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FRANK backed off and missed Kurt’s uncle’s fist by an inch. Kurt slammed against the table. Spittle flew as fist met cheekbone. A picture unhooked itself and crashed down. The uncle pounded Kurt’s face until his knuckles bled. His breaths rattled and his nostrils flared.

His nephew turned aside.

The uncle’s fist stopped dead. His bloodshot eyeball bulged down as Kurt wiped blood onto the back of his hand. Jerking, the uncle dismounted, and the table scratched across the floor.

Kurt often got a beating. Frank could smell the rage when the uncle’s eyes got that brewing look. The uncle would mope around the house in his vest and bed-socks and a petulant mood. He lay on his bed watching sports unless he got hungry or the toilet called.

In the early days, Kurt’s uncle had regaled Kurt with stories of the Middle East. Frank could see that his uncle had wanted to buddy-up with Kurt, but his nephew’s returns got smaller. A bored glance and demands for money became Kurt’s only offerings. Kurt had just turned eighteen yet sprouted like a weed in the dark. Frank, a year older, already fell behind, his eyes barely drawing level. But with Kurt, height lost relevance.

Frank began to feel sick whenever Kurt called him up to a squashed-up housing estate of grey net curtains and lopsided gates. He didn’t like the knife marks, graffiti and Kurt’s mob-rule that prodded Kurt’s uncle further into his bedroom. Lean and assured, Kurt attracted obsequious friends from the estate of which Frank saw himself part. Frank, the class clown, they all said, impudent, rule-breaker. Frank felt good to think the teachers loved him or hated him. But then, he found no contention within the womb of an old-fashioned school in Burntwood, a leafy suburb outside Hitchfield.

The city Comprehensive punched him into reality with its influx of scum from Blackatree. He disliked their mongrel look, dull-eyed of the broken home. Frank snubbed one weedy third-year for nicking his locker. The fight after school perturbed Frank more than other scuffles with bigger thugs. Those bare-knuckled jabs jarred. Frank’s knees gave way, more through an inner frenzy than the force of the blows themselves.

A week later, this ‘weed’ known as Kurt Bowers, got expelled for torching a sports hall.

Frank began to wish he had never heard of Kurt Bowers.

The following year, Frank’s eyes caught Bowers loitering with cronies at the common. Frank walked up to reminisce on the fight, but Kurt denied everything. Frank’s gall burned hard. He would teach Kurt to deny someone who had jabbed those black eyes at least three times and made this point barefaced in front of his friends. Kurt cut a teethy grin. Of course he remembered.

Thus, began Frank’s bunking-off with Kurt and his lot, shoplifting at the Three Arches, hanging at the Hollows, a derelict house at Elmhurst Station. For long weekends, Frank and his best friend, Greg, would fish at the pond, smoke out burrows and hold ceremonies with whisky and pacts.

Frank knew his life would spiral out of control from that very day Kurt’s eyes had passed over his own. The resident tramp gave the catalyst and history shifted. If only they had taken off before Kurt had got his lighter out. If only Greg had cut his stupid donkey-laugh, and they had all quit the dump to rot. But Kurt did not seem to know when to stop; he did not seem to realise the power he had over people. Greg moved back to his roots in Manchester soon after the accident. Frank never saw his friend again.

Since that day, Frank’s past had become a leaden chain. His plans to go to Hitchfield Art College lost all relevance, and so did his teachers’ acclamations. Frank arrived with a shabby portfolio and walked out before his timeslot. On his way home, he binned the interviewer’s letter, along with the life he thought he wanted.

His mother couldn’t understand this sudden turn. His father kept out of it, subdued within a morose fug from working in the car factory. Frank moved out and pilfered with Kurt’s cousin Robbie to display their takings at the Hollows. He bartended at the Horse and Jockey and crashed out at Kurt’s before renting a bedsit and partying at the First Floor, a dive cosseting drugs and glassings. No rules, no routines, just one big blast. Frank never wanted to come down; he feared what awaited him at the bottom: Frank, the funny guy. He could make people laugh and feel at ease.

Kurt’s uncle went downhill. Frank returned from the First Floor to find him gazing into space at the doorway. He asked Kurt something. Kurt cut in front without a reply. A week later, Kurt’s uncle ended up in the mental hospital bed. The council gutted the house and Kurt moved to the Hollows.

In the end, Kurt’s little mind-games proved more deadly than any fist.

From then on, Kurt got weird, going on about committing the perfect arson and then stare at Frank as though a stranger stood before him. For a while, Frank didn’t care to be alone with Kurt. Seldom had he seen him with a girlfriend. And since the move-out, Kurt’s life had grown more obscure.

But a galvanising air warned of a big change coming. Before long, Her Majesty’s pleasure called upon Kurt’s time for incinerating an off-licence. Good. A quiet period made a welcome change from Kurt’s bullshit about beating the system. Frank took a job at Creations Limited in John Street, printing T-shirts. But Kurt got early parole and that’s when Frank realised the stranglehold Kurt had over Frank’s life. Yes, Frank wanted to be back on Kurt’s tightrope, to experience the merry-go-round of Kurt and his universe.

Kurt embraced Frank with a shoulder-clap as though long-lost pals. But Kurt’s parole marked a shift in dynamics. Frank couldn’t define it, but Kurt started hanging with a pimpled morose dirtbag that didn’t fit Kurt’s fodder at all. Kurt had even lent this ‘Toby’ Frank’s valuable music collection.

Frank usual wisecracks fell short this time. He waited all afternoon whilst Toby and his impish girlfriend pleased themselves over food, films, and fondling. His music collection went AWOL. The following week, he found Kurt laughing with Toby at the First Floor. An acrid soup curdled in Frank’s gut and suffused though every pore of his body. How could this be happening? How could Kurt be talking to a toff from Manor Park of mock Tudor houses? This did not fit the vision Frank had bought into. What about the chase, the risk and close-calls?

Frank arranged a fishing trip that weekend.

Things didn’t work out for talentless Toby in the end. Frank and Robbie got fun-poking with scrumpy. The fuel? Toby’s acne, his illiteracy, the things money couldn’t buy. Time to reminisce; time to exclude the dirtbag from the group. Toby remained watchful, forgotten by everybody – most essentially, Kurt.

Frank got big laughs about his suspension from Creations Limited, his ‘sloppy work’ and Alan’s losses. But sweat slicked Frank’s back. He couldn’t explain it. The turning point came when he awoke that night, convinced the house had buried him in the walls alongside Kurt’s uncle.

Frank quit his job at the Horse and Jockey and cleaned up his act. He worked overtime at Creations Limited where he begged Alan to keep him on.

On a trip to an arts convention on the lookout for T-shirt designs, he spotted a chick he knew from Lyndhurst High. A stone-age hippie kept fondling her hair through a demo on how to do the Rumba in front of a crowd. He’d obviously picked her because she looked bored or something. Sarah – that’s her name – Sarah Carter; dainty-looking, olive eyes and flaxen hair. She sported a sequinned blouse, a pleated skirt and a desperate smile. A suitable antidote, Frank thought – decent and square. It made him feel good to rescue her. He enjoyed walking side-by-side with an ex-grad. Frank shrugged off several liaisons from the estate and approached the old hippie.

‘That’s not how you do it,’ Frank said.
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SARAH thought she looked good with Frank. She could tell he thought so too. Even their names sounded good together: Frank and Sarah. It made a change from her usual boyfriends. The son of an undertaker, no less, who she suspected wore his father’s work suits to their dates; and the nephew of the director of where she worked, who had a penchant for brown – his clothes, his hair and his voice. Her decent parents saw no reason to object. These respectable working people held wholesome values. She could do ‘much worse’. Sarah had moved out, partly for that reason.

From her little knowledge of him, she knew Frank had left home at seventeen to make his way into the world. Sarah’s upbringing differed, plodding, dull, set in a Burntwood terrace just outside Hitchfield.

Sarah waited outside the apartment where she lodged, her stomach churning. The coming of Frank’s company always had this effect. She checked she had her keys and mobile should she need a taxi. A few times, Frank had gone over the limit. Two cars pulled up before a sporty hatchback raced in. The passenger door swung open unleashing Lou Reed’s Venus in Furs. Sarah tucked her bag into her armpit before her shoes clopped across the kerb.

Frank muted the volume. ‘Hi,’ he said, with his usual thrift and proceeded to roll a spliff. The armrest showed his music tastes, retro to modern: Velvet Underground, REM, Blocparty and Muse. Sarah narrowed her eyes at Frank’s motion as she buckled up. Frank caught her look and extinguished the tip. She suspected Frank had asked her out because he saw her as a bit of a goody-two-shoes.

Frank gassed-up and edged off. With New Year done, discourse in the car kept thinning. In fact, she didn’t know why Frank carried on seeing her. Frank had the confidence to be with any girl he wanted. Her father would have opposed her relationship with the likes of Frank Doyle. He had got suspended from Lyndhurst High for petty crime and transferred to the Comprehensive after one scuffle too many. As for her? She studied cloud formations to the drone of lectures. Her father had chosen her wholesome name. He held outmoded values that had forced a wedge between them.

But that wasn’t the worst part.

Frank cut to the city overlooked by the cathedral and pulled up smart. He stepped out without heed. After nine years, his boyish good looks lingered. She recognised him instantly when he rescued her from a creep at the arts convention. At school, few could compete with Frank’s charm. Lean and assured, he moved with limber grace and his amber eyes darted like quicksilver behind corn forelocks.

Sarah walked beside him, haunted by how the hippie had stepped on her hair as he twirled her to the floor. Stupid fool. Stuff like that always seemed to happen to her. Frank had saved her from further humiliation in his usual cool style.

Frank led her into a neon-lit building down Sandford Street called the First Floor. A winding staircase flickered and throbbed on their way up. At the top, steam veiled the ceiling of a large room, and a pulsing baseline smothered the clamour. Sarah suddenly felt overdressed – a pencil skirt and a tailored jacket befitting a business meeting. A laptop and briefcase would complete her outfit. She cursed herself as she eyed the Goths and skinheads nearby. What possessed her to dress so smart? Drinks in hand, Frank ushered her to a table before he muttered to a stubbled corn-head wearing a faded Arsenal T-shirt. The man gave the quick eye as he leaned toward Frank.

‘Man, you’re not gonna believe what’s come up.’ Corn-Stubbs’ eyes shifted away as though to shield his words. ‘Kurt came across your mate, y’ know...’ The man’s voice trailed off in a shoulder-shrug, thick with meaning. Frank froze for a millisecond. He slowly reached for his beer.

The man blundered on, his voice trembling. ‘He took the early train from Manchester. He and Kurt spent the day together. Harry spotted them at the Queen’s Head last week.’

Frank’s silence didn’t fit the Frank she had always known. She watched him sup his beer as Corn-Stubbs carried on. ‘Greg disappeared back north that evening. No one knows why he came ‘ere. No one knows what they’ve been talking about, not even Harry.’ The man’s gaze sharpened. ‘I wanna know why he came up to see Kurt, Frank. Everybody’s been askin.’ The man pulled Frank’s beer from him. ‘Tell us why Greg disappeared up north.’

Frank kept hold of his beer. ‘Christ, Robbie, you know why!’

Robbie wouldn’t let go. ‘You always say that.’

Frank’s cheeks darkened. ‘There’s nothing to tell.’

‘Don’t play evasive with me. He’s been gone ten years and you’ve barely mentioned him since.’

Glasses clinked and Robbie let go. Sarah sipped her spritzer, wishing she and her suit had stayed at home.

‘Greg said the whisky made him puke that night, you know.’

Robbie’s lips quirked up. ‘You mean at the Hollows?’

The name pricked her ears. She hadn’t heard of the Hollows since school.

‘Kurt probably told you Greg had nicked the stuff from his dad,’ Frank continued.

‘Kurt doesn’t talk on it,’ Robbie put-in and leaned toward Frank, partitioning Sarah off.

Frank didn’t notice. ‘Greg wanted to go home, let the tramp sleep it off, but Kurt kept dripping whisky through the bedroom floorboards with a lighted match. He said the booze would glow like fire-drops. But the tramp got all delirious. He had something stronger apparently. I don’t know whether Kurt’s told you all this.’

Robbie merely kept grinning.

‘The tramp started tripping-out. He said a courageous knight would “chase the dragon” round a bonfire. There was enough for us “kiddies” if we wanted, and we could all lure the dragon out together.’

Robbie gave a snort.

‘A fire-drop hit the tramp’s hair, and he dropped his dopes. They rolled on the floor like marbles. We were laughing like shit and that’s when he looked up and saw us through the gaps. Greg was wincing like a dog. So, when the tramp nears the top of the stairs, we hid in the corner, sniggering like a pair of goons.’

‘What happened next?’ Sarah asked.

Frank continued to address his friend. ‘The tramp clunked up the stairs, all pissed. Kurt had hunkered down, lighter at the ready, attached to string. The tramp seemed to know something was coming, then Kurt took his best shot, and the flame hit the stupid hobo in the face and singed his eyebrows. I’ve never heard a fully grown male give such a scream.’

Robbie sniggered. ‘Something like a woman’s?’

‘When I realised Kurt had took-off, I made a move. Greg kept grabbing at my coat, trying to hide inside it. By then, the tramp was screaming his way outside. I managed to make the chase, minus my coat. Christ knows – there must have been something else in that tramp’s smokes. We must have chased him through the woods for two miles. We didn’t see him again, perhaps because he thought the place was cursed.’

Robbie barked loudly.

‘What happened to Greg?’ Sarah asked.

Frank shrugged, looking away. ‘Injured himself. Ended up in hospital with both legs up.’

Sarah regretted the question.

But Robbie kept laughing. ‘I wish I had seen that tramp with no eyebrows tripping out!’

Sarah noticed Frank hadn’t answered Robbie’s question to why Greg had moved away. And what about his meeting with Kurt? Sarah decided not to ask. The Hollows, mist-veiled, and freight-rattled, backed onto the Elmhurst Line. Her father had always warned her against the place.

Frank glanced up, his eyes softening. She lowered her glass as Frank chatted to a passing couple. The table rocked, sending beer to the floor.

Someone took Frank’s seat. He eclipsed a wall lamp in his black T-shirt and denim jacket. Sarah kept looking. His brooding brows gathered over acne scars, and an obstinate jaw. Uncute, she thought, a grunge with tousled hair and a narrow glower. She watched his hand curl round the glass and his eyes draw to hers as though sensing her stare. Words came without thought. ‘I...I’m sorry, but that seat is reserved for a friend.’

His blue eyes cut the haze. A moment later, Frank touched her shoulder. He had found another seat. Just when Sarah uttered a silent prayer, the brooding grunge mocked, ‘Excuse me but that seat is reserved for a friend.’

Frank smoothly slid Robbie’s drink across.

‘Perhaps she would like to wriggle on it.’ Uncute’s tone ended high-pitched.

‘Sarah’s with me,’ Frank curtly informed him.

The corner of Uncute’s mouth puckered at Frank’s suggestion. Frank gave Sarah a little shake of the head. But Uncute’s gaze kept gouging at her nape as Frank recalled his Lyndhurst High years and how he came to rescue Sarah from the arts festival. Sarah hoped he wouldn’t mention the dumb hippie and her credentials. Here, they would sound absurd.

‘I always twigged you as the studious sort,’ Frank said as though reading her thoughts. ‘You were in the papers, weren’t you, for getting outstanding results in your exams?’

Studious sort? All eyes drifted her way. ‘Yes,’ she blundered. ‘My parents wanted me to go into law, but I had other plans.’ Sarah finished this with a stiff little smile. Her story held complexity not suited to a pub table. She had been offered a place at King’s University, a fast track to the city, and in the meantime suffered a stuffy law job. Her father crushed Sarah’s hopes of becoming a teacher with the view ‘talented losers’ took that career.

Frank raised a brow. ‘I knew you’d make something of yourself in the end. Your David must have been proud.’

Frank’s casual mention of her brother almost made her choke. How did he know about Davey? For the first time since their reunion, Frank angered her. He should never have mentioned Davey like that...and not in a place like this. Sarah’s voice came out guttural. ‘It...It’s just a front,’ she said referring to her studies and finished her drink.

Frank levelled up to visit the bar and ensnare himself in the crowd. She turned and found that Frank’s uncute friend had neared until she could smell ale on his breath. ‘How’d the interview go?’ Uncute asked.

Sarah stared a-blank, not understanding.

‘The outfit,’ he explained. ‘I thought you’d gone on an interview. How did it go?’

Robbie grinned into his beer.

A bored expression crossed Uncute’s face. He balanced his chair sideways and hollered, ‘Anyone goin’ to the bar? I need a fuckin’ refill!’ Frank returned with crisps. His expression froze when he spotted Robbie sneaking Uncute’s beer into an empty ale bottle. Sarah followed his gaze and saw Uncute groping about with her purse. He stood over six feet tall, his thick fingers rooting round. ‘Someone’s nicked my fuckin’ beer,’ he squawked. ‘Where’s my beer?’

Sarah reached for her purse, her face throbbing.

‘That’s not funny!’ Frank snapped.

Uncute’s eyes stuck like pins as he took change. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘she got the job today ‘cause she made an impression – look at that fuckin’ jacket. It’s her treat. She got the job.’

‘I want it back,’ the crowd swallowed her words.

‘I want it back,’ he mocked. ‘I thought you said it was your round.’ He dropped her bag with a thud. Sarah took to her feet and pushed into the crowd.

Ten minutes later, Sarah stepped outside red-eyed to see Frank waiting. ‘Toby says he’s sorry,’ he said and returned the coins. She didn’t want the money; she didn’t want Frank to say sorry on anyone’s behalf, especially someone who’d never apologise.
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SARAH awoke bleary-eyed and churned up inside. Her brother Davey had been in her head again. His image melted as reality seeped in. Frank’s mention of Davey still left her reeling. Sarah decided not to ask what Frank knew about her brother, but then, the ever-gregarious Frank seemed to know everybody. If memory served, he worked for off-licenses, betting shops and pubs across Hitchfield. No doubt he had charmed his way into people’s lives. God, he annoyed her.

Davey’s birth clashed with Sarah’s third year. Gravely underweight and preterm, Davey offered the midwife little hope when his lungs took no oxygen after much massaging and stimuli. They placed him in the cot like a ragdoll (so Sarah heard) and SCBU became Davey’s abode for the first eight months of his life. The prognosis kept wavering. His transit had oxygen-starved his brain, leaving him partially-deaf and cognitively impaired. The full picture would not become clear until Davey turned four.

Sarah accepted Davey’s arrival into her world in the manner of a child too young to question. The before and after fell behind a haze. Davey took the front bedroom, decked with special devices. A sullen boy walled himself within light-activated games, phonic word-masters and Einstein balls. According to the experts, the toys must offer stimuli. But Sarah could see Davey did not care. He would merely stare ahead, not knowing what people expected of him, and then lie on his side and suck his thumb.

Davey’s primary development seemed to go on forever, with rubber pants and feeding aids. He always smelled of sour milk and hair. Sarah carried a frozen image of him as presented to her in a dream: delicate, Slavic features and hair of copper blond. His green eyes would gaze at the world and purpose-filled people with nonchalance. He lived a closet existence, where no one could enter. Now and again, Davey would betray his inner world by compressing his cheeks, stretching his mouth into a beam. His molars would glint in a cheerful grimace.

Sarah’s mother never talked to her daughter about Davey’s difficult birth. Mother cut a stout and proud figure, with smoky eyes and chestnut hair that spoke of traditions and duty. She tended to Davey’s needs in a devoted way and followed health advisers to the letter. Father rarely bared his feelings either, busy with housing matters or council funding. He worked long hours and gave all his earnings, believing this to fulfil his wedding vows.

A community nurse and speech therapist made regular visits. Sarah would disappear upstairs when they came. Muted voices would filter through the floorboards timing-in with Mother’s gratitude. Always grateful.

Once the visit had ended, Sarah could hear Davey shuffle to his room, and not to play with his toys, as Mother believed, but to hunker on the shores of a virtual watering-hole or a treehouse. He would sometimes extend his world into Sarah’s bedroom as a doghort or veldbut, two of many words he made up, but which Sarah somehow understood: a warthog, or something like that, wallowing in a mud-bath. He would perch himself on the edge of her bed like an oversized owl whilst Sarah donned her makeup for one of her disastrous dates. She barely noticed his presence unless he happened to obstruct her path, and she would utter, ‘get out of it, Davey,’ or ‘shift your butt off there.’ But when he left the room, Sarah’s chest tugged with longing.

...

Sarah had washed and dressed before feeling more herself and reality kicked in. She opened the post and brewed coffee. A letter caught her eye and knew her job query had got a reply. The advert in the Hitchfield Tribune oozed formality: ‘English tutor required Monday afternoons three hours a week. Reply to box 277’. The ad did not appeal for qualities. Had it not been for its continual reappearance over three months, Sarah would not have noticed the ad at all. The handwritten letter on unlined blue stationery from a Mrs. Tobin offered hope of saving money for a teacher training course to escape Sarah’s dead-end job at the printers. Mrs. Brown also warned of a rent rise next month.

The buzzer sounded. Sarah crushed the letter into her pocket, not wanting Frank to see it. After a short journey, they dodged the bustle within Market Square. Frank’s banter failed to quash the subliminal pull of her dream – her past. She tried to resist the force, knowing an ugly black shadow prowled in the corner. She didn’t want to look. She would fence-off the Davey-issue if Frank mentioned his name again.

But Frank talked only of business as they lunched in the Bond Street café. In the bookshop, she pored over three books on learning disorders before replacing them, believing them unsuited. She instead made a covert purchase of English Lesson Ideas for Stage 1. She hoped a scrutiny would take her mind from her disturbing dream this morning.

Instead of taking her home afterwards, Frank detoured to Manor Park, a prosperous suburb of Hitchfield. Regal houses glimmered in the dusk behind huge sycamores. Frank turned off and pulled up by the gates.

‘Are you about to make some lucrative business deal?’ she asked alluding to the surroundings.

‘If only! No. I’m just picking up some...stuff.’

Sarah frowned at his tone.

Frank knit his lip. ‘I won’t be long. And don’t worry. He won’t remember a thing about last night. He was pissed.’

Uncute and her mauled-up purse flashbacked in her head. ‘Oh. Maybe I should wait here.’

‘Well...if you don’t mind kids bouncing their ball on the car...’

She felt silly for her suggestion and gave a nervous laugh. ‘I’d best come with you, then.’

‘Would you rather I take you back?’

‘No. Of course not.’ Sarah twirled her fingers. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Frank nodded, thoughtful. Her hands continued to fidget as he got out. Her heels made a smart rap as she made her way to the biggest house. The ornate gate and the stately porch fronted a cream facade of several gables. Frank pressed the bell. The clang lodged in her chest like glass. A handsome woman came to the door with an expectant smile. Her auburn hair glittered like silk and her plum lips echoed her smooth skin. The woman called up the stairs. Sarah followed Frank to the kitchen. A table and six chairs commanded the snow-white setting. Clinical, came Sarah’s initial thought as they sat. The woman returned shortly, rubbing her slender hands. ‘Tea?’ she asked softly.

Frank reclined easily. ‘No, but thanks all the same, Daphie. We’re not planning on stopping.’

Daphie? Sarah glanced furtively across. Frank’s eyes glinted. His Romeo ways seemed to have endured beyond school, but Daphne didn’t seem to object.

Daphne took a glass to wipe. ‘Sue says hi, by the way,’ she said to Frank. ‘She’s finished maternity now and is due to begin work next month.’

Frank raised a brow. ‘So soon?’

‘Well, you know Sue. She’s moved out three years now, and John’s keen to get her back to work now little Sammy’s weaned. He’s a lively little soul.’

‘Sue hasn’t changed I see; still a workaholic!’

‘They’re stopping local at the moment.’ Daphne gave a little laugh. ‘I joined them on a business conference last week and I think I may have overdone the truffles!’

‘Frank chuckled. ‘It’s not a sin, Daph, and you deserve to treat yourself now and again.’

Sarah eyed him, confounded. Easy on the charm, Frank, she’s almost old enough to be your mother.

At that moment Toby trudged into the room. He wore faded jeans and a black T-shirt with tour dates of some metal band on the back. He didn’t say hello but cut a path to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of milk.

Daphne’s eyes narrowed at him before offering the glass she had dried. ‘Put the milk in here. It’s unseemly to drink like that.’

Toby seized the glass and sloshed the contents inside. He imbibed and a rivulet dribbled down his chin. Sarah couldn’t get over how unsuited this...grunge looked in here, all clumpy and graceless. Daphne moved aside as he made for the fridge.

Frank snorted. ‘That’s the problem when you’ve had a few the night before.’

‘Yes,’ she huffed, ‘and the day’s wasted, not to mention his wallet!’

Toby belched and plonked himself at the table leaving his milky moustache. He seemed irritated by everyone’s perkiness.

Daphne eyed him gravely. ‘You didn’t tell me how things went last week.’

He paused with intent. ‘Never heard you ask.’

‘That’s no excuse. I want to know what’s going on and I want straight answers this time.’

‘Jenkins’ quit.’

‘Misses Jenkins.’

‘Well, she’s quit.’

Daphne frowned. ‘Why does this keep happening? You said you would try harder this time.’

Toby finished the milk, making her wait and then foiled her by not speaking.

Daphne buffed the sink. ‘I’m sure you’re keeping something from me.’

‘You should know by now. Thingy couldn’t cut it.’

‘Thingy! She does have a name, you know.’

Toby merely shrugged.

Daphne tried to retrieve the glass, but Toby latched on. She wiped the table instead. ‘Well, like it or not, something else might be happening next week.’

Frank smiled tightly to himself.

Daphne folded the cloth. ‘I’ll pop by Mrs. Jenkins’ on the way to pick up Jonathan’s suit from the cleaners.’

Toby’s smirk skewed into a grimace. ‘You’re collecting Jonathan’s suit?’

Daphne kept her voice even. ‘Yes. The car’s being serviced. John has to drive all the way to York and it’s a long haul, in case you didn’t know.’

Toby’s eyes rolled aside. ‘You should tell him to take his laundry and go suck this digit.’ He gave his middle-left. Daphne pretended not to notice. Sarah’s eyes burned.

‘What sort of talk is it?’ Frank offered.

‘One of his lectures on Economics,’ Daphne replied coolly, ‘business growth, that sort of thing.’ Sarah felt Toby’s eyes on her.

Daphne forged on. ‘Jonathan’s overtime has paid for the renovation work on their cottage, but I think I’ve made myself a nuisance over the holidays, clucking over Sammy and taking their hospitality.’

Frank’s smile softened. ‘It makes a change from you being hostess.’

Sarah took less heed to Frank’s flirting and snuck a glance at Toby. He gave his nose a good pick. Potholing, her friend used to call it.

‘I would like to have stopped over the New Year,’ Daphne continued, ‘but they have a lot of work on, and they won’t need my fussing.’ She inspected the kitchen with a critical eye before her sights settled on Sarah. She smiled.

‘This is Sarah,’ Frank said.

Sarah returned the smile.

Daphne nodded. ‘Nice to meet you. Are you helping Frank with the business?’

‘We knew each other from school,’ Sarah offered. ‘In fact, I work for GW Prints down Frog Lane.’

Daphne’s cheeks dimpled. ‘Oh, I know your boss, Terry. Terry White. He did wonders for the company.’

‘Sarah got in the papers because of her college grades,’ Frank said.

Sarah gave a weary blink while Daphne kept smiling. ‘It sounds like you and John have a lot in common. Ambition is a good thing, Sarah. John went to university until he was twenty-five, determined to be the best in the field.’

Sarah found herself irritated whenever she heard John’s name. She imagined him as the ideal dinner guest at Father’s table. ‘How do you know Mr. White?’ Sarah asked as Toby kept slurping.

‘He’s a friend of John’s,’ Daphne replied. ‘They’re drinking partners when they’re on the same business trips.’

‘Cock,’ Toby uttered.

Daphne knit her lip. ‘As I was saying, Sarah, John works hard, and he meets a lot of people. Say hello to Terry for me, won’t you?’

Toby stuck his tongue out and gave the rim of the glass a good lashing.

Daphne kept her eyes on Sarah. ‘Sue and John are coming up this weekend. I’m hoping they’ll stop the night.’

Toby piped up. ‘And I’m not turning the music down like last time.’

Daphne’s mouth grew set. ‘He will be a guest here and you will treat him that way.’

‘Dirty creep.’

Daphne’s eyes rebounded. ‘Stop being so repugnant! John helps a lot of people, and he deserves a little respect.’

Toby plonked the glass down. ‘That figures why his nose is so pointy, it’s always stuck up somebody’s A-hole. Seems to get pointier when he’s around here.’ Toby’s smirk resurfaced. ‘I’ve seen him check you out when he thinks no one’s looking. You don’t seem to mind either. Only trouble is, I’m not so sure how many other orifices he’s probed in his quest to creep around people.’ He inverted the glass and dribbled milk over the tabletop. He then dabbed the droplets up with his finger.

Sarah caught Daphne’s dagger-eyes. They shifted Frank’s way and her fingers curled up along with her lips. A dimple reappeared.

Toby pushed the table as he stood. Daphne backed against the sink. Sarah thought he intended to push her for that little look, but he leaned against the fridge with a sneer. ‘And I’m gonna park my bike on the drive, whether his big fat Jag likes it or not.’

The redness of Daphne’s face blotched over before her mouth knitted firm.

The phone trilled in the hall. Jerkily, she made her way to the door. Sarah’s throat pulsed against her collar. Daphne’s covert little smile confused her. Sarah couldn’t shift the notion that Toby’s behaviour satisfied her in some way. She wanted her son seen in all his glory so that people would wonder at him. ‘Poor Daph,’ they would say. ‘Nice lady, but have you met her son?’

With Daphne gone, Frank asked about his ‘stuff’. Toby said he had given everything to a ‘George’. Frank’s mouth twisted, but he didn’t press. Instead, he surmised what ‘Daph’ would say if she happened to see them. Sarah guessed they must have been porno mags and violent films. Toby didn’t help Frank out. His demure little smirk made Sarah’s toes curl.

Sarah’s heartbeat never settled until they had left the house. She kept thinking about Daphne’s secret look. Who could blame a little revenge for living with...with that? Frank’s silence as they approached the car warned her not to ask about his ‘stuff’ nor about this ‘George’. She guessed Frank’s precious belongings had gone on the black-market.

Sarah paused on entering the car ‘Do you know a Mrs. Tobin who lives here?’ she found herself asking, spotting the sign, Trinity Road across the road. She recalled the address from this morning’s letter.

Frank’s bemused tone smarted. ‘She’s the woman you’ve just met.’

She turned to Frank. ‘Oh... Really...?’

‘Ah, you weren’t introduced, were you? Why do you ask anyway?’ He fondled his keys.

Sarah faltered in her answer. ‘Nothing really. I must have heard the name somewhere and...I don’t know...got it mixed up.’ She entered the car. Sarah desperately hoped another Mrs. Tobin lived here, but knew Daphne had written that very letter. She wondered on Susan’s child being her subject, or perhaps another sibling. Sarah wanted to ask Frank about the woman but held back. Thankfully, his ‘George’ matter had taken his thoughts anyway.
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​Chapter 3
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FRANK stopped at a garage to refill where they had their first tiff.

Sarah resented him for embarrassing her yet again about her achievements. The unspoken issue of Davey popped into her head as well but kept that one to herself. Sarah didn’t want to explain how much the visit had spoiled her afternoon, and for that matter, her drink at the First Floor last night. Both had one thing in common: him – that vile, obnoxious grunge. God forbid this had been the same Mrs. Tobin she had written to. If so, she certainly did not want to encounter Toby as she went about her job. Sarah refused Frank’s offer of an early lift home, not wishing to part in this mood. Frank admitted he had further plans anyway and asked her to accompany him.

Sarah gazed out as Hitchfield retreated behind them. Allotments and farmers’ fields drifted by. Frank finally turned off at Featherbed Lane where debris pinged against the tyres. Dark advanced quickly and Sarah brooded over what these plans might be. A mile further on, they encountered the railway track, beyond which a chimney jutted from a copse. A pewter glow on the horizon gave the scene a metallic quality. Frank killed the engine and stepped out. The gravel crunched beneath her feet. She followed Frank to the glimmer where he paused to shovel gum into his mouth.

She could see now that the chimney belonged to a squat building of softened brick: the old
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