

‘Something by PJ Harvey?’ he asked me. ‘‘Good Fortune?’ Oh, and ‘So fast, So Numb’ by REM, and ‘She’s Lost Control’ by Joy Division?’

I grinned and wrote them down. ‘Classy.’ 

And he went away happy, and I was thinking, that used to be me. They were good choices. Especially the last one. I played them all in a row after mine just to please the kid, because he was a regular, and because he used to be me. I was forever running up and down those metal stairs to ask for songs. It used to make my night when Chris played them. When I watched the crowd I felt like God. They were in the palm of my hands. After ‘She’s Lost Control’, I hit them with LCD Soundsystem’s ‘Losing My Edge’. They started jumping around and I’d keep them jumping for a while. I had some classics up my sleeve for them, some surprises. 

I stared down at them, night after night, shaping their experience. Controlling their emotions. That was how it was. I was like him in some ways, I guess. I liked it too, being in control, having that much power, but I used it for good. I made them happy. I liked giving people good times and good memories. From up there, I watched what I had started with that first, vital song. I watched their reactions and sensed their mood, watched them dance and laugh, and jump and sing. Watched them in corners, around tables, talking and laughing, hugging, pushing, shoving, falling. I watched them at the bar, leaning close to be heard over the music as it pummelled them. I watched them and felt like I knew them, and that was the other important thing, you see. You had to know your crowd. You had to understand them, where they came from, who they were, what they wanted, what they longed for. Everything.

Towards the end of my set, I spotted Michael down there. He suddenly turned up at the bar, ordering a pint, before turning around to face the dance floor crowd. He glanced up at me and I nodded back. He grinned and went back to his pint, but it was too late, because I had already seen the look on his face and in his eyes. Despair. Something was up. He came in when he could, but it was hard these days, now we all had kids. I had my excuse, of course, I owned the place. But Michael and Anthony struggled to justify to their other halves, why they still needed to go clubbing. You’re a grown man, Anthony’s wife would say, you’re a father, act like one!

So, when they did show up, they came with shame and guilt. Mike dropped in when he could, which meant a lot to me. I still kind of felt like it was him and me against the world. I set up the last few songs and left the decks and pushed through the door that led to my office.

Kurt looked up from his basket under my desk. He yawned and stretched and wagged his tail, but it was too much effort for him to get up obviously. I was going to head down to find Mike and buy him another drink, when I heard the office phone ring, so I hurried back to answer it. 

‘Chaos. How can I help?’ 

‘I’ve been calling you all day, Daniel.’ 

Shit and fuck. I edged around the desk and lowered my backside into the chair. My breath caught in my throat. Part of my brain was yelling: this can’t be real, this can’t be real, this can’t be happening. My mouth fell open and I stared at the phone sitting bullishly on my desk. 

‘Are you there?’ 

I swallowed thickly and blinked. Shit and fuck. There had been nothing. No contact, except through our solicitors. I’d heard nothing from Jerry Howard since that night I agreed to his demands. 

So why the fuck was he calling me now?
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I WAS A PATIENT MAN. 

If there was one thing I knew I’d successfully passed on to my son, it was that – the importance of patience. A patient man always won the long game, you see, and he’d known that as well as I had. 

‘Yeah, I’m here.’ 

The voice was tight, hoarse. He sounded caught off guard, which I suppose he was. I’d allowed such time to pass for many reasons, and patience was one of them. 

‘Don’t you keep your mobile on you?’ I asked him. ‘I’ve been calling it all day.’ 

‘I must’ve left it at home.’ 

‘I see. Well, I’ve tracked you down, it seems. I thought it was about time we had a chat?’

‘About?’ 

I smiled at the tremor in his voice. It was faint and well controlled, but I wouldn’t miss something like that. Before I could reply, he asked, ‘Why now?’ 

A good question. ‘Well, Daniel, I think it’s about time. I’ve allowed you time to settle into the club and into fatherhood. How’s that going by the way?’ 

A pause. An intake of breath. ‘It’s great.’ 

‘Good, glad to hear it. What is she now, about four months?’ 

Another pause. A sniff. ‘Yeah. Four months.’ 

‘Teething, I expect?’ 

‘Yeah, she is.’ A softness to his tone now, perhaps a slight smile detected around the edges. 

‘Well, there you go. You’ve had enough to deal with. I thought it best to let you get on with it and give you some time. Your money has been trickling my way very nicely and mine yours. I take it you have no complaints?’

‘No, sir.’ 

I lowered my head, pressed two fingers against my smile. No, sir. I’d always required that Lee call me sir. I thought it important to establish authority. Daniel had never called my son sir, but I knew why he used it for me – because he had to, didn’t he? Because of the dark guilt eating up his insides every single day. Because he took my son from me, brutally, horribly. Sliced him to pieces on the kitchen floor. Because Daniel owed me. 

‘Good, good. Chaos is doing very well, I see. Very well. Better than ever since you took over. You know, I’ve sent Nick along a few times out of curiosity. Did you spot him?’ 

This time an exhalation of breath. I sensed anger and distaste. No doubt because he did not want Groves anywhere near his precious Chaos. 

‘No, I didn’t.’ 

‘Ah well, he was discreet,’ I went on. ‘He says you have live bands in twice a week, is that right?’ 

‘Yeah, Tuesdays and Thursdays. Up and coming local bands mostly. They go down a storm.’ 

‘I know they do. Your takings are better than mine, you might have noticed that, and of course, I’m very impressed.’ I waited for his response. There was another inhalation as he summoned courage. 

‘We have Student Night every Monday and Wednesday,’ he informed me, and I could hear the confidence and enthusiasm rising in his tone. I recalled what Lee had always said about him and the music. ‘Friday and Saturday are the money-makers though.’ 

‘Of course,’ I agreed, amiably. ‘You’re doing exceedingly well. Nick tells me those are the nights you DJ. Friday and Saturday.’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘How do you juggle that if you don’t mind me asking? It can’t be easy to manage a club from the DJ stand?’ 

‘I’ve still got Max here,’ he replied. ‘The original manager? And Chris, the DJ from way back, he does the student nights.’

‘Smart move. There’s no need for you to get your hands dirty. It’s like me and Howler. I pay Nick to do the graft and get the headaches, and I sit back and enjoy the money.’ 

Silence. I imagined him nodding stiffly, swallowing nervously. Waiting. I cleared my throat. 

‘So, why DJ then? The fun of it?’ 

‘It’s more than that,’ Daniel replied quickly. ‘The music drives everything else. The music has to be right. The music is everything, the whole club.’ 

I smiled. ‘Of course, it is. Clever lad. Seems like you know what you’re doing.’ 

‘Thank you.’ 

‘Now, I’m looking at my calendar Daniel, and I assume you’re as busy as I am, so I’m thinking of a meeting in two or three weeks time.’ 

I heard him sniff. Imagined him mulling it over, his heart racing, his palms sweating. But he knew he couldn’t say no because where would that get us? There was no way out here. No option. 

Finally, ‘We better say three.’ 

‘Three weeks...that takes us to Friday the thirtieth of January. Could you come to Howler? Let’s say before opening. Around six maybe?’ 

He paused before replying. ‘Yeah, okay. What do we need to talk about exactly?’

‘Everything, Daniel. The clubs. Our arrangement. Also, some of the other business avenues have been on hold shall we say, or at least scaled down.’ 

‘By other business avenues, you mean...?’ He left the question hanging. 

‘Yes, I think you know what I mean. Obviously, we’ve had a period of adjustment and changeover. You and Chaos. I’ve had to put a new manager in over at the White Horse and so on, and there have been distribution issues.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘I can’t go into it over the phone obviously, hence we need to have our very first business meeting, Daniel. I’ll see you there?’

‘I’ll be there.’ 

‘Good boy.’ I ended the call.
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I SAT ON THE SOFA, Lily back on the breast, my phone in my other hand. I felt utterly exhausted and on the brink of tears. I’d been thinking about calling him all day, but what was the point? He’d left his mobile here and there was no point calling the club. I tossed the phone on the sofa, let my head loll back and closed my eyes. Lily’s suck was slowing. Her feet twitched in dreams. The fight she had given me all day was finally leaving her small body. 

I opened my eyes, blinked away tears and gazed back down at her. The latch had broken, and I could see her open mouth, like a little rose bud, milk leaking from both sides and running down to the creases in her neck. 

I glanced at the wreckage of the lounge: the changing mat, bagged up nappy, discarded clothes and baby toys. I sighed and closed my eyes again. It was better not to look. 

‘It will all wait,’ Kay had told me that afternoon when I had finally popped in to see her. ‘Just leave it. Shove it to one side and ignore it. You can’t do everything, Lucy. You’re not superwoman. And if you want me to have a word with that son of mine, I will.’ 

‘No, it’s fine,’ I had assured her. ‘He comes in at three in the morning and sleeps until mid-day. Then, not that long after that, he’s back to it. He’s as knackered as I am.’ 

‘Does he help with night feeds?’ 

‘Well no, I’m still breastfeeding.’ 

‘Can’t you try expressing some and give her a bottle? Then he can do it while you sleep.’

It sounded wonderful in theory. I couldn’t remember the last time I had slept all night. Of course, I’d expected it with a newborn and to be honest, Lily had been pretty great to start with. She’d only woken twice a night for short feeds. I couldn’t believe my luck. It had been Kay who warned it wouldn’t last, and she was right. Teething kicked in at three months and it had been hell ever since. That was the only way I could describe it: the lack of sleep. The constant, endless screaming. Her tiny, red face. Her rigid body and helpless sobs. My easy newborn was now a distant memory. Reality had landed. Being a parent was bloody exhausting and I was on the verge of tears almost constantly. 

‘It’s normal,’ Kay had reassured me earlier. I’d got a bit tearful because Lily woke up as soon as I strapped her back into her car seat. All I’d wanted was to drive home without any screaming. Maybe get five or ten minutes of peace when we got back to the flat. ‘It’s normal for her to cry and it’s normal for you to cry too,’ Kay said, giving me a hug. ‘Honestly, believe me, there is nothing wrong with either of you. Once she gets that first tooth through, it will get easier, I swear.’ 

God, I hoped she was right. I opened my eyes to look at her again. My little girl. Our creation. A piece of me and Danny. My heart swelled, fit to bursting, the love I felt for her almost painful in its intensity. When I looked at her like that, felt the weight of her in my arms, I knew I could die for her, kill for her. Just keep sleeping, I willed her, just stay asleep and let Mummy sleep and then I’ll be okay again, I know I will. 

For the millionth time Kay had offered to have her. My mum had been suggesting the same. Just one night, they kept saying, get a proper sleep and you’ll be ready to take on the world. Again, it was tempting. Since teething started, it had been impossible to get Lily off to sleep in her cot. She would just scream and scream. The only thing that ever worked was a breastfeed and holding her. So, for the past four weeks she had been in bed with us. As tough as it was at times, I couldn’t imagine handing her over to anyone, even if it was just for one night. She would be inconsolable without the boob, I knew it. 

It would pass. I told myself this every time I gritted my teeth against the piercing screams. Every time I tripped over the toys, or the piles of washing, feeling like a brain-dead zombie. It will pass. Of course, I couldn’t tell Kay the real reason for my tears earlier. It hadn’t all been about Lily crying. But I couldn’t tell her about Jerry Howard, could I? Because all of that was behind us now, in the past. Or so Danny had said.

Again, I glanced at my phone. Should I call the club? Try to get hold of him to warn him? My stomach tightened in fear. What did Jerry Howard want after all this time? I didn’t think I could go through it again. The terror, being watched and harassed and threatened. And now we had Lily to think of. I shuddered, biting my lip. Maybe he already knew. Had already had a phone call. The chances were high, I supposed. Besides, by the time he got in, I’d be in bed with Lily. The night, no doubt, would be filled with her cries. Saturday would be the same. We probably wouldn’t get a chance to talk properly until Sunday. 

It had tortured my mind all day. What did it mean? What should I do? I’d pulled up Michael and Anthony’s numbers on my phone a few times, wondering if I ought to tell them. In the end, I had no choice. I had to wait for him to come home. The evening went as standard. Lily woke, cried, fed, cried. I managed to cook myself some pasta but only got to eat about half of it, jiggling her on my shoulder while she screamed blue bloody murder. I finally gave in and took her to bed. I would have loved to settle her in her cot and slump in front of the TV with a glass of wine, but it was just never going to happen. 

Instead, I changed her, got into my PJ’s and climbed into bed with her already attached to my breast. We both sighed. It wasn’t ideal, but at least she wasn’t crying. I turned the lights off and left the bedroom TV on low. I was just starting to drift off with Lily snoring softly against me when my phone rang on the bedside table. It made me jump violently, causing Lily to stir. 

‘Shh, shh baby.’ I rocked her gently whilst reaching out to grab my phone. I could see Danny’s name flashing on the screen. My stomach lurched. ‘Hello? You okay?’ 

Danny yawned in reply. ‘I’m fine, Luce, just wanted to say goodnight. Is Lily asleep?’ 

I was instantly confused. Why did he sound so calm? ‘She’s asleep on me,’ I stuttered over my words, desperate to ask him about Howard. ‘Danny, there was...’ 

‘You sound shattered, did I wake you?’

‘Not really, she’s been crying all day again. Danny, your phone...’ 

‘Yeah, I left it at home again. Did you try to call me?’ 

‘No, no, listen, are you okay?’ I held my breath, waiting for him to tell me, willing him to be honest for once, because, goddamn it, his mother had been right when she had told me he wasn’t good at lying, but he was very good at not telling people things. 

‘I’m fine,’ he told me, sounding forced. There was that gulp in his voice, a tightness. It reminded me of all the other times he’d told me he was fine when he wasn’t. And I felt it then, a cold kind of fear and realisation spreading through me. 

‘You’re fine?’ 

‘Yeah, course, just tired too. I’ll be home soon, okay? Don’t let me lie in too much tomorrow. I wanna spend some time with Lily and let you have a rest.’ 

I swallowed. I had no words. He wasn’t going to tell me. He was scared, I could hear it in his voice. I could tell Howard had got hold of him, but he wasn’t going to tell me about it. And worse than that, he was distracting me. Buttering me up. 

‘Lucy? You there?’ 

‘Yes, yes sorry. I’m so tired...That’s all.’ 

‘Ah, I’ll let you sleep then. See you soon, okay? I love you.’ 

‘Love you too.’ I ended the call. He hadn’t told me. And I wasn’t even surprised. Because he never told me anything. Not really. He’d paint on that fake smile, the one he had been wearing since that night at Howler with Jerry Howard. The one he’d worn when he’d told us how easily he had settled things with the man. Just a conversation, he’d said afterwards. He had been a surprisingly reasonable man. I hadn’t bought it then, but I had buried it. Ignored it. I’d had the baby to think of and a future to cling to. I’d known he was lying, known it wasn’t over, yet I had not pushed him. So, I was as much to blame.
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6: Danny
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I FELT HOLLOW AFTER lying to Lucy. I sat there for a while, behind my desk, Kurt now on my lap, my eyes fixed to the wall ahead. It felt like a hole had opened inside of me and was slowly filling with cold air. Pure fear. And there was no way back from it. I felt disconnected, sat there. Untethered and nauseous. 

I couldn’t move for a while. Talking to the old man and then lying to Lucy. I drummed my fingers against the desktop in tune with the music thumping through the club. ‘Rebellion’, by Arcade Fire. I felt dazed. 

‘Shit...’ I murmured to myself. I shouldn’t have been surprised by Howard’s call. But I was. More fool me. I mean, I’d known it was coming. It’s just... nine months. Nine fucking months. I’d thought a few weeks, a few months tops. But the months had gone on and on.

Like his bastard son, I thought then, finally pushing up from the desk and letting Kurt drop down to the floor. Just like Lee, I remembered, as I headed slowly towards the door, always playing the long game. Patience is the key. 

I remembered Michael and hurried downstairs, pushing everything else away. I felt a need for his presence, and as I approached the bar from the back, I felt like I ought to rearrange my expression or something, because Mike, more than anyone, could read me like a book. I’d kept things from my mum over the years. I’d held things back from Lucy, but I’d never been able to get much past Mike. 

So, I grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured us both a shot, topped it up with coke and ice and joined Mike on the other side of the bar. He already had a pint of beer on the go and nodded appreciatively as I pushed the whiskey and coke at him. 

‘Hey mate.’ It came out far wearier and sadder than I had intended. 

His eyes met mine. ‘Hey Danny, how you doing?’ 

‘I’m okay. Saw you down here looking glum. Thought you looked like you could do with a strong drink.’

Michael nodded, drained the last of his pint and eyed the whiskey and coke. ‘You know me too well, mate.’ 

I laughed and clapped him on the back. ‘Bad day then?’ 

‘The worst,’ he groaned, cupping his hands around the glass. He looked at me and suppressed a smile. ‘I got sacked.’ 

I grimaced. ‘Ooh.’ 

‘Yeah. That.’ 

I scratched the back of my neck, then leaned forward to hear him better. Janis Joplin was screeching about her heart around us. A good choice, I thought. I loved a female vocalist. 

‘So, what happened? How did you manage to get fired from Halfords for Christ’s sake?’ Michael sniggered, resting his head in his other hand, elbow on bar. 

‘It’s been coming for a while, Dan.’ 

I laughed. ‘I know you hated that job, yeah.’ 

‘It wasn’t so much the job, it was that fucking fat bastard prick Malcolm.’ 

I laughed again. ‘Oh Mike, what did you do?’ 

‘Nothing,’ he shrugged, still grinning. ‘I just sort of snapped. No one can work with a sweaty pig like that leaning over them, telling them they do everything wrong! Jesus Christ, Dan, I swear he had the hots for me or something. He was always pressing up against me near the tills.’ 

‘Well you lasted six months, not bad for you.’ 

‘Seven,’ he corrected me. ‘And that’s a bloody miracle.’ He hung his head slightly, the grin fading. ‘Not looking forward to telling Jenny.’ 

‘No, guess not.’ 

Michael winced and turned his glass in a circle. ‘She really worries about money, mate. She’ll panic. I’ve really let her down again.’ 

‘Does she know you’re here?’ 

‘Yeah, told her I was popping in for a bit.’ He rubbed at his dark hair and sighed. ‘I should’ve kept my mouth shut and just ignored the prick but he’s such a fat, lazy slob. I don’t know how he got to be the boss of anything. All he does is sit on his fat arse complaining, blaming everyone else for his own mistakes. Total prick.’ 

I stifled a laugh. ‘So you told him that?’

‘That’s pretty much what came out, yeah,’ he nodded. ‘I mean, he changed my hours again for no fucking reason and I had a moan about it. It escalated.’ Mike looked at me sheepishly, lifting the glass to his lips. ‘I’m not entirely sure if I quit or he fired me. It was kind of both.’ 

I gave him a nudge with my elbow. ‘Oh Mike, you’ve gotta stop telling people what you think of them, you know. It’s a genuine personality flaw.’ 

Michael sipped his drink, his eyes on me. ‘What do you want me to do, become all cagey like you?’ 

He was grinning knowingly, but there was that look in his eye I knew so well. Him, giving me an opportunity to open up and let him in. He’d been giving me that look since the meeting with Jerry Howard months ago and I’d been throwing him off the scent ever since. Thinking about Jerry caused my stomach to roll over and I glared down at my drink, suddenly incredibly tempted to tell him about it. Tell him everything. But the music roared on around us. Stealers Wheel, ‘Stuck In The Middle With You’. And instead, I looked him in the eye and offered him a job. 

‘You what?’ he blinked. 

‘We’ve got a girl leaving next month and no one lined up yet. It’s top of my list to start responding to job applications but if you want it?’ 

‘Are you serious?’ He leaned towards me, a magnificent grin eating up his face. 

‘Totally,’ I nodded. ‘You’ve worked bars before, right?’ 

‘Few years back, yeah. Got fired though.’ 

‘How come?’ 

‘Hated the boss,’ he grinned. 

I slapped his shoulder. ‘Well, you wouldn’t have that problem here, would you? I’m seriously cool to work for. Everyone says it.’ 

Michael shrugged, his eyes dancing. ‘I don’t know about that, mate. I’ve heard some toe-curling stuff about the guy who owns this place. Rumour has it he’s a right dodgy character.’

‘It’s true you wouldn’t wanna mess with him.’ 

‘True, indeed,’ he said, tipping me a wink.

‘So, you’d keep your mouth shut then? Keep your opinions to yourself?’ 

‘I’m not an idiot,’ he said, his grin reaching his ears. ‘You’ve saved my arse tonight, mate.’ 

I raised my glass and he lifted his. ‘New start,’ I said. We clinked glasses. 

‘I won’t let you down, I swear.’ 

‘You never have yet,’ I told him, and I meant it. If there was one person I could rely on above all others, one person who would have my back no matter what, it was Michael. And I’d let him down. More than once. I’d disappointed him and caused him fear and pain, but he’d never given up on me. We celebrated with one more drink before he set off home, a far happier man than the one he’d been earlier. He wouldn’t have to explain to Jenny that he’d been fired. He could just tell her I’d offered him a better job, and she’d be fine about it. He could have whatever hours suited him and better pay. Plus, he’d be working in the best fucking club in the world. 

I felt good about it for a while. I’d helped out my best friend. Saved his arse and made him smile. But later, back in the office after closing time, I knew the truth was more complicated. Offering Michael a job like that had been an entirely selfish act. I wanted him by my side if things were about to kick off with Howard and that pretty much made me a selfish bastard.
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7: Lucy
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I WAS LYING ON MY SIDE, curled around Lily, when Danny finally crept into bed. She had just settled down after a prolonged crying fit. Danny planted a kiss on my head before picking up one of her tiny hands and pressing his lips against it. 

‘Please don’t wake her,’ I whispered through a yawn. ‘I’ve only just stopped her crying.’

Danny dropped his head onto the pillow and sighed. ‘Sorry, Luce.’ 

‘I gave in and fed her Calpol.’ 

‘Don’t blame you.’ 

‘I mean, she’s in pain, right? With the teeth?’ 

‘If it works, it works,’ he agreed wearily. 

I closed my eyes. ‘That and the boob.’ 

‘Yep. She loves the boob all right.’ 

Silence stretched out between us for a while. I wondered if he had fallen asleep but there had been no change in his breathing. I was getting close to going under. 

‘Your phone was going mental today,’ I murmured. 

‘Was it? Sorry. Can’t believe I forgot it again.’ 

‘Did they catch up with you? Whoever it was?’ 

He exhaled. ‘Yeah, they did.’ 

I almost didn’t ask it. I almost didn’t want to know. Let him keep his secrets, I thought. I had enough to deal with and I could barely think straight lately. I’m not sure what made me ask, ‘So who was it?’ Maybe it was anger. Resentment. I laid there and bristled, wide awake now. Wondering why he didn’t just tell me. Wondering why he didn’t trust me, even after all these years and everything we had been through. I laid there and questioned our entire relationship. 

There was no pause before his reply this time. ‘Some band,’ he said without hesitation, the answer rehearsed. ‘Wanting to audition.’

I didn’t answer him. I rolled onto my back and was glad he could not see the tears in my eyes.
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8: Jerry
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‘I WANT YOU THERE,’ I told Lawler, picturing his scrawny frame, like a scarecrow wearing a baseball cap. As I had expected, he did not argue. 

‘Yes, boss,’ came the reply, slightly dazed as always. 

‘You are part of everything,’ I went on. ‘A go-between, isn’t that right, Lawler? You’re the one true go-between, do you know that?’ 

‘Uh, yes boss.’ 

Agreeing without even knowing what he agreed with. Just desperate to be let off the hook, to have me hang up on him and let him get on with his next fix. 

‘Between all levels,’ I explained, hoping he would understand, and get to grips with the importance of his position. ‘Suppliers, dealers, customers... myself and Daniel. You’re the one they can all relate to.’ 

‘Yes, definitely boss.’ Trembles in his voice. Please let me go. Hang up. Leave me alone. Please. 

‘I’m glad you understand, because it’s imperative that you understand, Jaime. We’ve arranged it for six o’clock, but I want you there at half five.’ 

‘Not a problem, boss.’ 

I hung up abruptly. I had what I needed. I turned around, slipped my hands into my pockets and gazed down at the desk in my office. Photos of my wife and son sat side by side. She stood tall and proud outside the door of our first family home. I’d slaved my way through the boxing circle, punching my way to win money and respect, to buy her that house. She was young in the photo. Just twenty-six. Lee, a similar age in the next photo. Shaven-headed, intimidating in his black bomber jacket and boots. I’d taken the photo the day he started work as a night-club bouncer. The boy had done well, I mused now, staring at his face. Just like his old man, he had battled his way up to the top. No one had handed him anything for free. The least I could do now was see through his plans, his dreams. See them through and pass them on.

Because that’s what living on was: being remembered, leaving a legacy. I’d been so proud to shape and guide my son through his life and I’d been so proud of his accomplishments, his hard work ethic, never ever quitting at anything. He never turned his back on anything, my son. Not even that wayward boy. I’d taught him well. 

I left the desk and wandered to the window. I’d picked this house for the views. Lee had loved the sea, but I loved the forest, the fields, hills and greenery, colours and textures. I’d made my retirement home in the beauty of the New Forest, a plot of land, a beautiful home. Peace and quiet. 

Of course, I nipped back to Essex often. I had the four gyms spread out across my old stomping ground, well established management in each. Money pouring in. Success gleamed back at me. And now here, further south, I could fully retire, I could stay out of it all if I wished. Put my feet up and relax in comfort. I had hobbies, past-times, enough to amuse me. But it wasn’t an attractive thought, not really. I stared out of the window, knowing the cold truth. I didn’t like to be alone. I didn’t have a son or a wife anymore. Because of him.
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9: Danny
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‘YOU SEEM TENSE TODAY, Danny, if you don’t mind me saying.’ 

I smiled and shrugged. ‘Yeah, probably.’ 

I chewed at a nail before dropping my hand back on the arm rest. My therapist smiled back at me. She was a small, neat woman, probably in her late forties or early fifties. She had a round, childlike face, her age only given away by the lines around her eyes and mouth. Her eyes were bright blue, her nose rounded, her mouth small but with full lips. Her hair a halo of tight, brown curls. She never wore skirts or dresses, only straight dark jeans, button down shirts and neat cardigans, ankle boots, in an array of colours. Today they were red. 

I often wondered what her own life was like. Teresa. Did she have a husband and kids? I presumed she had a nice home, a nice car. I’d gone private to avoid the waiting lists, so I knew what she earned. She wouldn’t ever tell me anything about herself, although I had a habit of asking. It doesn’t work like that, she’d tell me. A therapist is not your friend. Good therapists have boundaries to keep you safe. And they will refer you on if they think you’re getting too attached to them. 

I didn’t think Teresa had such worries about me. She thought I had attachment issues, though; that I’d grown into the habit of holding people at arm’s length. She told me I plastered a fake smile on my face and told people what I thought they wanted to hear. Including her. She’d tell me off when I tried it. So, I was supposed to be truthful. Honest. Otherwise, this wouldn’t work. She had to remind me of this frequently, which I guess from anyone else would make me feel like I was being called a liar, but she didn’t make me feel like that. She would remind me with that sweet smile and those crinkly eyes. I liked to believe she was a kindly person. 

‘Danny,’ she said now. ‘Let’s remind ourselves of why you are here. Why did you ask for help?’ 

‘Because I don’t want to lose my girlfriend or my daughter.’ 

‘What makes you think you might lose them?’

‘Because I keep secrets from her, from Lucy. And because I’m afraid if she knew the truth, she would leave me.’ 

‘So, let’s go back to those things, the things you keep from her. Well, the ones you’ve told me anyway.’ She gave a smile, her eyes scrunching up. 

‘That’s right,’ I agreed softly. ‘I haven’t told you everything yet.’ 

‘No, but let’s focus for now on what we do know. Danny, during our first session, you told me you needed help because you’d been harming yourself.’ 

This was the subject she wanted to talk about today. Probably because I seemed so tense.

‘I’ve seen you like this a few times,’ she went on, as if reading my expression and reacting to it. ‘And one was during our first session, when you told me you had strong urges to hurt yourself. Are you feeling like that today?’ 

‘Yes,’ the word came out as a sigh. To say the word was like an exhalation of pure relief, letting something go I had been holding on to so tightly since Jerry Howard called. 

‘Have you had this feeling for a few days? Or just today?’ 

‘Since Friday,’ I told her. 

‘Did something happen on Friday?’ 

‘Yes, but I can’t talk about that yet.’ 

‘I see,’ Teresa smiled patiently. She knew I could be very cloak and dagger about things. Maybe it was frustrating for her, or maybe she enjoyed trying to unravel my secrets week after week. ‘Do you often keep secrets from the people in your life?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Going back to what happened on Friday, how did it make you feel?’ 

I nodded, gripped the armrests tighter. Swallowed hard. ‘Scared, mostly. Shocked, I suppose. Sick. Then angry. Ashamed.’ I lifted one hand and cupped my head. 

‘And when these feelings came, what did you do?’ 

‘Not much,’ I remembered. ‘Just sat thinking for a bit. Not too long. Then I had a few drinks with Michael and offered him a job.’ 

‘Oh, that was kind of you.’ 

‘Yeah, he’d just been sacked so it cheered him up.’

‘And you’ll enjoy having him work with you? Being such close friends?’ 

‘Yeah, definitely.’ 

‘So, would you say that spending this time with Michael calmed you down again?’

‘Yeah,’ I agreed. ‘It distracted me, I guess.’ 

‘But the feelings came back?’ 

I scratched my neck then rubbed both palms against my face. ‘Yes, after that, after he left, then worse again after I got home and lied to Lucy.’ 

‘Can you tell me what you lied about?’ 

‘I just... I just didn’t tell her anything. I said everything was fine when it wasn’t. I lied.’

‘And you felt guilty for lying?’ 

‘Yes, and because of Mike.’ 

‘What about him?’ 

‘Because, well the truth is, I didn’t give him a job to help him. I mean, I did, but it wasn’t just that reason.’ I placed my hands back on the armrests of the chair. My palms were hot and sweaty, and I wanted to rub them back and forth to relieve the itch of lying. 

‘Can you tell me what the reason was?’ 

I squirmed. ‘It was selfish. I did it because I wanted him there with me. At the club, I mean.’ 

‘Why?’ 

I shrugged, gazed at the floor. ‘To make me feel safe.’ 

‘Safe from what? Or from whom?’ 

‘I can’t tell you.’ 

Teresa nodded patiently, uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. She didn’t say anything though. She was waiting for me; hoping that her silence would encourage me to speak but it rarely did. I just sat there, fighting the urges until she said, ‘Danny?’ I looked up, met her eye. ‘You appear very distressed. I think it might help ease the pressure if you told me who or what you fear and why.’ 

I shook my head, looking away. ‘I can’t. Not yet.’ 

‘Okay,’ she sat back, nodded once. ‘Are you still feeling the urge to hurt yourself?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘Can you tell me why?’ 

‘Because I know it will make me feel better. Quickly, I mean.’ 

‘By better, what do you mean, Danny?’ 

‘Calmer, I guess.’ 

She leaned forward slightly, thoughtfully, her eyes on me. Her hands were clasped together between her knees. ‘Danny, can you tell me when you first self-harmed? Was it when you were a child?’ 

‘No, I mean, I was, I dunno, fourteen, fifteen.’ 

‘Can you tell me about that? What happened?’ 

I nodded, dragging back the memory. ‘It came out of nowhere, really. I was sat on this bench in a park on my own, and I had my knife and I just lashed out at myself, I guess and cut my arm. I’ve still got the scar.’ I rolled my sleeve up to show her. She raised her eyebrows then narrowed her eyes. 

‘How were you feeling when you cut your arm with the knife? Can you remember?’

‘Yeah. Ashamed, mostly. Like I ought to die. Like everyone hated me.’ I shrugged at her, lifting my hand to chew at my nail again. 

‘What happened to make you feel like that?’ 

I wasn’t sure where to begin, how far back to go, so I tried to break it down for her. ‘I’d given Mike speed and Anthony had a go about it, so I stormed off. I’d upset Lucy too, doing the speed and I knew I had to go home and face Howard... so, I just sat on this bench and wanted to die.’ 

‘The feelings grew stronger?’ 

‘Yeah,’ I told her. ‘Like I was gonna explode.’ 

‘Can you remember how you felt after you cut your arm?’ 

‘Yeah. Calmer. Better. Like I could get up and move and deal with stuff.’ 

‘Did you continue to self-harm after that? As a teenager?’ 

‘Not really, no.’ 

‘And what about during your time in prison?’ I shook my head at her. ‘Have you any idea why not?’ 

‘No, I dunno. I guess I just closed up...Got through it.’ 

‘And when did the self-harming emerge after prison?’ 

I scratched my eyebrow and yawned. ‘Recently. Since Lily was born.’

‘And it was the main reason you decided to seek help.’ I nodded, yes. ‘Danny, do you use anything else to help you when you get these strong feelings?’ 

‘Like what?’ 

‘Like alcohol, drugs, smoking, anything like that.’ 

I was confused by her change in direction, but the idea was to be as honest as I could. ‘I smoke maybe three or four a day, tops.’ 

‘It used to be a lot more?’ 

‘Yeah, I pretty much chain-smoked.’ 

‘Did you cut down your smoking for Lily’s sake?’ 

‘Yeah.’ I nodded. ‘Course. I don’t ever smoke at home, not even outside or anything. I just do it at work. Sometimes I take a cigarette out at home and sort of play with it, but I never light up.’ 

‘So, you managed to cut back a serious addiction for the sake of your child, and Lucy? To protect them?’ 

‘Yeah, course.’ 

‘And what about alcohol?’ she went on. ‘Do you drink much?’ 

I nodded reluctantly. ‘Never at home,’ I said, right away. ‘But at work sometimes, or with friends. Whiskey. For some fucked up reason I like whiskey.’ 

She frowned. ‘Why is that fucked up?’ 

I winced before answering but I knew I ought to tell the truth. ‘It was my stepdad’s and Jack’s favourite drink.’ 

For some reason she wrote that down, picking up her notepad and pen and scribbling on the pages. 

‘Perhaps we will come back to that later. But did you used to drink more? Before Lily and Lucy?’ 

I sighed. ‘Yeah. I guess the urge is still there, pretty strong, but I wouldn’t go there. You know.’ 

‘So, like smoking, you’ve managed to restrict your alcohol intake for their sake? And if you do indulge in either, you do it far away from them?’ 

I had no idea what she was getting at, but nodded, yes. She was writing again. 

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘What about other drugs, Danny? Illegal ones? Do you ever take them?’

I shook my head firmly, straightening up in the chair. ‘No, never, not now.’ 

‘I know you had a heroin addiction before prison,’ Teresa glanced down at her notes. ‘How long have you been clean?’ 

‘Like, eight years I think. It was my stepdad that made me kick it, you know, and I’ve not touched anything since. Not even a spliff. Nothing.’ 

‘Have you been tempted? Since prison, I mean?’ She was looking at me carefully, intensely, as if trying to piece together a puzzle. 

‘I guess, sometimes, but not since Lily. No way. I wouldn’t.’ 

‘So, again, you’ve managed to resist what was once a serious addiction, for the sake of your family?’ 

I shrugged and frowned. ‘Yeah. Course.’ 

‘But you do still feel the urge for them?’ 

I wanted to lie. To her and to myself. But as if reading my mind and my hesitation, Teresa smiled knowingly. 

‘Honest answer.’ 

‘Yeah,’ I admitted. 

‘Often?’ 

I exhaled slowly. ‘Yeah. I guess I miss them sometimes.’ 

‘They were a prop in your younger days? A way you got through things?’ 

‘It felt like they saved me. At the time, I mean. They helped me.’ 

‘I understand,’ she nodded. ‘They made you feel better and calmer and eased the pain and the anger.’ 

‘Yes, that’s it. Definitely.’ 

‘And you miss them for that reason? You must miss cigarettes and alcohol too, but you don’t want to hurt your family, so you must find other ways to ease the hurt and the anger. Ways that won’t put your family in danger? Do you see where I’m going with this?’ Her twinkly eyes were on me, waiting, watching for the penny to drop. 

‘You mean hurting myself?’ 

‘Yes. You’ve replaced one addiction with another. One that you can keep a secret and one that only hurts you, not your loved ones. Cutting has become another way for you to deal with the pain.’ 

I looked at my lap, feeling slightly dazed. ‘I suppose so. I hadn’t thought about it like that.’

‘It’s something to think about,’ she advised. ‘And it brings us back to those secrets of yours. While they are still secrets, you cannot fully release your pain or anger, your sadness or shame. Do you feel like you cannot fully express the pain in case it reveals the secrets?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘But it’s too much, Danny,’ she said, with a sad smile. ‘Much too much for one person to bear. The secrets are weighing you down, and you are carrying that alone to protect others. It’s too much and so it has to come out somewhere. Where once you would have used drugs or alcohol to release it and medicate yourself, you now choose self-harm. How do you feel when you cut yourself, Danny?’ 

‘I dunno.’ I shrugged awkwardly, unable to resist glancing at the clock. She had given me so much
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