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10 – Samson

I wake to the sound of Amber barking. I sit bolt upright and peer through the wet dinette window. Water drips onto my sheets. If she doesn’t quieten down she’ll set Dad off. I climb out of bed and find him stoking the fire.

‘Morning, lad.’

I look around. ‘Morning.’

He doesn’t say a word about Amber. He doesn’t even look tense.

‘How was your writing?’

‘You know I don’t like to talk on that.’

I nod.

‘It was alright, boy, as it goes. Finding your way into a universe that seems real inside your head isn’t easy on a narrowboat with you two here. But I’m moving forward.’

He leaves to check the batteries. We might need to run the engines for a while today to top them up and he’ll be annoyed about that.

Ma is in the bedroom so I wash my face. I don’t know why the original owners installed a tub on this boat. It takes up too much space and we never have enough water in the tank for a bath. We’ve not had one since we moved here, and I know how much Ma enjoys them because she had one most nights back at the bungalow. She’d take a paperback in with her, and she’d emerge half an hour later with red cheeks and a towel wrapped around her head.

Snippets of dreams come back to me as I wipe down the windows. Woodsmoke and mildew in the early winter air. Dad came through in the dead of night and I think he whispered something to me. He stoked the fire, I remember that. I was dreaming about Jennifer Adamu, the girl on the railway footbridge, but then she turned into Jim Kendricks. I blink away the thought.

Ma steps through in her dressing gown and slippers. She rubs the top of my head and then starts heating oats and water on the propane hob.

Amber barks.

‘She’ll upset your father.’

‘I was wondering about your book.’

‘No,’ she says, abruptly, shaking her head, lowering her voice. ‘Best if you forget I told you about that, Sammy. Nothing will come of it, I’m sure. Ignore it, please, for me, ok?’

I shrug.

But if she does sell her novel maybe I can go on the class field trip to the Isle of Wight after all. They have fossils: Iguanodon and Polacanthus. We’d catch a ferry. The price includes three nights in a bed and breakfast near the beach, and coach travel there and back. Maximum spending money is £5 per student. I’d bring my Walkman for the coach and I think, what with all the excitement, the scenery, the voyage, they might just leave me alone. Who knows, with us travelling to a totally different region of the country, they might even grow to know me a little better, might start to like me.

When I think of fossils and rock formations my shoulders relax. History is thought-provoking, but it’s the intersection of ancient history and geology and archaeology that really fascinates me. That’s what I do when I hide away in the school library, one of my few safe places. I sit close to a radiator at the back and research archaeological and paleontological digs in faraway places. I lose myself in the first-person accounts of tomb discoveries, and stare at the sepia-tone photographs of Egypt and Central America.

I take out the ashes. My breath clouds in the cold air and mingles with dust from the burnt wood. A palette of greys. This afternoon, or tomorrow, I will set off up the embankment and scatter them near birch trunks. Dad says it’s good for the nature but when I leave ash by trees I feel like I’m concluding some dark ritual, some incremental and unholy cremation.

We eat porridge in silence.

Dad leaves the table for a moment to visit his writing bureau. He checks the locks.

The dog starts barking again.

‘Sorry about the noise,’ she says.

He grunts that away.

Why should she be sorry?

Ma drinks the last of her tea and I notice that her necklace is missing from her neck. She’s worn it every day since I was born, even when she gave me swimming lessons at the leisure centre. I frown and she shakes her head and looks intently at me as if to warn me from mentioning it.

‘You cooked that well, Peg,’ says Dad. ‘Smooth porridge, that was.’

The dog starts howling and she clears the dishes.

I set off with my schoolbag. My Walkman is in my pocket and Depeche Mode plays through the foam headphones.

Amber is sat on the very front of Mr Turner’s boat. Her pink leather collar looks too big for her.

The sky is murky, and there is a blustery wind blowing in off the fields, a mean wind, whipping up, pushing the birch tops over onto themselves.

I glance over at Mr Turner’s boat. His lights are on.

‘Personal Jesus’ comes to an end through my headphones.

Amber howls again, her neck bent.

She barks.

I look down into the muddy waters of the canal.

It’s Mr Turner.





11 – Peggy

The sound of your child screaming is a horrific thing. What is worse is the sound of him hyperventilating, shrieking, desperate to speak but unable to form coherent words.

‘Samson?’ I yell, sprinting through from the kitchen. ‘Are you hurt?’

I step off our boat.

He is panting.

‘Deep breaths, Sammy.’

He leads me by the hand towards Geoff Turner’s boat.

Down in the water.

The flannel material of his shirt, a collar tip floating on the surface. One sock on, one sock off.

I pivot to shield Sammy from it all, too late, far too late, and Drew walks up behind and immediately jumps into the water.

‘Be careful.’

He says nothing. Time slows. I turn my head to watch and Sammy wants to do the same but I hold him back. Drew lifts Geoff Turner’s head and then, grimacing with exertion, drags him over to the bank.

‘Peggy,’ says Drew, calmly. ‘I need you to hold him.’

I release Sammy and bend down to the water’s edge. Drew pulls Geoff Turner’s lifeless hands up to the towpath level.

‘Go on, take ’em.’

‘I . . . do you mean?’

Sammy appears at my side and holds onto Mr Turner’s hands so he doesn’t slip back down under the water. The contrast of their fingers, their wrists. Drew pulls himself out from the canal, shivering, covered in weed, his breath steaming into the cold morning air. He manages to heave Mr Turner out onto the towpath. No pulse. Grey, wrinkled skin. Cloudy eyes. I pull Sammy close to me again and Drew says, ‘You did well, Samson.’

Amber circles Geoff Turner.

She is silent now.

I step back on board our boat, numb and distant, to collect a clean bedsheet. When I drape it over Mr Turner the water saturates the fine material in seconds and it turns near translucent. Drew says, ‘Sorry you had to see that, Peggy, love,’ and then he puts his hand firmly on Sammy’s shoulder and says, ‘I know he was your mate. I’m sorry, boy.’ He tells us he will change into dry clothes.

As soon as he’s gone, I inhale like I have been holding my breath for minutes, like I have been trapped beneath the dark, oil-slicked waters myself.

‘He’s not in pain,’ says Sammy, trembling.

The little dog lays by her friend and moans solemnly. I have never heard a sound like it.

I look up the canal one way and then back the other. Nothing but ploughed fields, and the reflection of clouds, and bare lichen-pocked trees. We are so far from the rest of the world it feels like this is the world.

Drew asks us to walk to the farmhouse off the main road and use their phone to call the police. It takes us half an hour to reach it. Muddy fields churned and hardened with frost. Hedgerows of hawthorn and elderflower: insipid in harsh, wintry light. Sammy is mute. I rub his arm periodically and he pauses to scrape muck from his shoes. The farmer’s wife looks at us suspiciously but she lets us make the call.

‘What is your emergency?’

‘A body in the canal. It’s Geoff Turner. We knew him. He’s drowned.’

‘Where are you calling from?’

I tell her.

‘Have you checked for a pulse? Any sign of breathing?’

‘No,’ I tell her, still numb. ‘It’s past that. He’s been gone for a while.’

I look out through the rippled glass of the farmhouse window and Sammy is shivering out in the yard. He would not come inside.

We walk back to the canal.

A formation of geese flies high in the sky above us, a pointer leading us away from all this to some other town, some alternative future, but we deviate from their chosen path and head back to our floating home.

The police are already there when we arrive.

Four officers.

One small white tent.

Tape runs from a ‘No fishing’ sign to a spindly birch tree. Flickering in the breeze, twisting this way and that.

Drew is being questioned. They question me and they talk to Sammy. It takes hours. They ask me what I did last night, where I was, what time I went to sleep, whether or not I heard anything unusual. One of the officers says there might be an inquest and we may need to answer further questions. They ask about Geoff Turner and who his friends and acquaintances were. His next of kin. Sammy knows more than we do.

We are allowed onto our own boat to warm up and brew tea. Sammy heads for the Lego box he used to play with so much in the bungalow. He told me once how rummaging with his hands deep inside the box made him feel good. The smell of the old plastic bricks: memories of simple times.

Drew tells them he has to go to work. I let the police know I will not take Sammy into school today, not with what he has seen. The officers explain how we cannot step foot on Mr Turner’s boat until they say so. We decide to let Amber stay on our boat until Geoff Turner’s relatives claim her. I put a bowl of water down for her and Drew gives me a fiver to take Sammy out for some food in town.

Mother and son. Blank-eyed, exhausted from shock, riding the bus. Pensioners and young mothers embark, showing their passes. The washed-out landscape scrolls by our picture windows and the stale air smells faintly of diesel.

‘Do you want to talk, Sammy?’

‘Not here.’

My memories are unreliable. They are wavy and vague, and sometimes they are difficult to pin down. Last night Drew took a bottle of whisky over to Geoff Turner’s boat, a peace offering of sorts, and then he came back to write. And then, I suppose, he came to bed and we . . . Only, I’m not sure I remember it that way. It did not feel like we did anything. In fact, I am absolutely sure we did nothing.

The police will likely conclude an old man like Geoff Turner slipped from his boat. I know I have almost fallen in a dozen times, especially when it is icy.

Sammy places his hand on mine. We look straight ahead. He squeezes tight and the bus’s engine drones beneath us.

An old man mumbles to himself from the seat in front of ours. He comments on the weather. He complains about potholes and the government.

It was not long after Sammy was born that Drew told me about the fire. He looked relieved to share his secret. Although I was shocked, I was also glad he had confided in me. But then, like only Drew can, he turned it upside down. Did I mention this already? He said I had misremembered on account of me being so tired from night feeds. Truths and mistruths: tangled. He talked about our family being a flawless triangle. Three sides. He explained, as I was washing muslin cloths, how if one side was to ever break away, or become damaged, or lost, then the triangle would collapse. He kept repeating how we were a nuclear family. Drew emphasised, with Sammy asleep behind us in his Mothercare cot, that this is us against the world. He did not tell me explicitly he would hurt Sammy if I ever tried to leave. He did not need to.

It was clear from the intonation of his voice.

The look in his eye.





12 – Samson

The bus station is completely different at this time of day.

It’s strange being here with Ma. I look around at all the safe zones I’ve identified – relatively sheltered positions behind walls and advertising screens, friendly stores where I can hide for ten minutes – and they seem so unnecessary.

We call in to the library and Ma explains to an older lady what happened on the canal. I watch from a distance as she mentions the police. The lady pats her on her hand and nods and glances over to me. I stare down at my shoes.

‘We’ll stop by at the school office so I can explain your absence.’

I stiffen. ‘No.’

‘Sammy, it’ll just take a minute. I have to tell them.’

‘Call them. Please, I can’t . . . go in there.’

She looks me up and down. And then she calls from the payphone by the hairdressers.

Nobody else is looking over their shoulder like I am. Walking down the high street like a fighter in enemy territory, a battle-scarred infantryman trying to anticipate the next ambush. We pass by Woolworths and the bank and head up the broad stone steps into the town museum.

This is her way of shielding me. She has brought me here twice before: both times when Dad was scaring us. Ma thinks this free admission museum is somewhere I feel safe. She is right, I do. But it’s not the dusty artefacts or the faded printouts I like: it is being with her in a quiet place. Dad not interfering. No risk of Johnno, Eyebrow, Hammer Adams or Gazza ruining everything. It is almost like we’re not in the same town anymore.

We spend time at an exhibit explaining the locks on the canal, the locks we have never quite reached. Cross-section diagrams of the hill and the tunnel where boatmen of yore would detach their heavy horses from their barges and propel cargo through the tunnel using nothing but their own leg power. There are photographs of men lying with their backs on the coal pushing their boots off the curved brick roof. When I look at the pictures I imagine Mr Turner’s final moments. I hope he didn’t suffer in the water. I don’t like the thought of him fighting to breathe, freezing cold, trying to scramble up to the slippery bank, failing to pull himself free.

I saw pondweed around his ankles.

‘You ok, Sammy?’

I look up at her and nod.

‘You want to leave? Take a walk and talk about it?’

I tell her I want to stay.

We spend another half hour moving slowly from one glass case to the next. A Roman coin found in a nearby field. A scale model of the church near the marketplace. There are no other visitors.

‘Fresh air?’ she asks.

We step outside and the town centre is misty. I like the way the stone steps have been worn away over the centuries. Softened. There are ladies with scarves wrapped around their heads, and one man loses his temper and places his misshapen umbrella inside a bin.

‘Tea shop,’ says Ma, relief in her voice.

We turn the corner and I stop in my tracks. They are thirty yards away. Johnno and Ballbag. What are they doing out of school? Whatever they like, it seems. They don’t care about the rules. Ballbag’s tie is loose, the knot down by his heart.

‘They your friends, Sam?’

The boys laugh and point from the other side of the street.

‘No mates clown,’ yells Ballbag.

‘Pennywise bastard,’ says Johnno. ‘No mates Pennywise bastard.’

‘Is that a joke?’ asks Ma, frowning. ‘What does penny-wise mean, Sammy?’

I feel my cheeks burn. I make myself as small as possible and continue with her down the road towards the tea shop.

‘Samson? Were those boys your pals?’

‘I don’t know.’

The windows of the tea shop are steamed up. The room smells of lavender and wet wool. There are several occupied tables. I count twelve ladies. Everything is hushed and slow. We sit down in the corner as far away as possible from everybody else.

‘Tea and a bun.’ She takes off her coat. ‘That’ll make us feel better, won’t it?’

‘Yes, Ma.’

My cheeks are hot. I wish I could fold in on myself. Disappear.

The tea arrives in stainless steel caddies. She has a hot cross bun and I have an iced bun.

She leans in. ‘I’ve ever so sorry, Sammy. About your friend, Mr Turner. It’s a hard thing to get your head around.’

I nod.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

I shake my head and I’m thankful for the steam on the window. They won’t be able to see us if they walk past. They won’t be able to find me.

‘He was very fond of you, Sammy.’ She pats my knee. ‘He used to tell me how much you kept him going. Your visits, looking after Amber, and the talks you had. He mentioned to me that you told him all about your lessons, about the plates moving on the earth’s crust, the last war, the planets.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it, Ma. If that’s ok.’

‘Of course.’

She finishes her bun and dabs her lips on a paper napkin.

‘He used to say you kept him going. You and your chess games.’

I smile. ‘He was better than me at the start, far better. But that changed a few months back. I started getting stalemates. And then one day I pipped him. Trapped his king in the corner. I thought he’d be upset about it, but he gave me a quid.’

‘He’s in a better place now, Sam. He lived a good, long life. He’s in a kinder place.’

I watch raindrops make their way down the window panes and I want to tell her everything about school, cry it all out, every last detail, about when they soaked my clothes in the shower drain and whipped me red raw with towels, and I want to tell her about them hiding my bag at lunch break and filling it with sand that time and when they put glue in my hair and I had to cut it off.

It could only be a kinder place than here.

I tell her nothing.

Wouldn’t help.

‘Drink up, Sam. Butcher’s shop, and then we’ll be off home to see your father.’

She buys lamb chops because they are my favourite. Then she buys me a Lion Bar in the newsagent. She knows I like Lion Bars. I have liked them since I was small. Crunchy, but also chewy. Perfect, really. I place the bar in my pocket and we walk back the long way to the bus station, behind the industrial estate. A crane stands stationary over the horizon like a giant insect. It hasn’t moved for months. I want to tell her how Dad leaves the boat sometimes in the middle of the night but I don’t. I can’t even think about it. I want to share the dreams I have sometimes but how could I do that to her?

‘What happens next with your book?’

‘Probably nothing. But I enjoyed writing this one. It took me away from this place for a while.’

We pause and she looks around at the warehouses and lockups, at the old MOT place and Fenwick’s digger yard.

‘If it becomes a real book one day we can maybe go away for a bit.’

She looks at me.

‘You mean like a holiday, Sam? I’m not sure your father would be interested.’

I stare over at the distant hill. At what might be over the other side.

‘Just the two of us, then. It’s your book. You should decide, really.’

She rubs my head. Her eyes look tired. ‘We’ll see.’

We turn a corner and traipse towards the bus station. The temperature drops. We’re heading directly into the wind and it cuts between us.

‘Mr Turner was looking out for us.’

‘You what, Sammy? Speak up, I can’t hear you in this gale.’

‘I said he was watching out for us. Mr Turner was. That’s why he came back to his boat.’

Her eyes are watering from the gusts.

‘You reckon?’

‘He was too old to be on that boat,’ I say, my eyes stinging.

‘You what?’

‘He was too old, Ma. He was keeping an eye on us both. That’s why his boat was so close to ours.’

‘He was a nice old fella.’

‘He was the only one looking out for us,’ I say again, quietly, as much to myself as to her. ‘He was the last one.’





13 – Peggy

The light is falling away as we leave the main road and walk down to the brown fringes of the canal. Sammy is dragging his feet. I am shocked those boys called him names. Though, I suppose it was mild compared to what happened to me back in Utah when I was little. I’m not sure Sammy could have handled that. I stare at the pale strip of skin below his hairline as he walks in front of me. The innocence of it. The way I still sometimes kiss him just there in the morning after he wakes up if he doesn’t have time to push me away.

Thank God those boys were only calling him names.

There’s a sense of walking towards something. It is not just our home, not just an isolated, unseen stretch of canal; it is the scene of an accident. You walk home on a cold day as it is growing dark and you expect to have a spring in your step. The anticipation of returning to someplace safe and warm. None of that, here. The opposite. Will the police tent still be in place? Will Drew be in a good mood?

Sammy points out a fox on the far bank, scurrying, its nose flat to the ground. My boy looks hypnotised by it. Oranges morph into greys as we begin to lose sight of him. And then he is gone as if into vapour.

The tent is also gone.

The police are nowhere to be seen.

Two narrowboats: one of them unoccupied.

Sammy peers at me, hesitant, and I say, ‘Come on, let’s get you inside.’

The sweet scent of smoke as we approach. An artist’s charcoal line of it rising diagonally from our chimney pipe.

We skirt around the area Mr Turner’s body was laid out earlier this day.

Drew appears from the engine room and steps onto the dew-slicked bank. The small figure of Amber follows him.

‘Who did you see?’ he asks.

‘What?’

‘Out in town. See anybody?’

‘We went to the museum. Then the tea shop. Dropped by the butchers.’

‘Who’d you talk to?’

‘Each other,’ says Sammy, flatly.

‘You have much to say, lad?’

Samson lifts Amber and holds her in his arms, stroking her.

‘Has she had food, Dad?’

‘I look like the kennels?’

He takes her over to Mr Turner’s boat to feed her.

‘Don’t get any ideas,’ says Drew. ‘We don’t need another mouth to feed.’

I yell, ‘When you come home, Sam, come in through the engine room. I don’t want filth on Nanna’s rug.’

‘It’s our rug,’ mutters Drew.

I step aboard.

‘Lamb chops,’ I say. ‘Sammy’s favourite.’

‘Not tonight, Peg. I want your cheese on toast after you mentioned it last night. Been expecting it.’

Frowning, I take my coat off and hang it up.

‘But he’s a bit lost, Drew. Geoff Turner was his mate. He’s quite cut up about it. Can I cook him chops?’

He steps closer and there is a chill inside the boat. I am pressed up with my back against the kitchen sink, against the laminate worktop, and the floor is ice-cold.

He leans.

‘Cheese,’ he says. ‘On toast. He’ll like it or he’ll go without.’

His hazel eyes look almost orange in this light. Each iris a riot of fire and silent fury.

‘Ok, love.’

The tension in his shoulders eases.

‘Fuel boat came earlier. Took a sack of coal. It’s on the roof.’

‘We’ll be needing it by the look of these skies.’

‘See any police in town?’

I shake my head.

‘Leave me to sleep tonight, love, will you. Not like last night. I’m not complaining, it’s just I’m well into Act One now and I need to get some words down, and then I need proper sleep.’

‘Of course. I didn’t . . . I mean, I wasn’t even sure . . .’

He stares at me.

‘Of course, Drew. I’m tired anyway. Did the police stay long?’

He walks over to his desk and starts unlocking one of the compartments.

‘Stayed a while. I helped them with questions, taught them about the canal, and then they took the old boy away in a van. Two of them checked over his boat.’

I light the grill.

‘Turner’s nephew came round before they took him. Odd-looking fella, you seen him before?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Looks like a wrongun. Biker jacket, strange face like he’s been in an accident. Burnt, maybe. Walks around like a deviant. Skinny freak in a biker jacket with black hair.’

‘Will he collect Amber?’

‘He’d better.’

‘You didn’t talk to him, though?’

‘Did you hear what I just said? Fella like that, Peg. No, I did not talk to him.’

I slice Red Leicester into strips and take eight slices of bread from the bag. After I lay the cheese on the bread I crumble over two Oxo cubes and place them under the grill.

‘That doesn’t smell like lamb,’ says Sammy.

‘Here,’ says his dad. ‘Now.’

Sammy walks to him.

Drew screws his face into a tight ball. ‘You’re lucky you got dinner at all. Kiddies in next town going hungry tonight, they are, last night and all. You’re moping ’cos you got cheese on toast.’

‘I’m not moping.’

‘Where did you leave the bitch?’

‘Amber? She’s on Mr Turner’s boat. She’s on his bed. She’s upset, Dad.’

‘Upset.’

‘Can I bring her here tonight? She can sleep with me on the dinette bed. Dad, please.’

‘You lost your mind.’

‘She’ll be no bother.’

‘I’m writing Act One. You know what Act One means, Samson? The opening of the entire story. And you want to bring in Turner’s dog?’

‘She might prefer to stay home, Sammy,’ I say, checking the toast. ‘Familiar smells, her own bed. She might prefer to be there tonight.’

‘I wanted her with me,’ he says, his voice cracking.

‘Well, I want doesn’t get, lad.’

Sammy swallows hard and then says, ‘We miss him.’

Drew turns to me and lowers his voice. ‘If I hear any more of this, I’ll . . . I swear I will. Man doesn’t need to be hearing nonsense after a day like this. I’m going to shave and when I’m back there’ll be no more talk of dogs.’

I wipe down the sink.

Sammy listens to his Walkman and stares out the window as I finish dinner. If the dinette was converted into his bed I am sure he would dive under the covers and hide but he has no bed. There are no hiding places on a boat like this. I know he misses having his own room, his own posters on the wall.

The wind blows and the fire roars in the stove.

Raindrops tap against the windows, and where the frames do not fit properly, the wind drives moisture into the boat and it streams down the walls and collects on the counter.

Three plates of cheese on toast and three mugs of hot tea.

Drew comes out from the bathroom, his head and face shaved so close he is shining. Smooth as an egg. He says the act of scraping his razor over his skin, cleansing it, removing the hairs at their roots, the dead skin cells, sets off something creative inside him.

‘More Oxo next time,’ says Drew, chewing. ‘Get it meaty.’

I nod.

‘This mean we can have chops tomorrow, Ma?’

I glance over at Drew and without looking up from his food he gives a subtle nod of his head.

‘Yes, love.’

We eat on. The glow from the far end of the kitchen intensifies with every gust of wind and the boat is at once too hot and too cold.

The uncomfortable sound of cutlery scraping across porcelain.

‘Walk it after dinner,’ says Drew. ‘Walk it well, wear the damn thing out. I want you all silent.’

‘I’ll walk her, Dad.’

‘Careful you don’t fall in,’ I tell him. ‘It’s slippery.’

‘I’m a good swimmer,’ he says. ‘It’s a shame Mr Turner couldn’t swim to the bank. I wish I’d heard him last night. I wish I’d have . . .’

‘Well,’ replies Drew. ‘You didn’t. No point wishing this thing and that. I told you he was too old to be on the canals, especially with drink inside him.’

I finish my dinner.

‘He was keeping an eye out for us, Dad.’

‘Look how that turned out for him.’

He stands up to check the fire and I clear away the plates.

‘What did you open the vents up for, Peggy?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘You do it, boy?’

‘I never,’ says Sammy.

‘You open them vents up with that wind out there and you’ll burn the boat down, Peg.’

‘I can’t remember touching it,’ I say.

‘Can’t remember your own name if I don’t tell you it. Next time ask me before you touch any vents.’

Sammy goes out in his school coat to walk Amber.

I wash up, staring through the steamed-up glass at the canalscape outside. Water falling into water. Darkness. Howling wind and nothing good out there to rely on. Just the three of us again. The one who holds me down and the one who keeps me up. Me in the middle trying to work out how to save us. Day after day of it.

‘More Oxo next time.’

‘I heard you,’ I say, sternly.

‘You think you did. You might have expected me to say it, that’s one thing. But you never heard me ’cos this is the first time I mention it. You answer me back again like that and see where it gets you. Want my book to fall on its backside?’

I look at him, exhausted.

He’s cleaning his nails with the tip of his pocketknife. Doesn’t look up to meet my gaze. ‘You want me to write the best I can, finest work I can put together?’

‘Course I do, Drew.’

‘Sometimes I sense you’d rather I fall short.’

‘You know what I think. You’re capable of great things; I know it in my bones. I believe in you. I always have done and I always will.’

He breathes out through his nostrils and with each exhalation he calms himself. My words have soothed him and his torso has eased.

A hollow bang inside the stove.

‘Not keeping that bitch, Peggy. I’m making it clear now. We’re not taking in no dog.’





14 – Samson

The canal is a narrow black mirror. I walk Amber, and clusters of stars float unmoving on the water’s surface. She sniffs couch grass. Mr Turner should be watching Tomorrow’s World about now. He should be crossing off programmes in his copy of the Radio Times, and there should be a small plate of custard creams beside him, perhaps a chocolate cupcake from the corner shop. Amber looks cold on the end of her grey leash. She stays close to my ankle.

We walk on and there is no artificial light in this direction whatsoever. No boats, no cars, no bridges. I sense creatures in the canal banks peering back, but they are unmoving. Watching us trek slowly away from the two boats in the distance: one occupied, one empty. Two boats on their own.

Nobody will have collected photocopies or printouts, or thought to let me know what the homework is. I had chicken pox last year and it was as if nobody noticed. I am invisible to the teachers, even.

We head back towards the smokestack of the boat’s chimney. From the air I can tell Dad’s moved from logs to coal. He will be settling in now, flicking through one of his Hemingway paperbacks, each one littered with stickers and minuscule annotations, or else he will be reading from his own notebooks. I have been observing him ever since I was little. Other dads play football with their sons or take them to a farm to watch lambs being born in spring, but my father always has his head in his work.

Amber drinks from a puddle.

Ma will be in her bedroom keeping out of the way. I’m going to talk to him again about running her a bath for her birthday. He hates the thought of it; he even disapproves of long showers. Tells us we’re to only ever use Imperial Leather soap, as it doesn’t scum up the drains too much, and never hang about mindlessly with water running. In and out, he says. But I know she craves a bath. He let her have baths all the time back in the bungalow. I’m going to raise it. She hasn’t said she wants a bath because she doesn’t want to set him off, especially not with his new book, and now with Mr Turner’s accident, but I’m going to bring it up when the moment’s right.

I know he can be better.

We reach Mr Turner’s boat and I step up and Amber follows, but I have to pull her back.

His grey Velcro shoes are neat inside the door.

She steps in, but looks back at me, and then she stands right next to my leg and won’t leave. She presses herself firmly against my shin.

‘You’ll be alright, you’re safe in here. Look, you’ve got a nice blanket from Mr Turner.’ I squat down and pat her bed. ‘Settle down and I’ll see you again in the morning. I’m only going over there.’

But she stands resolute by my ankle. Leaning into me. Is she shivering?

His British Legion Christmas tea towel hangs from the rail on the stove.

His bright yellow cagoule rests on a side table.

His wool mittens are stuffed down by the armchair.

His life, everywhere.

I say goodnight to him, my voice catching in my throat, and stroke Amber, rubbing under her wiry chin, and then I close the door, pushing her back inside against her will.

When I walk back to our boat, I step around the area we laid him down.

‘Bed,’ says Dad.

I make my bed out of the dinette sofa and table and then I pull on my pyjamas and brush my teeth. Dad is loading up the fire with coal and kindling packets when I emerge.

‘Night, lad.’ He lifts his jaw.

I walk to him and kiss his smooth, hard cheek and then he looks away.

After twenty minutes of Amber howling from the next boat he says, ‘You going to ignore it?’

I run to her and bring her back with me tight in my arms.

‘Where should I . . .?’

‘Keep it shut up. Throttle it or lay it on your pillow, boy, I don’t care which. I got one shot at this opening act.’

I bring her into my bed and lay her down and she settles and rests with her nose covered by her tail.

I can’t see his face from this angle. There is a glow from the far end of the boat, from the stove, and Amber’s heartbeat echoes my own.

Dad’s bare legs glow orange.

‘Night,’ I say.

He pulls off his shirt and begins to type.

 

I am late for school the next morning and have to run all the way from the bus station.

‘Look at it,’ says Ballbag, as I pass him on the way to assembly. ‘Sweaty, guilty bastard. Skinny clown with noodle arms. Look at the armpits on it, bloody hell, dripping they are. Filthy little clown. Look at it.’

I ignore him.

In assembly they kick me in the back.

In double English they throw glue sticks at my head and the teacher sends me outside together with Gazza and Blocko. He joins us in the corridor.

‘He did it, sir,’ they both say.

‘I don’t care who did it, you were all involved. I have a mind to send you to the headmaster.’

‘He started it, sir,’ says Blocko.

‘You think I’m an idiot, Block.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Do I look like an idiot?’

‘No, sir, I never . . .’

‘I’ll see you all after class. Back inside.’

He never did talk to us after class. He was busy chatting with Miss King from chemistry, so we all left.

I hid in the toilets. I took sanctuary in chess club and played Go with an unexpectedly friendly sixth former who shared his packet of fruit polos with me. He told me he’s going to study Accounting at Manchester. I reckon he’s been through some stuff. You can tell sometimes. He told me his dad wants to fly over from Ghana to see him graduate. Told me he’s saving up for the ticket. Then I hid in the homework room over lunch and didn’t eat. They think I’m weak for keeping out of their way but they, predictably, misinterpret the fundamental laws of nature. A smart creature will win in the long term only if it thinks strategically. It’s not about short-term wins, it is not even about battle victories, it is about the entire war. Watch a beaver build a dam or a spider weave its web. It is not the easy wins; it is the end win. They consider me a coward, but I have my eye on a prize their feeble minds cannot comprehend. When I am eighteen, they will be at the train station spraying graffiti on the walls or in the toilet cubicles looking for a vein.

Whereas I will be sat on a train.

Leaving.





15 – Peggy

When I return home from the library, Drew is outside training on the towpath. He is doing pull-ups on a low tree branch, the vein in his forehead protruding, pulsing.

‘Planning to tell me?’

‘Tell you?’

He drops down and steps closer, his trainers splattered with muddy droplets of water that he will painstakingly clean away with a rag later this evening.

‘Boat was different when I got back from the scrapyard. Something off about it.’

‘What was different, love?’

‘Been someone on my boat, tell me there wasn’t.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Oh, that. Was just the policeman that came round. He was checking on Geoff Turner’s boat. We got to talking and I offered him a cup of tea, that’s all.’

‘You offered him,’ he says, sweat dripping off his chin, ‘A cup of tea.’

‘He’s police, Drew.’

‘He’s a man on my boat.’

I step back a little. There is no one else around for miles.

‘Ten minutes, that’s all it was. Mug of tea, one sugar. Talked about Sammy a bit, how he worked for Geoff Turner, helped him out.’

The sinews of his forearms flex and bulge.

‘What did he say, this man?’

‘He was checking on the boat. Making sure it was safe and locked up. Said they were looking into allegations of foul play.’

Drew sets his jaw. ‘He look at you?’

I frown.

‘I said did he look at you.’

‘We talked. Must have been less than ten minutes.’

He crosses his arms and looks me up and down.

‘Were you wearing that at the time? Or something else?’

I look down at my mac and jeans and boots.

‘What?’

‘He touch your hand, anything like that? Console you for the tragic loss?’

‘Don’t be silly.’

His breath steams out of his nostrils and hangs in the air between us. A plane high overhead. Silence.

‘Did he try anything on with you, this fella?’

I can’t help but look appalled. ‘It was police, Drew.’

‘I know who it was. Electrician on a push bike and now this. Did you sleep together, you and him?’

His grinds his teeth.

‘We talked,’ I say, not making eye contact. ‘He said they were running some tests on the body. I don’t know what happened to you today, but you have nothing to worry about. We just talked. Five minutes.’

‘Ten minutes, you said before.’

‘Something like that.’

‘Something like that.’

He wipes his face on his bare forearm.

‘I’m getting cold.’

‘Did he touch your hands?’

‘Sorry?’

He steps closer, breathing, frowning. His shoulders are tensed.

‘Don’t have a coronary, love,’ he says, loosening his torso, smiling, transforming. ‘Jesus, anyone’d think you were about to get a hiding. What’s wrong?’

‘Oh, nothing,’ I say, stepping towards our boat. ‘I’m tired, I guess.’

‘From all that heavy work down the library, all them index cards.’

I step onto the boat.

He goes back to his training.

Inside, the boat is as wide as Drew is tall. The dinette is set ready for tea and the kitchen is something removed from a decrepit caravan or bedsit. The only thing that is in perfect working order is his corner. Mahogany bureau desk rescued from a skip: each shelf and drawer meticulously sanded and repainted out on the towpath. Each one locked with its own padlock, with its own combination. He dusts it with spittle and a tattered t-shirt he keeps for the task. A desk with a fifteen-year-old award sitting on top, taunting him, propelling him. Not one speck of dust. No verdigris on his prize trophy. The Hugh Higgins Memorial Prize. Andrew Jenkins. Most promising writer.

He was charming before we married, before Mom died, before Sammy arrived. He was a focussed but considerate man.

Samson comes home with wet trousers and a wet jacket.

‘You fall in the canal? It hasn’t been raining, has it?’

‘Tripped.’

‘Come here.’

I pull him into myself and kiss the hair on top of his head. Soon he will be taller than me and that will be concrete proof, if I ever needed it, of the passing of time. He hangs on to me. I squeeze him tighter and he says nothing, but he holds on like mammalian young have done for a thousand generations.

‘Best get those clothes off. Put something warm on and I’ll dry them by the fire.’

He walks to the bathroom, dripping as he goes.

I know he hasn’t eaten his Lion Bar yet. It is still in his storage box under the dinette cushions. I haven’t had my Bourneville chocolate bar either.

The boat’s engines start up, so I jog through to the bedroom.

He is there on the other side of the door by the tiller.

‘Are we heading back to the marina?’

He does not bend down to answer me.

I cannot see his head from down here, just his chest, legs, boots.

‘Are we off back, Drew?’

‘Are we heck.’

‘What then?’

He steps down. There is a fine cut near his ear, a shaving nick.

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Closer to the marina would be nice, don’t you think? Closer to services, the shop, the bus.’

‘Topping up batteries,’ he says. ‘Closer to that marina, that electrician? Might head the other way. Build some distance between us and Geoff Turner’s boat.’

‘What about the dog?’

‘What about it?’

‘The food’s on his boat. All her things, leashes and that.’

‘Not our problem.’

‘I know, but . . .’

‘The way your brain’s wired.’

‘Sammy’s attached to little Amber.’

‘Attached?’

I make dinner on the gas hob but the tanks are running low, I can feel it. I will not raise it with Drew tonight. As I stir the spaghetti hoops in the pan, I think about the rejection letter I received at the library, the look on
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