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Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

I first wrote this novel, or at least an early version of it, in 1994 when I was sixteen years old. I have to admit, I was somewhat inspired by the film The Commitments when I decided I wanted to write a story about a boy who dreamt of becoming a famous singer. I never finished that version, but in 2016 I found it in an old suitcase under my bed. Until that moment, I had completely forgotten about the book and it was an exciting surprise to find it again. Written in biro on various scruffy sheets of A4 lined paper, clipped into a battered lever arch file, everything was there. Even character bios! I decided then and there that I had to rewrite this book and finally finish it. I was working on several other 

Projects at the time, so to begin with I penned two short stories which appeared in my collection; Bird 

People and Other Stories. The short stories were supposed to help push back the novel for a while, but the opposite thing happened. I enjoyed writing them so much, I couldn’t wait to get started on the book and wrote the first draft later in 2016. Over the next three years I went through the process of rewriting and revising it several times and it even surprised me by developing itself into a series! These 

characters have taken me on quite an unexpected journey since I rediscovered them in that old suitcase. They have thrown so many surprises my way and I love them for that. I hope you feel the same.

Many thanks, 

Chantelle Atkins
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Bill Robinson’s phone vibrated under his pillow, jolting him awake. The last dream lingered for a few seconds; a dull pain that destroyed his insides. One hand went for the phone and the other reached for his ribs. For a moment, the pressure was real and tremendous, deep inside his chest where he could feel the blood gurgling up from the cavity behind his splintered ribs, pooling in his mouth. Only it wasn't blood, it was drool.

Bill looked at his phone, using his free hand to mop up the saliva on his chin. The dream was over, but the pain remained. The message was from his dad.

I’m outside. You ready?

Bill tapped out his reply;

Did you get the prescriptions?

There was a brief pause, during which he was certain he could feel his father’s exasperation swelling within the phone. It buzzed again.

Yes! Took ages! Hurry up, parking money has run out

Bill clutched the phone and eased his body into an upright position. His phone vibrated in his hand and he stared down at it, now breathless from the exertion. 

Summer; What time u home?

He knew why she was asking, and it was annoying. Did she really think he wanted an audience? He wasn't in the mood to converse with Summer. Or anyone, for that matter. He had enough to think about.

Bill lowered his feet to the floor, pushed back his hair and yawned. The ward doors shushed open and footsteps approached his bed. Though the doctor had discharged him on the morning round, waiting for prescriptions had taken up the rest of the day. Bill knew that his father’s patience would be stretched paper thin by now.

'Are we up?' a friendly female voice asked on the other side of the curtain. 

Bill slipped from the bed, gasped in pain and croaked a reply. 'Yep.'

'Are we decent? I'd just like to check the bruising before we let you go.'

'Yeah.'

The curtains opened, and the staff nurse he knew as Marie stepped briskly in before swishing them shut again behind her. She smiled before helping him to lift his t-shirt.

'Ooh,' she hissed, stepping closer to lay her cold hands on his revealed skin. 'Colours like a rainbow!'

He nodded, grimly. 'It's all right.'

‘And how is the pain today?’

'Okay.’

‘I see your dad has picked up your prescriptions, so you are good to go!’

Bill tugged his grey t-shirt back down over the blackened skin of his body. If anything, the bruising was worse, as was the pain, but he wasn't going to tell them that. 

'And of course, you'll need regular check-ups with your GP,' the nurse was saying. Bill nodded silently in return. 'You need to rest,' she added, her voice stern. 'No strenuous activities, though you do need to keep active. And remember to do the breathing exercises, okay? They'll help your lung recover from the trauma.'

Bill nodded again, locating his boots under the bed and wondering how the hell he was going to put them on. Feeling exhausted already, he eased himself into the chair, pulled up one leg and began the process of tugging on a boot. The nurse looked on in amusement.

'Do you need some help with that?'

'No, thanks.'

'Mister independent,' she said, raising her eyebrows knowingly. She picked up the clipboard from the end of the bed and started to tick things off. 'No more getting into fights then, eh?' she added, while he began to struggle with the second boot. Bill gave her a dark look and did not reply. 

He stood up, slipped the phone into his pocket and picked up his bag. The nurse pulled back the curtains, allowing him a glimpse of freedom. And then she stepped towards him, her expression almost motherly with concern.

'Just have a think, won't you? About telling the police who put you in here.'

He offered a weary smile and started past her.

'They shouldn't get away with it, you know,' but he was already gone.

Bill took the lift to the ground floor and shuffled his way towards the exit. The automatic doors hissed either side, and traffic fumes and cigarette smoke wafted in. He limped through the door pausing to scan the car park for his dad’s Peugeot.

Bill felt his mobile vibrating in his pocket but ignored it. He stood with one hand in the pocket of his jeans, his bag on his shoulder and his phone going mental. Staring at nothing and slipping into a trance, he felt the resentment building up in his chest, thudding under his t-shirt. The pain in his body was a hard, cold reminder of how weak they had made him. 

Twitching with anger, Bill pulled out his headphones, connected them to his phone and pushed the buds in his ears. Bringing up his most recent list, he hit play.  Arctic Monkeys R U Mine? exploded into his ear drums, instantly drowning out the sound of traffic and sirens.

He clocked his dad's burgundy Peugeot looping around the car park. Andy Robinson beeped his horn once he had spotted his son. Bill started to walk, grim faced and straight backed towards the car. His father leaned across to the passenger door and swung it open for him. He had a roll-up on the go and The Clash on the CD player.

'Hurry up, Billy-boy.'  

Bill dumped his bag on the floor and got in. Sitting down caused fresh, hot pain to ricochet up his torso. He gasped and looked away, not wanting to make eye contact as he slammed the door. His dad gave him a quick once over.

'How's the ribs?'

Bill gave a brief nod and pulled his seat-belt across. 'Fine.' 

'You want a fag?'

Bill shook his head. 'I'm giving up.'

'Is that right?' Andy Robinson smirked at him, before putting the car into gear and screeching out of the car-park. 'I got work.’ He reached out to turn the music down. 'So, Pete's over to keep an eye on you.'

Bill kept his eyes on the hospital as it grew smaller in the wing mirror. He was not listening. His head was full of music and he could feel his feet stamping out the rhythm and the pain. And his hands, lying in his lap, wanted to curl around the microphone stand.

His dad ripped an ear bud from his ear. 'Hey!'

'I'm talking to you, don't be so bloody rude!' Andy shook his head, all narrowed eyes and furrowed forehead. Always the same, Bill thought, glaring back at him, everything pisses him off and nothing is fast enough for him. True to form, his dad was breaking the speed limit in his quest to deliver his son back to the Holds End estate.

Bill turned his face to the window and switched his own music off. Swerving around the roundabout, barely breaking, Andy passed his favoured drinking haunt, The Coopers Arms.

'I was saying,' he went on, gruffly. 'That Pete is round to keep an eye on you, 'cause I got to go to work later.'

'I don't need anyone keeping an eye on me.'

'No arguments!' Andy yelled, holding up a finger. 'I ain't taking no chances. We'll see what happens, eh? We'll see how the land lies.'

Bill rolled his eyes, his chin jutting out defiantly.

'You look like your mother when you do that face,' Andy told him in a softer voice. Bill glowered at his father. 'And that one too,' he said, with a chuckle. 'Give me as many evils as you like, Billy-boy, but that's what's happening. And I'll say it to you now, while it's just you and me, yeah?'

'What?'

'I don't want no more bloody trouble.'

'For Christ's sake, Dad...' Bill rubbed at his face.

'I'm serious, Bill. I went through years of that shit with your brother, now he's all straightened out, and you bloody start!'

'I didn't start anything.'

'If that's the truth, you should have told the police that.' His dad signalled right, pulling off the main road to the junction. He paused there, waiting for a gap in the traffic to get through. Bill looked to the right, seeing home, seeing the way the land lay, and feeling his stomach turn over inside of him.

'You don't understand anything...' he murmured, shaking his head.

'No? Well, who's fault is that, eh? You're the one keeping bloody quiet about everything, aren't you, eh? If you didn't do nothing wrong, then you should say so.'

Bill looked at his father, at the dark blonde hair that peeked out from under the baseball cap he liked to wear while driving. He had his Tom Waits t-shirt on; the one with the hole on the shoulder seam, and his pale blue jeans. He looked at the way his father was never still, always twitching and moving, like his body was made of marbles, and he realised how tired it all made him feel.

Andy turned right into the estate and sped on.

'What I was saying,' he went on, his tone serious. 'I want you to listen to me for once, do you hear?' Andy rolled his shoulders and held up one hand. 'Stop it,' he advised. 'Before it even starts.'

Bill felt tempted to give him a slow round of applause, such was the quality of his parenting advice. But he didn't, he put his earphones back in, turned up the volume and tuned out.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2



[image: ]


Summer King was lying in bed when she heard the commotion outside. Before the voices started to rise, she'd been wondering whether she ought to go back to living with her mother for a bit. The last six months with her father and his new wife Mel had been strained, to say the least. It wasn't that she didn't get on with them, it was more that now they had baby Lola, they barely noticed her at all. Which was fine by her most of the time. It meant she could come and go as she pleased, but she was starting to wonder if she had become invisible. 

Summer recognised the voices instantly and they made her stomach sink. She forced herself from her bed. Still clutching her phone, she wondered if she should send another message to warn him. At the window, she positioned herself to one side so that she could look through the gap at the edge of the curtains.

A sigh escaped her lips as she caught sight of him. Charlie McDonnal, standing in the middle of the foursome. The tallest and broadest, he looked older than his seventeen years. He looked like a boxer, she thought, with his triangular shaped chest, and his flattened nose. His head was shaved, his jaw was square, and he thought he owned the world.

Withdrawing from the window in disgust, Summer sat down on the edge of her bed and started to type a message. She knew exactly what they were doing, drifting over from their own roads to watch him return and it sickened her. She sent one message to Bill and one to Adam, and then left her room. 

She paused in the bathroom briefly to run her fingers through her dark cropped hair, before cramming her favourite beanie hat over it. Satisfied, she ran down the stairs, finding her battered converse boots lying in the hallway. The horrible feeling in her belly, and the way she couldn't catch her breath properly when she thought about any of it, forced her to consider how unfair it all was. The constant stream of messages from Adam Sutton and big-mouthed Logan Rivers, reminding her that today was the day Bill Robinson got out of the hospital. 

Summer looked up as Mel came out of the kitchen with Lola in her arms. Summer smiled at the sight of her; legs clad in lilac tights, drool shining on her chin. Mel returned the smile, a conspiratorial smile of love for the baby before her expression darkened.

'You're not going out there are you, love? Everyone says there's gonna be trouble.'

Summer stood up and sighed. 'There won't be trouble. I'm just popping over to say hi to Bill. I won't be long.' She tickled Lola under the chin. 'Did she sleep well last night?'

Mel rolled her eyes. 'No, didn't you hear her? God, I forgot, you sleep like the dead.'

Summer raised her eyebrows. Mel was always saying things like that. Little statements that suggested she knew Summer’s habits and idiosyncrasies. Nearly all of them were untrue. Summer did not sleep like the dead. She knew this because she had counted every single crack in her bedroom ceiling. She had seen patterns in them and imagined worlds. She had listened to old bands and new bands. She had sung along, mouthing the words while her feet danced at the end of the bed. She had looked up every band, every singer, every song Bill had ever mentioned to her and they had all kept her awake, as had he.

Outside, she told herself to be brave. Nothing was going to happen. Not today. Still, her heart was drumming so hard she was sure it had become the only sound in the close. Charlie and his friends were staring at her, and it felt as if time had stopped, and all that could be picked up was the thud, thud, thud inside her chest, as she pulled the door shut behind her, and repositioned her hat.

Charlie McDonnal offered his widest grin. He smiled with his teeth together, reminding her of a cartoon baddie. He was leaning arrogantly against the lamppost, muttering to his friends.

His poise exuded calm confidence. Just looking at him and his stupid shaved head made her feel sick to her stomach. She had a brief and horrible flashback, to two years ago, when she had not known any better, or when she had refused to listen. Her and Charlie McDonnal, behind the stage in the community centre, hot faced and breathing hard, his thick, rough hands covering her wrists. But she'd broken away and changed her mind.  

A movement caught her eye; Adam and Logan, emerging from the alley on the other side of the close. Adam was tall and slim with reddish-brown hair, while Logan was stocky and blonde. Charlie's gang straightened up, momentarily distracted from their assessment of her. A murmur of excitement ran through them. She could feel them bristling, one by one, but no one moved. No one spoke. Adam and Logan nodded at her before turning towards the Robinson's house, which was directly opposite hers.

The door opened faster than Summer had anticipated and Bill's older brother Pete beckoned them in before slamming it shut again. Summer's mouth dropped open. She would have to cross the close alone. She would have to walk around Charlie and his gang. 

Summer took a step forward just as Andy Robinson's burgundy Peugeot screeched around the corner of the road. She stopped, mouth open as the car sped past her and the gang, skidding to a halt outside their house. The front door opened again, Pete visible in the doorway. Summer felt the close coming to life around her; curtains moved, blinds shuddered. And everything was silent as Bill Robinson climbed out of the car.

Summer suddenly felt like she had died. She ceased to exist and all eyes and ears were on him as he walked stiffly from the car. She could see how he was putting all his effort into standing tall, into walking easily, without pain. It made her heart ache for him and reminded her how horrible it was to love someone.

Tugging her sleeves down over her hands, she hurried across the close. Charlie McDonnal watched everything. As she passed, she glanced his way and saw his face softening, his hyena grin dropping away.

Bill turned his face towards her as she approached, but he couldn't smile, could he? He looked a bit confused, but as his gaze met hers, she could see the anger in his dark blue eyes, the kind that made her want to cry, because he did not love her back and she knew that. She hated him too. She hated him for being so bloody beautiful.
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He had the urge to give them the finger. The curtain twitchers, the kids circling on bikes and Charlie McDonnal. He wanted to throw down his bag and face them. Tear off his shirt and reveal a different body underneath, one with rippling muscles and unblemished skin.

He couldn't do anything though, not with his family and friends all gathered nervously inside. He wanted to kill them all for it; Logan and Adam and Pete at the door, his dad herding him in while Summer rushed across from her house to his. Like he needed their protection.

He pushed all the pain away and held his head high and his shoulders back. In his mind, he had not spent over a week in the hospital with broken ribs and a punctured lung. It became a mantra in his head as he walked to the door. No pain, no pain, no pain, no pain.

Not too fast. Don't let anyone think you’re scared. Not too slow. Don't let anyone think you’re hurt. He didn’t look at anyone, and his anger burned, especially when he saw Pete, Adam and Logan all hovering on the doorstep. There was an awful little cheer from them which made him cringe.

'All right, Bill?' said Logan, nodding firmly.

Summer came up behind him, all big eyed and small boned, and looking at him as if she wanted to kill him. She gave off a constant air of restless annoyance. He thought she commanded drama where there wasn’t any, and almost anything he ever said to her was seized upon and demolished in anger. They’d been friends since they were little, the threesome of Bill, Adam and Summer. And now suddenly they were inside, and his dad had closed the door. There was a collective sigh of relief.

'How are you?' Summer asked him, frowning and pulling her sleeves over her hands. 

He raised his eyebrows, taking in the 'Welcome Home' sign someone had taped above the stairs. 'I was okay,' he replied through gritted teeth.

'Christ Almighty,' Andy muttered, shouldering past the welcoming committee. He jerked his head towards the lounge, addressing Bill. 'You. Sit. I'll put the kettle on.'

They followed him into the lounge, swapping wary glances. Bill lowered himself onto the sofa, biting down pain. The old collie, Tess, struggled up from her bed by the window to avoid being trodden on when Adam and Logan gathered there to keep watch.

Bill held out his hand, and she wagged her bushy tail as he scratched behind her ears. The radio was on in the kitchen and he strained his ears to listen. Belle and Sebastian; wanting the world to stop. Bill patted the sofa, and Tess jumped up beside him. A small smile tugged at his lips.

Summer slumped down in the armchair next to the TV, while Pete stood casually in the doorway, making Bill feel guarded.

'How you feeling?' Adam asked, arms crossed as he leaned against the window beside Logan. 

Bill offered a shrug in response. Adam was his oldest friend. He could remember holding his hand on their first day of school. If it had just been Adam there to greet him, it would have been okay. Adam never asked anything of him, and he never expected anything either. He was down to earth, laidback and serious all at once. Bill had known for a long time that his best friend preferred boys to girls, but it had never been an issue, never even been something they needed to talk about. It just was what it was.

'Got something to show you!' Logan hissed then, holding up a hand as if to shield the conversation from Andy. 

Bill looked to Adam, who nodded at him regretfully. Logan jerked his head at the stairs, indicating that they ought to go somewhere more private. Bill had never quite worked out why Adam was friends with Logan. They were complete opposites. Where Adam always had something to say, something worth listening to, Logan was just an idiot. He'd been the third wheel in their friendship since Year Seven and it was starting to wear thin.

Footsteps came quickly down the stairs, and Bill's younger sister Emily appeared, rubbing her wet hair with a towel, and holding a postcard out to him.

'From Mum,' she said, her dark blue eyes widening slightly as the words left her lips. 

Bill rolled his eyes at her as he tore the postcard into pieces and threw them onto the floor. There was a gasp from Summer, and a snigger of appreciation from Logan.

'Nice one,' Pete sighed, as Emily stooped down, gathered the pieces and shoved them into the back pocket of her jeans. She crossed the room and sat in the wooden chair next to the record player. 

Without looking at anyone, she muttered; 'She says she hopes you’re feeling better.'

To Bill, it didn’t deserve a response other than the one he had given. He turned his attention to his friends.

'Just get away from the window, will you?'

Adam peeled himself away and joined Bill on the sofa, smoothing one hand back over his auburn hair. He looked his friend over, doing that little grimace Bill was getting so sick of seeing.

'Punctured lung though,' said Adam, with a shudder. 'It's not messing around, is it?'

And there was Logan, all smug eyed and useless bravado.

'Just here to make sure you're all right, Bill,' he explained. 'You know, make sure there's no trouble.'

'Look,' he decided to try and say it nicely. 'I'm fine. You didn't all have to come over.'

'Well, that's gratitude,' laughed Adam. 'Didn't you miss us?'

'Told you it would piss him off,' Pete said with a grin. 

Bill looked at his older brother. He took after their father, with the same dark blonde hair and warm blue eyes. His demeanor always reminded Bill of their mother though. That lazy, unhurried smile. The slowness of his voice, which almost became a purr.

'You don't need to babysit me, either,' Bill told him, abruptly. 'You can piss off once Dad's gone.'

Pete narrowed his eyes and nodded, unimpressed. 'Nice. I will.'

Andy came back into the lounge carrying a tray of teas and a packet of Jammy Dodgers. He placed the tray on the cluttered coffee table.

'Help yourself,' he nodded at the tray, and pulled a rolled-up newspaper out from under his arm. 'Here,' he addressed Bill. 'Take a look at this crap.'

Bill took the newspaper from his father and unrolled it. The headline of the local Echo read; Holds End Violence Escalates; Teenage Boy Hospitalized. Bill made a sound that resembled a growl, before tossing the newspaper to the other end of the sofa, where Adam made a grab for it.

'You're famous Bill!'

'I don't want to know,' he tried to tell them. 'I really don't care.'

Andy perched on the arm of the sofa beside Adam. 'Well, I care! Bloody rot they write in there, you want to read it, mate. Apparently, our kids are feral!' He nodded back at his son, unblinking. 'Yeah, that's right! Pisses me right off the way they tar us all with the same brush. As if all our kids are running around attacking people.'

'Holds End has been a trouble spot for three decades,' Adam read out loud. 'This latest attack comes only two weeks after fifteen-year-old Lewis Matthews was stabbed to death.'

'Load of crap,' complained Andy, shaking his head. 'There was even a bit on the local news about it. The whole place is rotten to the core, they said, not just a few bad apples!'

'Not good news for the community centre,' Pete spoke up, leaning in the doorway. 'Kevin’s got another meeting with the council next month.'

Andy slashed an imaginary knife across his throat. 'Curtains for that place if that lot have their way.'

'I'm gonna take this upstairs,' Bill announced then, grabbing his tea and easing himself up from the sofa. 

Adam and Logan were on their feet at once, snatching a tea and a handful of biscuits from the tray. Summer moved slowly, never quite sure of her place, as if she didn't really want to be there, Bill thought. She slouched and slumped and sighed her way behind them.

'Ten minutes!' Andy barked at them all. 'Then out! He needs his rest.'

The four teenagers clambered up the stairs to Bill's small bedroom, where the walls were plastered with band posters and music memorabilia. Intermittently stuck at skewed angles here and there were Adam’s anime inspired sketches and post-it notes filled with Summer’s scrawled words. 

Summer threw herself onto the bed, curled up against the wall and pulled her knees up to her chest. Bill took out his phone, swiped it to his playlist and hit play. He placed the phone on his bedside table and sat beside Summer, suddenly feeling tremendously tired. He had the urge to loll against her legs to see if she let him. Instead, he hung his hands between his knees and leaned forward, while Adam hopped about in anticipation and Logan fiddled urgently with his phone.

'Wait til you see this,' he was saying.

Summer yawned. 'What is it?'

'It came up on YouTube this morning,' Adam told them. 'It's sick.'

Bill wondered if he meant good sick, or actual sick, but didn’t have time to ask. Logan was thrusting the phone at Bill, just as he realised the song playing was the same song he had been listening to when the first blow landed.

It took Bill a few seconds to comprehend what he was seeing. Summer figured it out faster than he did, lurching forward to watch, then smacking a hand violently over her own mouth and exclaiming oh my God behind it.

The footage was jumpy, and the alley was dark. There was someone on the floor, a figure in a black jacket with his arms up over his head, but it wasn't his head they were going for now. The figures dancing around him were kicking at his ribs, his stomach, his back, and they didn't just use feet. Some of them had sticks, and bats.

It was like time had frozen around him.

Doing It To Death by The Kills was playing, and he was nodding along to it, and it was grinding guitars and her sexy voice, and he had his hands in his pockets, and he was nearly at the community centre. Karaoke night, nothing special, but he was looking forward to giving it a go, and he knew what he was going to sing, and how he was going to stand, and stamp, and then something hit him in the back and knocked him off his feet.

One ear bud fell out and one stayed in, and the music sound-tracked the attack, and somewhere in the middle of the kicking and the stamping, he realised he was never going to be able to listen to that song in the same way again.

'Stop it, it's horrible!' Summer reached out and slapped the phone away. She put one hand on his knee and squeezed as if trying to hold him in place and the song from the attack continued to beat in the background. 'You have to show that to the police, Logan!'

'No,' Bill shook his head quickly, his mouth dry and his heart thumping.

'Where did you even get that?' Summer demanded. 'Who sent that to you?'

Logan picked his phone up from the floor. 'I dunno. It's all over the place!'

'And no one’s told the police?' she shook her head at them, utterly disgusted.

'There's no point,' Bill argued, glaring at her. 'You can't see anything...'

'You should have another look,' said Logan, holding it out. 'You might recognise someone.'

'It's pretty obvious who did it,' Adam said with a shrug. 'That lot out there. Why are they out there like that if they didn't have anything to do with it?'

Bill swallowed, his mouth getting drier by the second. He reached out, grabbed his phone and turned the music off. Then he rubbed at his face with both hands, while they all waited for him to react.

'You have to tell the police, Bill,' Summer said, speaking softly, her hand still clutching his knee. Part of his mind seized on the contact and wanted to tell her to keep squeezing.

'No,' he said. 'I don't know who did it.'

'Charlie McDonnal did it!' Adam retorted angrily. 'We all know it, Bill! I get why you won't tell the cops, but you can tell us.'

Bill looked him in the eye and spoke slowly. 'I don't know it, Adam. I didn't see any faces. Listen, Logan, just forget about it, okay? Don't show that to anyone else.'

'You're crazy,' said Summer, releasing his knee and getting up from the bed.

'Everyone's seen it anyway,' shrugged Logan, finally turning off the video and pocketing his phone.

'Well, good,' Bill snapped. ‘You've all seen it, great. Fantastic. Watch it as much as you like!'

Logan shifted his feet. 'It's not like that...'

'I know what it's like. Can you all just go, actually? I need to...rest or something.'

Logan headed for the door, while Adam and Summer lingered. 'Sorry, mate,' Adam said. 'It's just, you see this, and I mean, we need to do something, don't we?' He turned to the door and sort of shook himself. 'It's nasty, mate.'

Bill scratched his head. 'It doesn't matter. It's over, all right? Can you all get that through your heads? I don't want to talk about it or think about it. Ever. Just, move on.'

Adam sighed. 'What about that lot out there?'

Bill shook his head. 'Nothing. Just go home!'

'If that's the way you want it...' said Logan, as he opened the door and walked out. Adam offered his friend an apologetic smile and followed. Summer was the last to leave, pausing long enough in the doorway to stare him down with her dark brown eyes.

'Why don't you ever let anyone help you?'

Bill frowned. 'I don't need any help.'

She slammed the door behind her.

When they were gone, Bill slipped from the bed and pulled open the doors to his wardrobe. His mouth was like sandpaper, his thirst growing with each passing second. He didn't want to lie in his bed and think about his broken ribs and see that video in his head. 

He had seen something he shouldn't have. He had almost stumbled on a terrible act, and then he had been warned to never mention how close he had been to it. At the back of the wardrobe he rummaged around in his school bag until he found the two cans of Strongbow he had stashed there a week ago. He took both out and crawled into bed with them.
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Summer let Adam and Logan drift ahead, before ducking back inside the house and closing the door on them.

'You all right, girl?' Andy asked. 

Pete and Emily were sat on the sofa, with Tess squashed between them. She folded her arms across her chest, bit her lip and stared back at their expectant faces.

'Um,' she said, keeping her voice low. 'You ought to know there's mobile phone footage of the attack. All over the internet.'

Andy sat up straight, his roll-up falling from his lips. It landed on the carpet and he snatched it up before it could burn a hole. 'You bloody what?'

'Since when?' demanded Emily.

'This morning apparently,' shrugged Summer, glancing at the stairs. 'Logan has it on his phone and he just showed it to Bill.'

'Oh my God, who would do that?' breathed Emily, hands to her mouth. She looked to her dad, who was still trying to come to terms with the news.

'Let me get this straight. You're saying someone filmed Bill getting attacked? Someone was there with a phone? Filming it?'

Summer licked her lips and looked longingly at the door. 'Yeah, looks like it.'  

Andy was on his feet. 'That's bloody sick, that is!' 

Summer put a finger to her lips. 'Shh! He told us to keep it to ourselves!'

'You just said it's all over the internet!'

'Look, I just thought you should know. Someone needs to call the police.’ She held up her hands and headed for the door. 'I'm going home.'

Summer walked out, leaving their anger and helplessness behind her. It was vile, she thought, arms across her chest as she marched across the close. She wanted to shake the images out of her head, but it was like all the other evil things you came across by accident on Facebook or YouTube. Once you'd seen them, you could never un-see them. And now she knew, for weeks to come, every time she closed her eyes she was going to see those animals kicking the shit out of Bill. 

As she walked towards them the gang started to disperse, and to her horror, Charlie McDonnal fell into step beside her. She walked faster, refusing to look at him.

'All right, Summer?'

'No,' she said, nearly at her front door now.

He slipped his hands into his pockets and did a little skip as he walked. 'So, how he is then? Karaoke boy?'

Summer stopped walking and stared at him in disgust. 'What do you care?'

Hands still in pockets, Charlie McDonnal tracked his gaze slowly down her body before running a quick tongue over his lips. 'Just being friendly. Heard he just got out of hospital.'

'So what?'

Another shrug. Narrowed eyes. They were like cold concrete, she thought. 'I dunno, I just thought you oughta' know, it's all over the internet, him getting kicked in.'

Summer felt her muscles tense. 'Yeah, I know,' she told him. 'Which is pretty stupid if you think about it.'

She expected to see him stiffen, but he remained loose, fluid, slouched there in front of her.

'Oh, I know,' he agreed. 'Police can trace IP addresses. Whoever filmed it is a complete idiot!'

'I've gotta' go,' she said, pushing open the door and slipping inside before he could open his mouth again. She locked the door and leaned back against it, eyes closed for a moment, breathing fast.

Mel appeared in the hallway, face anguished, baby in arms. 'Everything okay?' she asked. 'Over there?'

Summer pulled off her hat and smoothed back her hair. 'Mel, I'm gonna go and stay with my mum for a bit.'

Mel's eyes widened, and Summer watched wearily as she struggled not to smile. 'Oh! Right. Okay, I suppose that makes good sense, with everything going on out there.'

She nodded and headed for the stairs. 'Yeah. That's what I thought. I'm gonna go and start packing.'
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Bill sipped the cider while he analysed the footage he now had on his phone. Some old-time soul was playing softly on the record player. The kind of stuff his mum liked. The kind he only listened to when no one else was around. 

Bill took another sip and glared at his phone screen. Watching it for the second time he knew what he had always known. There were four of them. They were all wearing black hoodies with the hoods drawn up and black scarves tied around their faces. All you could see was black clothes, black feet, black shadows. But in his mind, there was no mistaking the truth. There was no hiding the triangular shape of Charlie McDonnal, with his broad rounded shoulders, and his narrow mid-section. Charlie McDonnal, who was famous for jogging circuits around the back fields every morning without fail. Charlie McDonnal, who skipped and trained and boxed bare chested in his back garden, for all the world to see.

Bill swallowed the dryness in his throat, chasing it away with another slug of warm cider. And the more he watched, the more he could see that it was Charlie who had broken his ribs and sent a sharp piece of bone into his left lung. It was Charlie who had stomped on his rib cage like he was putting out a fire, bringing his boot down, harder and harder to feel the snap and splinter of bone. And maybe everyone else knew it too.

And then came the bit he did not remember. The part where they carried his lifeless body out of the alley, and the cameraman followed, zooming the lens in on his bloodied lolling head as it bumped against the ground. They carried him out into the glare of streetlights beyond. Bill watched, fascinated and sickened. He saw them dump his body outside the community centre and then leg it. The camera followed them for a moment and then went back to his body.

Bill sat up slowly in bed. What the...?

There was running, shouting and the camera swung away. Someone screamed call an ambulance! And someone else screamed call his dad!

The gang had gone but someone was still filming.

Bill felt a cold sickness spread inside his belly. He tightened his grip on the can, just as Summer's tear streaked face bobbed into view and the film ended. He rewound it, watched again. The gang ran off. The cameraman stayed.
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With PC Collins safely delivered to the kitchen to tackle his red-faced father, Pete Robinson climbed the stairs to rouse Bill from his bed, as instructed. He knocked twice on the door and then opened it without waiting for a reply. He saw Bill shove something under the duvet so immediately approached the bed and yanked back the cover.

'Cider! Where’d you get that?'

Bill looked at him darkly and shrugged. 'It was left over from that party we had when Dad went to Uncle Neil's. Found it under the bed.'

Pete rolled his eyes and placed his hands on his hips. 'Well, don't let Dad see it. He's down there with the copper. I've been sent up to get you.'

Bill scowled. 'What?'

Pete motioned at the door. 'Someone spilled the beans on the YouTube film. Dad called PC Collins over.’ Pete chuckled at the dawning horror on his younger brother’s face. ‘Come on, look lively. No rest for the wicked.'

Pete watched the rage darkening Bill’s features as he started to ease himself from the bed. Bill was so like their father in temper, but Pete couldn’t get away with saying it. Neither Andy or Bill wanted to think they were alike, but to Pete and Emily, they were like two peas in a pod. Irritable, impatient, easily angered. The only difference was Bill's penchant for being alone. He was not someone who needed other people around him, whereas Andy had always been a social butterfly. Pete had never quite decided if Bill was truly anti-social, or just a bit shy, but it was the only part of his personality that reminded him of their absent mother. That, and the singing.

Pete followed Bill down the stairs and into the kitchen, where PC Collins, a chubby faced officer not much older than Pete, was sat at the kitchen table with their father. Fresh mugs of tea were steaming in front of them, while Emily hung around in the background, twirling her still damp hair around one finger.

'All right, Bill?' Collins asked him, gesturing for him to take a seat. 'How you feeling?'

Bill glowered at them all. He was like a little black rain cloud, Pete thought in amusement, and one that ought to be left alone. Yet here they all were, poking him with a stick. His younger brother slipped into a chair, his lips a hard, straight line as he crushed his teeth down on the pain he was obviously in.

'Why'd you call the cops?' he asked his dad. 

Andy reddened. 'Say hello back, for Christ's sake! PC Collins is here to help you!'

Bill looked at the officer sulkily. 'This about the video?'

Collins nodded. He held Andy's phone in his hands and had the video on pause. 'I've just had a look. Now the thing is, Bill, I can't see anything here that can help us work out who attacked you, but I wanted to check with you. Can you take a look and see if anything jogs your memory?'

Bill stiffened. 'I've just watched it like ten times. I can't see anything.'

'Nothing?' Collins prompted hopefully. 'You're sure, Bill? You still can't say who it was?'

'Bleeding obvious who it was!' Andy exploded then, scraping back his chair and standing up. He flicked a hand towards the front of the house. 'That bloody lot were out there when we got home! What for if they're not trying to intimidate him?'

'Charlie McDonnal?' Collins asked, putting down the phone to look at his notebook.

'Yes! Out there, hanging about. Why can't you just say it, Bill? Say it was him then we can get him arrested?'

Bill stood up too, breathing heavily as he shook his head at them. 'I can't say it was him if I don't know it was him!' he yelled back. 'How many times do I have to say it? I didn't see any of their faces!'

'Why were they out there then?' Andy demanded, hands on table, nostrils flared.

'How am I supposed to know? I'm going back to bed...'

Pete moved out of the way, letting his younger brother pass. He knew that it was pointless trying to talk to him. Like their father, he was stubborn and reluctant to change his mind about anything. Pete had thought their mother's departure might have brought them all closer as a family, but he'd been wrong. If anything, it had forced them further apart, with Andy devastated, and Emily desperately missing the mother Bill had nothing but contempt for. Pete had only moved out three months ago. It was a struggle financially and sharing with two other blokes had its ups and downs, but he had to admit, it was good to be out of the family home. The tension had been unbearable. He sighed, then smiled apologetically at Collins when his father kicked out at one of the kitchen chairs.

'Bloody little shit,' he growled, turning in a circle before rolling his eyes at Collins. 'Honestly, there's no getting through to him!'

Collins closed his notebook and rose from the table. 'Not to worry. Can't blame him when you think about it, not after what happened to Lewis Matthews.'

'You think that's connected to this, don't you?'

The officer shrugged awkwardly. 'Not necessarily, no, but I'm saying you can't blame Bill for being reluctant to speak up. Listen, even without Bill recognising anyone in the video, we can still trace the IP address of the original poster.'

'Eh? What does that mean?'

'We should be able to trace who first uploaded this to the internet, meaning in theory we should be able to identify the camera man, at least.'

Andy looked at Pete, nodded, and then looked thankfully back at Collins. 'Well, that's something then, isn't it? You might catch the little ghoul who stood there filming it. I mean, how bloody sick is that?'

While his father showed PC Collins out, Pete blew his breath out and shook his head at Emily.

'Nightmare, eh?'

She pulled a strand of hair down to her lips and sucked it. 'You know, sometimes he brings it on himself.'

'Who? Bill?'

'Yeah.'

Pete wasn't entirely sure what she was referring to, but it was too late to ask her when Andy strode back in, running his hands through his hair.

'God awful mess!' he exclaimed, loudly. 'And now I've got to go to bloody work!'

Pete moved out of his way so that he could grab his keys from the table. 'I’m here,’ he reminded him.

'Thanks, son,' Andy lit a roll-up and gave his eldest son a pat on the shoulder. 'Give me a bell if anything kicks off, won't you? That lot have finally pissed off, but they might come back.' He lingered in the doorway, puffing smoke into the kitchen while he eyed his children. 'You sure there's nothing you're holding back, eh? Nothing you know?'

'Like what?' asked Emily.

'Like anything!' said Andy, clearly exasperated about the whole thing. He nodded at Emily. 'I mean, you hang about with that Nicole girl, and you said she went out with McDonnal a few months back?'

'Doesn't mean I know anything!' she responded with a laugh. 'Nicole dumped him when she realised what a massive bastard he is. End of story!'

Andy looked flustered, turning to Pete. 'And you. All that voluntary work you've been doing at the centre. You're around all these kids a lot.'

Pete couldn't resist rolling his eyes. His father was clutching at straws, and they all knew it. 'I keep my ears and eyes open,' he told his dad, softly. 'But there's been nothing. I'd say if there was, wouldn't I?'

Andy nodded, forced to agree. 'Right,' he said, turning. 'I'll be off. Keep an eye on him, won't you, eh?'

'Course I will,' Pete sighed. He watched his father go, and felt the unease of guilt settling over him, as he faced his sister. 'As if I didn't give him enough trouble in my time,' he said to her. 'Now, all this.'

Emily raised her eyebrows at him but did not reply.
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Bill felt the urge to leave the house via the window, but he knew it would be madness, so he just pushed it open. From his bedroom, he could see the houses lined up behind theirs. Streetlights that created pools of artificial yellow, illuminating edges and corners. Tops of walls and ends of fences. Car bonnets and outlines of wheelie bins. Doorsteps and shed rooves and cats prowling slowly from one garden to the next. It was all a jumble of shapes and lives and secrets. And Bill Robinson had always gone out when it called to him.

He'd create a lifelike bump under the duvet, before opening the window and lowering himself out backwards. Then it was that one, nail biting leap onto the wall that separated their garden from next doors.

From there, he always paused before moving on. He felt at one with everything around him, with the darkness and the shadows and the houses all lit up like yellow eyed boxes. He wandered from one end to the other, never leaving the estate, never stepping over the invisible lines that surrounded the notorious Holds End.

Usually he'd have music with him, and often it would be the older things that filled his ears. Nina Simone and Etta James. Percy Sledge and The Foundations. The songs his mum used to sing around the house, using her hairbrush as a microphone. When he was a little boy, he'd followed her about and found his own microphone; the TV remote, a toilet tube, anything. And she'd pick him up and sit him on her hip and they'd sing together. When A Man Loves A Woman...I've Got Life...

Now Bill stared out at the night and knew that everything had changed. That it had, in fact, been changing for a long time. His mother was gone, and a boy called Lewis Matthews was dead. Some things, once done, could never be undone. They said time moved on and you had to move on with it, and that was what he fully intended to do.

He held the leaflet from the community centre in his hand. Karaoke Night! Every Saturday Night! 7-10 pm. It had been a winner from the start. But then, everything in the community centre was popular. From the toddler group on Tuesday morning, to the Friday evening youth club, scouts and guides, and bingo for the old folk on Monday night. It was a building divided up into slots of time and activity. Yoga and choir, breastfeeding support, young parents, kickboxing, dog training and drop in health clinics.

Karaoke Night had been a new venture. A bright idea put forward by the bright new manager, Kevin Bennet. The kids liked him, and it seemed like he was young enough to understand them, but old enough to know what he was doing with the place. There was an empty spot on Saturday night. He thought it would bring all the separate groups of people together. 

That was then, and this was now. Bill closed the window, tossed the leaflet onto the floor and climbed into bed. He picked up the second can of cider, opened it, put in his ear buds and closed his eyes.
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In his dream, there were millions of stars in the sky. Autumn leaves tumbled and skittered across the concrete. He was on the ground before he knew it. It was hard and wet and rain water puddled from the day before seeped into his clothes. He saw Charlie McDonnal without a scarf over his face. The wide, flat nose and the full, leering lips. And there was incredible pain. When he tried to roll away, the blows chased him. When he tried to raise his arms, they were beaten back. He felt his bones caving in. His rib cage crumbling into pieces. Sharp segments breaking off and rupturing his organs, one by one. Blood filled his mouth and nose and eyes, and he was drowning in it.

He was woken from the dream by a hand on his arm, shaking him.

'Bill?'

Bill rubbed his eyes and struggled to see. Just then a lighter flicked, the flame illuminating his father's roughened face. He dragged on his roll-up and puffed the smoke up above his son’s head.

'You dreaming?'

His father was sat on the edge of the bed. He dropped a clumsy hand onto Bill’s head. 'Are you drunk?'

Andy sniffed. 'Popped in Coopers after work. I bloody needed it.'

Bill shuffled up the bed, pushing his pillows up under his head. 'All right.'

'You were talking...like, moaning.'

'Oh. Sorry.'

Andy sniffed again and kept his hand on Bill's head. 'Is all right, Billy-boy. I was gonna check on ya' anyway. Did you take the pain killers? Pete was meant to remind you.'

Bill yawned, folding one arm behind his head. 'Yeah, I took 'em.'

'Any trouble?'

'Nope.'

'Was bloody sick...eh?'

Bill swallowed. His dad was looking at the wall behind him, his eyes fixed and glassy with drink. 'Dad...'

'No, I just wanted to say...' Andy lifted his other hand to rub at his own face. 'I was just sat in the pub, and I couldn't get it out my head, could I? See it every time I close my eyes.'

Bill blew his breath out slowly. He tried to duck out from under his dad's hand. 'I don't want to talk about it.'

'I know you don't. I'm sorry.' He patted him clumsily and rubbed his hair. 'I'll leave you alone. I'm sorry. Just wanted to check on you...'

'I'm all right.'

'You're all right,' he nodded. 'You're always all right. You more than anyone. Tough as nails, eh? Cold as ice.'

'No, I'm not.'

'No, I know you're not.' Another clumsy pat and his dad sniffed, and oh God, was he crying? 'You're all right, but I didn't bloody think that when I saw you there, did I?' He shook his head, blinking rapidly. 'Bloody hell, the sight of you...all messed up and you couldn't breathe. You don't remember it, do you?'

Bill shook his head silently. He thought about how the footage had filled him in on those missing moments at the end of the attack. His father tousled his hair again, before dropping the hand onto his arm and squeezing. Bill tried not to stare, but he was sure he could see tears glistening on his dad's cheeks.

'God, you were white, like death...you couldn't bloody breathe, you were dying...and they called 999 and I was thinking, do you know what I was thinking?'

Bill shook his head again. ‘What?'

'I was thinking, all these years, twenty-one years I been a dad, three blimmin' kids, and not one of you has ever gone off in an ambulance. I felt like my luck had run out. Like I was gonna lose you because you'd all been too safe for too long. Stupid, eh?'

Bill shrugged. 'I dunno.'

Andy snorted, still holding onto his arm. 'Thought you was a goner, I did. Never been so terrified in my entire life, Billy-boy.' He leaned in then, giving him an abrupt and hard hug that crushed his bruised body against Andy's, making him gasp in pain. 'Just wanted to check on you,' Andy mumbled into his hair. 'Just wanted to tell you I love you.'

He pulled away quickly, stood up, wiped his eyes and headed for the door. He turned there and pointed a stern finger at Bill's staring face. 'You! Get some sleep.'

When the door was closed, Bill faced the darkness and insomnia. How could he get back to sleep after that? The room suddenly felt too small. His father's words played over in his head, and the result was a growing feeling of discomfort in his belly. He twisted and shifted, trying to dislodge it without aggravating his ribs, but it was no good. A gnarly darkness settled over him and made itself comfortable for the night. He felt it crawling around inside of him. Anger.

That bastard had beaten him unconscious and gotten away with it. That flat nosed, narrow waisted lunatic had deliberately stamped on his ribs, targeted them. That madman with a shaved head had ordered his cronies to pick him up and dump him in front of the community centre, knowing that was where he'd been heading, knowing it would be busy, knowing his loved ones would find him there. That arsehole had put him in hospital and made him a laughing stock. That evil shit had made his father cry.

Bill Robinson lay in his bed on his first night back from hospital and allowed himself to confront the thoughts he had ignored while in there. He let them come and inside his body the anger blackened.

He knew one thing more than anything else. He had to do something.

*
[image: ]


The next morning was Sunday. Summer finished packing her bag, sent her mother a text, and trotted downstairs to say goodbye to her dad, Mel and baby Lola. There were the usual hugs and kisses, and don't be a stranger, and your room is still your room. She gave her dad a kiss on the cheek and tried not to notice the guilty smile he gave her.

Maybe it annoyed them, she thought, her coming and going. Leaving, only to return when it all got too much at her mother's. Maybe it annoyed her mother too. But the truth was, it was getting harder and harder to stay still.

She could almost feel their sigh of relief, and couldn't blame them, not when she felt the same herself. Moments later, she was pedalling through the sleepy estate, riding away as fast as she could. Away from her dad and his frail love for her, and Mel and her ever wavering good intentions, and baby Lola and her red cheeks and moon face. Away from the estate, out onto Jule Road and towards the Coopers roundabout, crossing the traffic lights to ride under the flyover, which was eerily quiet at that time in the morning.

Away from the street corners, and the bus route, and the scattered parks of creaking metal and graffiti stained wood. Away from dark alleys and fly tipped rubbish. Away from Charlie McDonnal and his hulking menace, and away from Bill Robinson and his beautiful face.

She rode up Castle Lane, past Tesco, across another set of lights, and then down a dirt track towards the river. She rode faster, standing up and forward, pushing on, until she came out the other side and whizzed across another set of lights before freewheeling down the road opposite, following the sign marked Riverside Homes.

Her mother was sat on the caravan steps, drinking chamomile tea. She was wearing a long tasselled skirt, thick winter boots, and a colourful, crochet blanket was around her shoulders. Lindsey Finch lowered the teacup and flicked back her tousled blonde hair when her daughter appeared.

'Hello, love. Driving you mental, were they?' She made a face, one of scorn and thinly veiled hatred, before chucking the last of her tea to the ground and standing up. She was a tall, willowy woman, with a long face and nose, and a small, tight smile. Summer had inherited her round face and elfin like features from her father. She secured her bike and followed her inside.

'Not really,' she answered. 'Just needed a change of scenery.'

Her mother was in the kitchen, filling the old copper kettle to return to the hob. 'You are so like me,' she declared, even though they both knew how untrue this was. 'I could never stay still at your age either. I was up and down the country. Then when I was older, it was Europe.'

Summer smiled, slipping past her to get to her bedroom at the other end of the mobile home. She wanted to say, I know you've told me before, many, many times. There was not a story she had not heard, yet still her mother insisted on reminding her on a regular basis, that she had once been young and had travelled the world without a care.

'I'll make you some tea,' Lindsey called after her. 'And none of that vile PG Tips nonsense either. Have you had breakfast? It's good to see you. How's that baby of theirs?'

Summer slung her bag onto the single bed, noted that the bedding needed a wash, and came back to her mother. 'Breakfast would be great,' she said, ignoring the question about Lola. 'What are you making?'

'How about poached eggs on toast?'

'Mmm. Thanks.'

'That baby was keeping you up, I suppose?'

Summer rolled her eyes behind her mother's back. She knew it was easier to get it over and done with, so she agreed. 'Yeah, she’s a nightmare. Just screams all the time.'

'Ugh,' Lindsey said, with a visibly dramatic shudder. 'They're mad doing all that again, aren't they?'

'Yep.'

'And he was rubbish at it the first time around, what on earth makes him think he'll be any better now?'

'I don't know.'

'Oh, and how's that friend of yours? Bill?'

Summer grimaced. ‘Grumpy. He got out of hospital yesterday, then basically told us all to shove off.'

'Well maybe he's embarrassed. Everyone saw it, didn't they?'

Summer drummed her nails against the table. 'Well yeah, they have now, since someone filmed it and put it all over the internet.'

Her mother spun to face her. 'Oh my God! Do you think that will happen with the other kid?' Summer frowned, not understanding. 'You know! The one who was actually killed!'

'Lewis Mathews. I hadn't thought of that. But I doubt it...'

Lindsey turned back to the kitchen, opening a cupboard above her head to retrieve a frying pan. 'Well, you never know! If it's the same people? Bit of a coincidence otherwise, isn't it? A kid gets knifed to death one week, then two weeks later another one ends up in hospital. Definitely linked, I’d say.'

Summer was momentarily speechless. It wasn't that she had not connected the incidents herself, it was just that she had never truly considered the possibility that Charlie McDonnal was capable of cold-hearted murder. 

Summer leaned back against the wall and spread her palms out across the table. A glimpse into the lounge revealed the usual chaos. Flowered bed sheets and discarded pillows. Stained coffee cups and empty wine glasses. Her mother had that usual vacant, though borderline crazy look in the eye, and the same sharp tone to her voice. 

Later that day, Lindsey tugged a long purple coat over her pajamas and claimed she was popping out to visit a neighbour. Summer, relieved to be left alone, returned to her bedroom with a milky coffee and her notepad and pen.

As usual, the thoughts and words tumbled out without much effort. It felt like picking a scab, she reasoned. Later, she would go back to the words, shaping them into scenes and teasing out characters to inhabit the stories. 

When she was finished, she felt better, and curiosity was bouncing around instead. Lewis Matthews, she found herself thinking, while chewing her pen. Who were you, Lewis Matthews?

Summer picked up her phone and tapped Lewis Matthews into the Google search bar. A page full of hits sprang onto the screen, most of them local newspaper headlines. Fifteen-Year-Old Boy Knifed To Death On Notorious Estate...Violence Returns To Holds End....Knife Crime Victim Named as 15 Year Old Local Boy Lewis Matthews.

She skimmed the first article, one that said very little about the unfortunate boy, other than that he had been an only child. Summer scratched her head and tried to recall what she had heard about the boy. She could picture him vaguely, and the old school photos they had printed in the article were not much more help. Thick dark hair cut close at the sides and left long on top. He looked a bit on the chubby side, with a slight double chin, and his smile was reluctant. Nothing
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