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My eyes snap open to darkness...

A clicking sound...

Claws on concrete...

Was I awake as I heard it?

Or asleep?

Scratching and scraping...

A skritching noise...

Cold sweat soaks the sheet under me. My hand, of its own volition, slams toward the light switch. But before I reach it, something cold and wet shoves at my face: Bear’s nose.

My heart gives a mighty slam...

Christ...

... and I snatch for air.

Pull yourself together man...

Heartbeat decelerating, I switch on the light anyway. Bear wriggles his backside in an ecstasy of wagging, poking at me with his snout, claws tap-tapping on the hard floor, then muffling as they snag on the bedside rug.

Reaching from under the blankets, I scratch an ear, keeping my voice low, trying not to disturb Mitch. “Good boy.”

He blows air in my face, sweet and a little meaty, gives my hand a perfunctory lick, then huffs, dropping to the rug. Head on paws, he faces the door, eyes drooping.

No rat’s going to get past him...

A short-cut to snacks...

I roll onto my back, staring up, reluctant to switch off the lamp. Bear’s breathing grows steady and slow.

Turn off the light...

...

Turn off the fucking light...

There’s nothing there in the dark that’s not there in the light...

Inhaling, feeling the rise and fall of my chest, the quickening of my heartbeat again, still I hesitate...

You’re a grown man...

Half the world is scared shitless of you...

So, what the fuck’s the matter?

... then flick off the light-switch.

Staring into the gloom, I become conscious of the warmth of the body beside mine: warm, comforting...

Mitch...

I roll again, this time to face my wife...

My wife...

All I ever wished for...

She’s watching me, her eyes a green and white glint against the dark, fixed on mine. Drawing close, she contours herself to me. Her hands in my hair, stroking, wordless, she opens her mouth over mine.
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Leaning in close to the mirror, I apply another layer of mascara. My eyes are one of my best features. But by comparison, dark as they are, my eyelashes look vitamin-deficient if I don’t give them some help. 

What else?

A little more colour on the lips...

Poking through my make-up bag, I pick out a dark flesh tone, then hesitate...

Something brighter? A strong red?

I have the colouring to carry it off, but...

Date Number Three

Don't want to look like a flamenco dancer...

I have no complaints about inheriting my father’s strong, dark appearance. Unlike some of my blonde colleagues, men don’t tend to make assumptions about my intelligence. On the other hand, I prefer not to look as though I should be dancing with a rose between my teeth.

I brush on lipstick, apply a touch of gloss, then stand back to survey the result.

Not bad...

I straighten up, smooth down my dress...

Lower heels maybe?

No... he’s tall enough not to worry about it...

I turn, considering...

Hair up?

No... Date three...

Keep it casual...

A glance at the clock...

Ten minutes...

There’s no point going out yet. I’d only be waiting out in the cold. Still, I put on my warmest coat, pacing the room...

It’s a pleasant room, in the Hotel-Guest-Room way of things...

I really should move out of here.

Can’t keep living here rent-free... Relying on the charity of others...

Well... Michael and Charlotte...

...

Not back to Mom’s though.

Get a place of my own...

Earning enough now... For somewhere basic at least...

Wish academics got paid a bit more...

Maybe Dad would help?

My phone Pings with an incoming message.

Arrived early?

A smile cracks across my mouth...

Waiting at the gate?

Flipping open my phone, I jab at the screen, bringing up the message.

Hi Georgie. Sorry but can’t make it tonight. Something came up at work.

Damn!

I’d been looking forward to this evening. Matt’s good company. And I’d been hoping...

Perhaps...

Tomorrow instead? Or Friday?

Sorry busy at work. Will call u

Stabbing at the screen, I close my messenger.

‘I’ll call you...’

Not ‘Call me’.

We all know what that means.

Abruptly, despite the heavy coat, I’m cold.

Then, unreasonably, I’m hot, my eyes watering.

Dear John/Joan...

Bastard...

Should I reply?

Fuck that...

Shoving the phone in a pocket, I drop to sit on the bed, hunched on the edge.

What does it take?

What do I do wrong?

I’m not bad looking. Intelligent; I got my brains from my dad. I can hold a conversation about more than the latest movie or what’s in the charts. I can discuss the latest opinions on climate change or politics. Or what just came out of M.I.T. or Oxford.

But...

Stop judging me...

Will you let me get a word in edgeways...

Did I ask your opinion?

Always, it goes the same way. I can get the dates anytime I want. I can reel ‘em in no problem.

But you can’t keep them...

My body wants to sob.

To hell with that...

Standing again, I slide a finger under my eyes, wiping moisture from the corners.

All dressed up...

Nowhere to go...

I can’t stomach staying in my room. I head out, going...

... Going where?

Thick fog swirls, wet on my face: rain without the willpower to drop. Certainly, a far cry from the frost and snow all the movies say we should have so close to Christmas.

Where am I going?

Aimless, I make for my dad’s place, at the rear of the hotel, but as it comes into view, I hesitate.

House lights glow golden. Shapes move beyond the windows, indistinct and silhouetted against the light. Music drifts out. Laughter and chatter too. A Merc is parked outside.

Briefly, Charlotte comes close to the window, holding Cara...

My sister...

I pull back into a shadow, watching.

Dad comes up behind her, lips moving with words I can’t hear, but he’s offering her a glass, tinted red-gold. He kisses Charlotte’s forehead, and they exchange baby and glass. Holding Cara in his arms, he talks to her as she waves chubby arms towards the darkness outside.

Beyond them, Michael is dancing with Mitch...

They’re very good...

... and as I angle round, Beth sits by the fire, Adam on her knee, chatting with Richard. Larry sits by, watching it all.

I stand at the front door, knuckles poised to knock, but my stomach tightens. My breathing is fast and short. The fog finally gains the will to fall, and rain patters onto the shallow porch roof above me.

Why should I be scared?

As though they’d not let me in...

Not gonna happen...

Dad would be thrilled to have me there...

But my heart is hammering.

All those people...

You’re looking good, Georgie...

All dressed up...

On your way somewhere?

“What the fuck am I afraid of?”

And now I’m talking to myself...

But at my muttered words, beyond the door, a dog barks, a short yap. Another joins in; a deep baying. Then, bodies, far more than the two, throw themselves at the door.

Kirstie’s voice. “Emma! Meg! Archie! Will you be quiet! You too, Mac.”

Then, Michael’s voice... “Who on earth’s out on a night like this?” ... And approaching footsteps.

My fragile courage cracks. Ducking away, I sprint around the corner, hiding from these people who should be my friends and family.

The click of a lock... The creak of timber...

Golden light slants out. After a moment, Michael steps from the porch, looking one way, then the other. “Hello?”

Shrinking back, I watch as he turns, palms raised, radiating bafflement. Then he shrugs and goes back inside. As the door closes, “Damn dogs. Barking at nothing again.”

The light cuts off, then reappears. Larry steps out, his hand on something inside his jacket. He lingers, staring out into the dark, turning slowly. As his gaze revolves toward me, he pauses...

He can’t see me...

Surely?

His head tilts. He looks down, then up again. After a moment, he too shrugs and returns inside.

Even if there were anyone to see me in the rain, it would be too dark to see the scald on my cheeks as I trudge back to the hotel parking lot.
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Shaking down my umbrella, I reverse indoors from the porch, trying to deposit the drips beyond the threshold. Then, dumping the brolly in the stand by the door, and checking I’ve not left anything of value in the pockets, hang my dripping coat on a hook.

But turning into the cosy welcome of the bar, once more, I hesitate.

Although it’s early, the crowd is building up: Friday night revellers, all laughing and joking; groups of guys, gangs of girls. One set looks like the ‘Boy’s Christmas Night Out’, the group swilling beer, exchanging football critique and off-colour jokes. Another looks to be a hen party: giggling girls in matching printed tee-shirts...

Bridesmaids...

Bride...

Hangers-on...

Here for the booze...

... and red tinsel headbands...

Ridiculous...

... the women shriek with laughter, knocking back vodka.

Couples sit quietly at tables, their heads close. Some talk quietly. Others look over menus. Some just stare out, swaying slightly or tapping fingers on the tabletops to the rhythm of the music. Others are singing along... 

.... I played my drum for Him pa-rum pum pum pum

I played my best for Him pa -rum pum pum pum...

Then, there’s me...

... dressed in my finery.

Alone...

I start to back out, but beyond the door, rain hammers onto the sidewalk. So instead, I take a spot at the end of the bar.

“What can I get you?” The barman gives me obligatory cheap smile, measuring me with his eyes.

Party dress...

Made-up...

No wedding ring...

Nice tits...

I open my mouth to order a glass of white wine, then...

Fuck it...

“Whisky.”

He hesitates, eyes a little narrowed. Then, reaching up to the display of bottles behind the bar, “Any brand in particular?”

I scan the choice. “I’ll have a Lagavulin. A large one.”

He raises his brows, smiling a little. “Coming up. Ice?”

“No.”

Amber fluid splashes into a glass and I cradle it, inhaling the scents of peat and smoke and molasses. It sets a trail glowing down my throat, then heats me from the inside. But I know the warmth isn’t real. Alcohol helps, but it’s no substitute for...

For what?

What am I missing?

I don’t know. But something within aches...

The whisky should be sipped, but I gulp it down, knowing I’m only masking the empty place inside.

Hunched over the bar, I cup the tumbler in my hands, staring down into the contents. Warmed by its fake heat, I’m vaguely aware that next to me, a couple of guys are chatting over a beer apiece. A little longer and I realise that one, surreptitiously, is looking me over.

Just what I need...

On the prowl...

Glass in hand, I turn to face him, square on. As he sees me staring, he turns too, looking at me properly. 

He’s a handsome man, visually striking; some variety of Scandinavian, with silver-blond hair and eyes that passed through the blue of the sky and settled in the glacier. His forehead furrows. “I’m sorry, but do we know each other?”

Oh... God...

“That’s a bit of a tired line, isn’t it? I mean, it’s hardly original.”

He blinks. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean... But you seem familiar...”

“Oh, give me a break.”

His eyes widen. He lets out air. “Well, excuse me...”

I take another gulp of the whisky, then slap the empty tumbler onto the bar. Silently, the barman slides the glass away from me. I expect him to ask if I want a refill, but he doesn’t speak.

Crap...

I shouldn’t have done that...

I turn back to the silver-haired man. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s just...” But his back is turned to me. Beyond him, his friend meets my eye, raising brows, then also looks away.

*****
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Klempner


[image: ]


Mitch leads the way to breakfast. I follow her,  carrying Vicky in her travel-cot.

My wife...

My daughter...

Ahead of us, the kitchen is a cacophony of clamour and clatter and chatter, echoing down the hall.

My mouth is dry...

Why?

A normal life...

I wanted this...

James, in jeans and a cable-knit pullover, sleeves rolled up, is at the hob, moving between pans and plates and grill like a conjurer on speed. He flashes a smile at Mitch as she enters; nods an acknowledgement to me as I hesitate in the doorway, then pauses, looking fixedly at me for a moment.

Mitch takes a seat next to Jenny, pulling up a side-table...

My other daughter...

... who is occupied with feeding Cara...

My grandchild...

Seated in a highchair, her face and bib are spattered yellow as Jenny spoons something eggy into her mouth. The tray of the chair swims with God-knows-what.

Right next to Cara, Beth feeds Adam bright orange mush. It’s a messy process. His tray too, and the plastic mat on the floor, accommodating both chairs, is a slush-bespattered disaster zone.

Jenny holds back a bright green Mickey Mouse spoon, loaded with egg. “Here comes the aeroplane...” The spoon makes an arc through the air and Cara, burbling, opens her mouth wide.

At the last moment, chubby fingers grab the spoon from Jenny, aiming more-or-less at their owner’s face. A small portion of the food is delivered to her mouth. The remainder slops down face, bib and tray. Cara tries again, jabbing down into the bowl of egg with the spoon, scooping up a little, spilling most. Next to her, Adam has lost interest in his orange slop, stretching out wriggling fingers to Cara’s bowl.

Jenny watches with critical eye, then slices toast into finger-sized pieces, giving one to Cara and offering another to Adam. He grabs it, then champs at the end, not so much eating it, as pulverising it.

Mitch pats the side-table. “Just pop Vicky down here, would you, Larry.” As I set down the cot, she produces her bag of baby-feeding kit.

At the other side of the table, Michael is telling some tale to Haswell, illustrating his words with waves of a toast-clutching hand. He breaks off halfway through as Adam raises a wail of protest, pudgy arms still grabbing toward Cara’s bowl.

Normal life?

Complete fucking chaos...

James, poking at a sizzling frying pan, flicks eyes to mine, away to his pan, then back to me, once more holding for a moment. He sweeps the room with his gaze. Returns to me. Head inclining, he smiles slightly and nods me to a seat. “Larry, poached eggs?”

“Thank you, yes.”

“Two or three?”

“Two, please. But I’ll do it. I can see you have your hands full.”

He wavers, reluctance shining out. “It’s not a problem. I can manage. Take a seat.”

“I’m happy to help...” Still, he hesitates... “I didn’t realise your control issues extended to the kitchen.”

James’ expression darkens. Mitch coughs and lays a hand on my arm. “Larry, it’s James’ kitchen. He’s in charge here.”

Was that rude of me?

Perhaps...

Injecting the joke into my voice, “My plans for world domination didn’t include ousting James from his beloved hob. I was just trying to...”

James awards me a dry look, then turns for the fridge. “Poached eggs coming up. Let’s all play to our strengths.” The toaster clicks and four golden slices pop up. “Help yourself to toast.” He regards the toaster critically, sucking in his cheeks. “I need to get a bigger one, don’t I.”

The doorbell rings. Michael stands, half a slice of toast in hand, still chewing. “I'll get it. Are we expecting anyone?”

Mitch looks up from Vicky's bottle. “I'm giving Kirstie the final fitting for her wedding dress this morning. Ryan’s probably with her.”

As Michael exits the kitchen, Cara bangs on the tray of her high chair, with her spoon, setting the plastic bowl rattling. Vicky burbles and hiccups. Beside Beth, Adam joins in with Cara, banging his own spoon.

Michael returns with a smiling Ryan, a beaming Kirstie.

“Kirstie! Ryan!” Voices rise. Chairs scrape back from the table to make space as Michael pulls in one extra chair, Haswell another.

James cracks eggs into simmering water, then puts the lid on the pan and sets it to one side. “You two joining us for breakfast?”

Ryan rubs at his arms. “Thanks. Don't mind if I do, James. It's cold out there.”

Mugs and plates clatter. Adam and Cara start a mush-throwing contest. Jenny and Beth relieve them of their spoons and bowls, then lift them out of the highchairs, placing them in a playpen set to one side.

How do people stand this all the time?

Two perfectly poached eggs, nestled on golden toast, are set before me, two more in front of Kirstie and Ryan, and James finally sits down to his own breakfast, actually just a slice of toast and black coffee. “So, if it’s not world domination today, Larry, what’s on your timetable?”

I pour myself more coffee, keeping my attention on pot and mug. “Nothing in particular.”

In truth, the day yawns ahead of me. Boredom is a new experience.

What do people do with their time?

A normal life...
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Michael, one ankle propped up on a knee, cups his mug. “So how are the wedding plans, Kirstie? All in good order?” He raises a forefinger. “By the way, I'm picking up my suit tomorrow.”

The tall, dark girl opens her mouth to speak ...

Mitch interrupts. “Have you decided about the honeymoon yet? What your plans are?”

Kirstie's smile fades. Ryan’s looks strained, but his tone is off-hand. “We’re going to decide later. We have other priorities just now.” He grinds to a halt...

More to say?

But not speaking...

What’s wrong?

Kirstie picks up the line. “There's no point spending money for a few days holiday is there? Getting our home fit to live in is more important.”

I lay my hand on hers. “Of course, it is.”

Klempner watches all this in silence. But there’s something around his eyes. Michael sits back in his seat, cradling his cup, watching everything, saying nothing.

Richard breaks in, propped by his elbows on the table. “James, I'm seeing the mayor this afternoon. He wants to discuss company sponsorships for new apprentice positions. I was hoping I could have some input from you on what’s needed skills-wise. If you’re not doing anything else that is?”

Hmmm...

“You mean you want me to give you the bullets to fire, so you don’t find yourself paying for training in Medieval fly-fishing or flower-arranging?”

Richard chuckles. “That's about the size of it. That blasted wife of his thinks we’re a charity. I try to explain that I’m happy to sponsor training in computer sciences, engineering and business studies. Even basic literacy and numeracy. She wants me to fund a music college. I told her my taxes cover that sort of thing, but she doesn’t want to take no for an answer. Anyway, we can talk about it on the drive into the office...” He checks his watch. “... Speaking of which...” He rises from his seat, snagging the jacket hanging over the back.

Michael speaks. “Charlotte, in the New Year, do you think you could help out with the keep fit and self-defence classes for a couple of weeks? We're bound to get a ton of New Year’s resolution sign-ups. Chad could use some extra help. At least until the drop-aways... um... drop away.”

“Sure, if Mom and Beth will look after Cara while I’m doing it?” Charlotte turns, the question lifting her voice.

Michael nods down to my egg-covered daughter, currently pulling herself upright against the side of the playpen. “I thought actually, that Cara might like to come with me on my rounds. She’s big enough not to need you on hand all the time.”

“Um...” Doubt rings through Charlotte’s voice.

Michael throws a smile at Cara. “Want to come and help, Sweetie...?”

Cara burbles eggy approval: a smile lined with tiny pearl-whites, rimmed yellow, babbling and gurgling. 

“... Of course you do. You can come with me today. We’ll try it out, shall we.”

Cara beams, but abruptly her face squeezes tight... Then flushes red... She starts wailing.

“Whoops! I think someone needs changing.” Michael hooks her under the arms, lifting her up and out of the pen. Charlotte makes to stand. “It’s okay, Charlotte. Finish your breakfast. I’ll do it.” Michael vanishes out from the kitchen carrying my bawling daughter.

Mitch has mischief in her voice. “Will you do the nappy changing too, Ryan? When it’s your turn?”

His eyes flick to Kirstie and he hesitates. A chasm to the bowels of the earth yawns wide under him. “Let’s take that one step at a time, shall we. We’re not actually married yet.”

Kirstie decides to join the game of man-tormenting. “How about you, Larry? Do you change nappies?”

Klempner’s expression doesn’t change, but perhaps a smile lurks behind his eyes. “If you ever need suggestions on how to dodge the authorities or move goods across borders... Perhaps even the organisation of a small revolution... Call me any time. Nappies... No. As James said, let’s all play to our strengths.”

Michael re-appears, a rolled-up package in one hand, Cara strapped to his chest in a papoose. Arms and legs dangling, her smile sunny, she gurgles her excitement. “That was... interesting... What have you been feeding her, Charlotte?” He rinses his hands under the tap, then reclaims his coffee.

Charlotte gives him a hard stare. “I’m trying different things. Seeing what she likes.” She stares in space... “Er... She had some grapes yesterday.”

Mitch chimes in. “And I gave her pureed carrots and cauliflower. She enjoyed them. And it’s good to train babies early to like vegetables.”

“I’ll give you that,” comments Michael. “But I saw the result. Perhaps the brassica experiment should wait until she’s a bit older? Or would you prefer to install some kind of bio-hazardous waste disposal facility?” He tosses the package into the fire, the hottest part of the ashes. Briefly, it flares brilliant yellow, then curls into black smoke. 

Klempner stares down at his plate, where the remains of his eggs congeal, vivid yellow, on his plate.

Too much information?

Mitch is unaffected. “Michael, are you going to carry Cara around all day like that? In the hotel? She’s likely to be a handful.”

“Not a problem. It’ll be good for her to get out and about. Babies should have a lot of variety. And facing forward like this, she can see everything that’s going on.” He grins. “Actually, I’m rather looking forward to it. Now she’s old enough not to need Charlotte all the time, we can start doing things together...”
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Klempner

Something jostles my elbow: Bear. He’s big enough to look down on my abandoned plate. He aims his snout down at my leftover egg... Up at me... Down at the egg... Groans...

I put my plate down on the floor and Bear
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