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Dear Reader,

This book is a spin-off story from The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – a 5-book gritty crime drama set in the 1990s and early 2000s. In book five two characters named Tom and Alfie Lane are introduced and I fell so in love with them, I wanted to know more about them and their back story. This book is their story and describes the events that led up to their part in The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – Part 5.

This book can be read as a standalone, however please be advised that it gives major spoilers for The Boy With The Thorn In His Side series.

This book also fits into a bigger universe of inter-connected books and characters and if you are interested, please find below a suggested reading order.

Many thanks for being here!

Chantelle Atkins

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us – coming Autumn 2024!

The Dark Finds You – coming early 2025!
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NOW

June 2017

The first time Alfie Lane had to think fast to save his brother’s life, he was five years old. That moment haunted his childhood, yet, in the years that followed, Alfie somehow found a way to bury the terrible memory. In fact, he has not thought of it since he was a kid, and, as it comes to him now, this fact alone seems somehow more strange, frightening, and catastrophic than the gun being held to his brother’s head. How could he have forgotten?

Tom, now taller and broader than his big brother, is doing his best to remain still. Remaining still is the natural and sensible thing to do when someone is holding a gun to your head, and not just any old gun either, because as far as Alfie can tell, the gun is an old army issue Glock 17 – not a toy. These guys mean business; no messing around. But Tom Lane finds staying still and remaining quiet difficult to do in normal circumstances and utterly impossible in situations of extreme duress.

Alfie thinks that so far, Tom is doing incredibly well. Just his mouth is twitching: a mild tic sometimes followed by a chin jerk. Please for the love of God, don’t do the chin jerk, Alfie is silently begging. But then maybe Tom is not as surprised by the gun to his head as Alfie is... Maybe he saw this coming. 

Before Tom showed up, Alfie had been pondering the strange and previously unfamiliar feeling that settles over him at the end of each day while his muscles ache, his limbs throb and his clothes are spattered with paint and plaster.  It is there every evening after his shower, when he changes into fresh jeans and a soft t-shirt and grabs a cold beer from the fridge. When he settles down on the sofa with his feet up, the feeling settles with him. It had taken time for Alfie to work out, but he came to realise that this sensation was none other than pure and simple contentment. 

He surmises that it is not exactly pure happiness, if such a thing even exists, nor is it even full satisfaction with the life he is living, because neither of these things are truly possible without his brother in it. He feels at ease, perhaps mostly with himself. In many ways, he has Tom to thank for that; even though he has so often been the cause of mayhem, Tom has also inadvertently led Alfie to a place he had once only dreamed of being. There was a time when he would not have admitted even to himself what he wanted in life, let alone say it out loud.

Now he stares at his younger brother’s face and feels resignation – he should have known when Tommy turned up that trouble would not be far behind. Their father and grandfather had always said the same thing. He had often thought it unfair, the way they labelled him as if mapping out his destiny and preempting his choices, but on reflection, it was fair to say that they had both been right. 

Even now, does Tom look scared? Guilty? Sorry? Alfie doesn’t think so. What he can see in his brother’s face is what has always been there – a kind of wild hunger, one that is almost impossible to satisfy. Alfie recognises the look and understands it. Tom has always been hungry because Tom has been starved his entire life. Starved of a mother, starved of his father’s love, starved of security and stability and in recent years, starved of the one constant in his life – Alfie.

While he sums up his options, Alfie’s eyes shift to Sadie’s. She is standing slightly behind the two hulking thugs. He is slightly surprised she isn’t holding the gun herself. He has always seen her as an outlaw, someone who rolls her eyes at rules and conventions as if none of them apply to her. Her eyes stare unflinchingly back at him, and he remembers how fearless she is – never a regret, never a doubt. He is mildly satisfied to see that the years have not been kind to her. Her elfin face looks lined and punished. His gaze drifts to note that her bean pole figure appears gaunt. He looks back at her face and wants to tell her that he wishes he had never set eyes on her. Even more than Tom, trouble and chaos follow Sadie wherever she goes. 

Tommy is having trouble staying still and Alfie can see an inappropriate sound or perhaps a peal of laughter brewing under the surface. With Tom, there is always something wanting to break free. 

Trouble followed Tom despite Alfie’s yearning for simplicity and normality, but that’s okay, he reflects now. He will always back him up because it has always been the same – the two of them against the world.

He scans their faces, his mind racing for a solution. Think fast, think fast. The right words. The right move. Instinct. Fate? Alfie holds up his hands in surrender and winks at his little brother.
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THEN

May 1989

The lounge was the biggest room in the tiny flat. Later, when his limbs grew faster than his clothes could keep up with, Alfie saw the flat for what it really was: a home so tiny and dark it might as well have been a tomb. But when he was five years old, it felt like the entire world. 

Slanted beams of dusty sunlight carved up the lounge rug. As Alfie moved his matchbox cars along the strips of light, he had a vague sense of the dust balls under the sofa, the threadbare patches in the rug and the curled-up edge that Aunt Dee in her clumsiness was always tripping over. But mostly, he was aware of his cars: a red Ford Cortina, a silver Jaguar, and a bottle green Morris Minor. His favourite was the Morris Minor because his dad drove one just like it.

The window was large, taking up almost one wall, and if it hadn’t been for the tall trees that formed the woods just outside, it would have been well-lit; the oaks kept out most of the light. But at certain times of the day, when the sun moved over the woods, beams of light would break through the trees and create patterns on the lounge carpet – perfect roads for toy cars.

Alfie Lane, lying on his belly with his bare feet pressed against the wall under the window, pushed his cars along an inch wide shaft of light. When the telephone started to ring in the small hallway, he shifted and glanced up. 

At first, however, the ringing phone was just a ringing phone and not the concern of a five-year-old boy with a line of traffic to move. He looked up when his father did not immediately answer it, then, after a few more persistent rings, Alfie scratched at his neck and called out, ‘Dad!’

There was no reply. The size of the flat did not provide many spaces to hide or vanish, which made Alfie wonder what was taking his father so long. Another glance towards the hallway revealed the bathroom door was open, the room therefore presumably unoccupied. The phone stopped. Then started again.

‘Dad!’ he yelled louder. He remembered what his dad always said about noise: how it travelled and vibrated through the flats; how the old man below would bang his broom on the ceiling if he heard them yelling or thumping; how the middle-aged woman above liked to bend his ear about the TV being too loud or the baby crying for too long. 

Alfie, astutely aware of how little his father could cope with, got up and walked into the hallway.

‘Dad?’

Both bedroom doors were closed. Alfie picked up the telephone from the small table in the hallway. It was surrounded by takeaway leaflets and old phone books and his book bag from school was propped up at the back.

‘Hello?’

‘Alfie! That you?’

Aunt Dee sounded sleepy but happy to hear his voice. ‘Hi Auntie Dee.’

‘Alfie, get your dad on the phone. I need him right now.’ There was a hard emphasis on the ‘now’, yet her tone made Alfie giggle. Aunt Dee always sounded like a child pretending to be an adult.

‘Hang on Auntie Dee.’

Alfie placed the receiver gently on the table and reached for the doorknob to the bedroom he shared with Tom. He was nervous about opening the door; it wasn’t usually closed this time of day. Was Dad taking a nap in their room? Alfie felt a sense of dread in his stomach, comparable only to the way his guts felt when their father brought his fist down on the table in a fit of rage and despair. He turned the handle, then stopped – the sound of the door unlatching cracked like gunfire, filling the hallway and making him jump. Alfie felt afraid to push the door all the way open. It was like his body was screaming at him not to.

Alfie knew that Auntie Dee was waiting, so he pursed his lips, inhaled, and pushed open the door. Alfie could see his father leaning over Tom’s cot. Hadn’t he heard the phone, or Alfie calling him? Why was he standing so still? He had his back to Alfie, his size and shape impossibly huge to a boy of five. His dad was like a bear, with his mop of shaggy dark hair and the way his face was always bristly and tickled when he gave you a kiss. 

Tom’s cot was against the far wall, below the window. Their bedroom not more than a box room, Alfie’s bed was along the wall adjacent to the lounge. Through paper thin walls, Alfie drifted off to sleep at night to the sound of his father’s favourite TV shows; the theme tune to Eastenders was as good as a lullaby to him.

Nothing worked as a lullaby to baby Tom though. Not the TV, or his Old MacDonald cot mobile, or Auntie Dee drunkenly singing Twinkle Twinkle Little Star. Tom was a restless baby, they said. Alfie had digested and accepted many other labels which he would associate with his younger brother for years to come. ‘Too loud’, ‘annoying’, ‘fussy’, and ‘hard work’ to name just a few. Tom was not a good sleeper and disliked his cot. He was supposed to be down for a nap now, Alfie remembered. 

Alfie understood that his father was at his wits end because the baby did not sleep, and this was going to drive him bloody insane. Alfie also knew that he had never been as much trouble as Tom when he was a baby, and he was quite proud of this.

Alfie knew that Tom was still awake because he could see one chubby fist curled around the bars of the cot and his small feet thrashing up and down at the end of it. Yesterday Tom had climbed out of the cot and lowered himself to the floor. Alfie, utterly impressed, had told his dad that Tommy was just like Spiderman.

His enthusiasm had been short-lived when his father had reacted by banging his fist on the table and shouting, ‘For crying out loud!’

His father was silent now, but his body was twitching. Alfie had the strangest feeling that his dad was crying. Alfie opened his mouth, a strong urge now compelling him to shatter this strange moment as quickly as possible. He could see his father’s arms were in the cot; his light blue shirtsleeves rolled up above his elbows revealed tanned skin and dark hairs. It seemed to Alfie like his father was putting something on top of Tom, and Tom didn’t like it, not one bit. His legs were kicking, and his arms were now flailing yet he did not make a sound. 

‘Dad?’ the sound of his voice cut through the air like an echo, choked in confusion, dried out by fear.

But it snapped his father out of the moment and when he spun around to face his oldest son, his expression was like a child: fearful, ashamed, and guilty. In his hands, he clutched Alfie’s pillow. He glanced at it, flinched, and dropped it suddenly as if it were too hot to touch.

In the cot behind, baby Tom sat up and whimpered. Alfie could not take his eyes off his father. In his short life he had only seen his father cry once. On the day he brought his newborn son home from the hospital, his face had been ashen, and he had looked like a dead man walking.

Then, like now, tears had been rolling slowly down his face and his sombre brown eyes had been like watery holes of despair. He had placed the newborn on the leather beanbag under the window in a pool of hazy yellow sunlight. He had been alone. No Auntie Dee. Alfie knew that Dee was useless if you really needed her. No Gramps, because he was always losing another marble. No happy, tired mother. Alfie could still recall the cold spread of uneasiness in his stomach, when his father had simply stood in the middle of the lounge, staring at the baby under the window.

Mrs Allan had been babysitting Alfie while his parents were at the hospital. She lived next door and could be relied on from time to time for emergency babysitting or the lend of teabags or sugar. Alfie had slipped from her lap where he had been semi dozing with his eyes fixed on a Tom and Jerry cartoon. Mrs Allan had got up, at first in excitement, and then, Alfie’s father had shaken his head at her just once and muttered under his breath that she should go.

After she left, Alfie and his father had existed for what felt like forever in a sorrowful and echoey silence. His father stood and stared at the baby on the beanbag and his expression was agonised. The baby had started to cry, and his father just kept staring. The cries grew louder and louder until the baby began to turn red. Fearing that it might explode, Alfie had gone to the beanbag, crouched beside it and offered the baby his finger. Driven purely by instinct and a desire to stop the awful noise, Alfie had pushed his index finger inside the baby’s tiny, pursed mouth and the baby had started to suck.

Now his father had the same expression. Horror, sadness, guilt, and behind all that a terrible yawning kind of blankness, as if he was not even there, not even a real man. For the first time, Alfie thought fast to save his brother’s life.

‘Auntie Dee needs you, Dad. She’s in big trouble.’

It was only a half-lie. Auntie Dee was always in trouble and always needed someone to bail her out. When his father just stared back at him with those frighteningly empty eyes, it occurred to Alfie that his dad was perhaps teetering on the edge of the very universe, and he suddenly wanted to reach Tommy more than anything else. In that one moment, he could imagine himself shoving his father out of the way if he had to, to get to his brother.

Instead, he increased the urgency in his voice and pointed at the phone. ‘Dad! She needs you now!’

Perhaps the sharp tone coming from such a small boy snapped Fred Lane out of his stupor. Alfie would never know, but it worked. 

His father lunged forward, a tall broad-shouldered man who filled the tiny flat with his physique and his moods. He went for the phone and Alfie went for his brother. He kicked at the pillow as he passed it. Something tasted sour at the back of his mouth and his heart was beating faster than he knew possible. He reached into the cot and gripped Tom under his arms. The baby was still whimpering, and his face was bright red and slick with tears. Tom helped by grabbing the edge of the cot and pulling himself to stand. Alfie pulled his baby brother up and over the rail and carried him awkwardly out of the bedroom. 

His father straightened up and with glassy eyes and thin lips, he watched Alfie half-carry, half-drag his baby brother into the lounge, where he stumbled and landed on his backside with Tommy on top of him. 

‘I’ll play with him,’ Alfie said, snatching up his toy cars and thrusting one into the baby’s hands.

Fred Lane turned slowly away.

Later, Alfie was just about old enough to reflect that the ringing phone and his worse-for-wear aunt on the other side of it, inadvertently and perhaps miraculously saved his little brother’s life.
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THEN

The day after the pillow incident, Alfie, Tommy and Aunt Dee found themselves dumped unceremoniously at Gramps’ farm. Alfie’s father did not say a word to any of them as he climbed back in and drove away.

‘Shit,’ said Auntie Dee.

Alfie stood in the middle of the dusty farmyard and watched in confusion and dismay as the bottle green car rumbled erratically back up the dirt track. Beside him, Auntie Dee huffed loudly and hoisted Tom from one hip to the other. She grabbed a rolled-up duvet and slung it under one arm then snatched a bag with her free hand.

‘Oh, okay then, muggins here will carry everything!’

‘What the bloodyhell am I meant to do with all you lot?’ came a thin wail from the front door. Gramps was standing on the stone step in his black wellies and green overalls – the only clothes Alfie had ever seen him wear – with a pinched roll-up in the corner of his tight mouth. Gramps was a thin and hunched version of his father, with a mop of wild hair and eyes that cut you dead if they found you to be a fool.

Auntie Dee had no answer for him. She merely hummed a merry tune as she sidled awkwardly past, with Tom and the bags and Alfie following. The old man trailed behind looking as mystified as Alfie felt. 

The farmhouse was small and basic. The front door opened into a small stone-floored hallway with the staircase going straight up. To the right was the kitchen and to the left the lounge. There were two bedrooms and a bathroom on the first floor. Gramps had been living alone since his wife died a decade before and it showed. Grimy windows, leaking gutters, spiderwebbed corners and mouse poop in the cupboards were the norm.

‘We need somewhere to stick you, troublemaker!’ Auntie Dee was saying as she dropped the bags in the hallway and switched Tom to her other hip.

For a moment, Alfie just stared at her. She was tall but not as tall as his daddy, wide-hipped and broad shouldered, swaying thoughtfully from side to side, swishing her long green skirt against the dusty stone floor. In Alfie’s head was an ever-fading image of his mother: not dark, but fair with a hint of red; slim and short, he pictured her in rolled up jeans and oversized t-shirts. But without a photo in front of him, Alfie sometimes struggled to see her face.

‘What to do? What to do?’ Auntie Dee was still talking. ‘Can’t have you wandering around willy nilly.’

‘Couple of tables in the corner,’ Gramps muttered with a shake of his head and a roll of his watery eyes. ‘Block him in.’

‘Okaaaaay,’ Auntie Dee replied, shrugging at Alfie. She placed Tom on the floor. ‘Watch him a minute, Alf.’

‘When will Dad come back?’

Auntie Dee shot a look at Gramps who was heading into the kitchen but stopped and turned when he heard the question.

‘Oh, soon luvvy, soon. We’re gonna have ourselves a little holiday first.’

Alfie glanced down when he felt Tom’s pudgy hand slip into his. He closed his fingers over Tom’s and held on. They both watched in a weary stupor as Auntie Dee cleared a large wooden table which was situated against the lounge wall. She turned it carefully on its side and slid it towards the corner, nudging the shabby green sofa to one side with her foot. She then cleared the coffee table, hauling piles of farming magazines to the floor. She tipped the coffee table and pushed it over to the wall where the tables were angled to create a makeshift playpen. 

‘That should do it. Job’s a good ‘un.’ She swished past Alfie to grab some sleeping bags and blankets from the hall and then dropped them over the tables, before turning to Tom and plucking him from Alfie. ‘Now let’s see if it’s hooligan proof.’

Alfie wandered up and peered over the tables. Tom stared back at him from the other side, his brow creased into a frown and a trail of dribble stretching from his mouth to the bib of his red dungarees.

‘Shall I get him some toys?’

Auntie Dee ruffled his hair and spun around. ‘Yes please, honey. I need a goddamn drink. Dad? Got much in?’

Gramps was slamming things around in the kitchen and did not reply. Tom stared back at Alfie, whose big brown eyes were doleful and close to tears. His lower lip stuck out and trembled. Alfie unzipped the duffel bag Dee had packed for Tom, pulled out a wooden train and passed it over.

‘Here you go, Tommy. Choo choo.’

Digging around he found a soft, floppy dog, a plastic set of teething keys, a set of stacking rings and some toy cars. He threw them all over and was relieved to see Tom’s lip stopped trembling. He sat down heavily and pulled the toy dog into his mouth.

‘Are you hungry, Tommy? Don’t eat the dog.’

Alfie sighed and traipsed across the lounge. A large green sofa dominated the floor space. Behind that a dust covered mahogany dresser was crammed with LPs, books, and old ornaments. 

In the kitchen, Gramps and Dee had pulled rickety chairs up to the table. The table itself was groaning under piles of newspapers, magazines and other things Gramps liked to keep handy: a bowl of soft oranges and a smaller one of mixed nuts; white candles on china saucers, each bone-like structure held in place by their own melted wax; a teapot surrounded by cracked, stained mugs; a metal toolbox; work gloves smeared in oil.

‘This place is getting really messy, old man,’ Dee said with a sigh. She held a glass in one hand, brown liquid sloshing from one side to the other.

‘Clean it up while you’re here then,’ Gramps replied, with a wave of one thin, wrinkled hand. ‘Be my guest. Feel free!’

‘Yeah,’ she replied, sipping her drink. ‘Maybe later.’

‘What can we do for you?’ Gramps’ leaking eyes settled on Alfie. ‘I got plenty to keep you busy, young sir. Want to help me with the plants later?’

‘Okay, Gramps.’ Alfie nodded, and the old man’s eyes crinkled up with a smile that revealed stained teeth. He thought Gramps was an old, wrinkled version of his father. The dark hair had thinned and turned grey, but the look in the eyes was familiar.

‘Can I get something for Tommy to eat?’

‘Sure, keep him quiet.’ Gramps reached for a battered floral biscuit tin and prised the lid off with a dirty fingernail. 

Alfie politely removed four bourbon biscuits from the tin. As he turned away from the table, he heard Auntie Dee release a heavy sigh as the chair creaked under her sagging weight. 

‘Jesus Christ, I don’t know why Fred imagines I have any maternal instincts for crying out loud.’

Alfie walked back to his brother who was still sucking hungrily on the soft dog and in the pursuing silence, his grandfather’s voice replied to Dee.

‘You owe him, so stop moaning and stay put. It won’t be for long.’

Neither boy was particularly aware of time at that age, so Alfie was mildly surprised that when his father finally returned, Auntie Dee told him it had been three weeks.

During that time, Gramps had driven him to school and back each day, his face increasingly as pinched as the sweet-smelling cigarettes he smoked almost constantly. Every day when Alfie got back, he ran to check on Tom and Tom was always crying in the makeshift pen or sucking hopelessly on his soft dog. 

After dinner was Alfie’s favourite time, when he and Tom would play in the long grass of the back garden. The garden was long and narrow, flanked on either side by fruit bushes and trees. At that time of year, they were all in blossom and as the two boys crouched in the long grass, hidden from the eyes of the tired farmhouse, the air around them carried white and dusky pink petals gently in the breeze. In the long grass, they had their own little world. Tom, relieved to be free of the pen where he grizzled all day, would imitate his brother at every turn.

And during those forgotten hours, when the shadows crept stealthily up the garden until it was too dark to see, the smell of their grandfather’s sweet cigarettes would waft out of the window to find them in the grass. The boys would emerge when called for, with smudged faces and grass-stained knees and Alfie would pluck blossoms from Tom’s fair hair then take his hand and lead him inside. Auntie Dee, who had stayed put as requested, was red-eyed and sluggish by the time the three weeks had passed.

The night before Fred returned for his boys, Alfie found her slumped in a deckchair in the farmyard; a tin flask sat in the dirt between her bare feet. She was wearing her white and blue pyjamas and an old coat with a sheepskin lining. As Alfie approached, he could see pale blossoms in her dark hair.

He stopped beside her and immediately reached for the blossom, pulling it free and releasing it on the evening breeze.

It was after dinner, not yet dark and the air around them had the scent of approaching summer riding on it. Everything on the farm was in bloom. Behind them, the sound of Tom crying wearily could be heard from the house. Auntie Dee looked at Alfie and broke into a wide smile.

‘Hey there, lovebug, you okay?’

‘Yeah, I’m okay.’

She shook her head, but the smile remained. ‘That kid doesn’t give up, does he? Jesus Christ, he’ll drive us all to drink.’ Her foot nudged the flask but she did not pick it up. ‘You’ve got the magic touch with him though, Alf, haven’t you? He shuts up for you.’

Alfie nodded, agreeing that Tom did indeed shut up for him. He stared at Auntie Dee with the question he wanted to ask her on the tip of his tongue, sweet tasting, yet dangerous. As he stared at Auntie Dee’s round, ruddy face, framed by wild dark waves, he tried again to see his mother’s face. He could remember her hair was yellow like Tom’s but in his head, her face had faded.

‘Auntie Dee?’

‘Yes, lovebug?’

‘Can you remember what my mummy looked like?’

For a moment, she looked surprised, her dark brown eyes widening as her mouth fell open and she appeared to struggle to find an answer. Then she slung an arm around his waist and pulled him close.

‘Of course I can, honey, can you?’

He shook his head, eyes averted in guilt. ‘No.’

Auntie Dee sighed into his hair. ‘Don’t you have a photo to keep?’ He shook his head. ‘Ah okay. I think your dad put them all away. But I’ll tell him to get you one. You can keep it somewhere safe and look at it whenever you want to see her, okay?’

‘Okay.’ He nodded and bit his lip before pushing on. ‘But what did she look like? Did she look like you or Daddy?’

Dee laughed and hugged him tighter. ‘No luvvy, she didn’t look anything like me or Daddy. If you wanna know what she looked like Alf, all you gotta do is look at Tom.’ She kissed the top of his head. ‘Okay?’

‘Okay.’

The next day Alfie held Tom’s hand in the farmyard as Gramps helped their father sling their stuff back into the Morris Minor. Alfie looked down at his brother’s face and, remembering Dee’s words, tried to analyse what he saw there. Big brown eyes, hazel, not dark brown like his or Daddy’s. His lashes were thick and dark and long. Tom’s hair was thick and stubborn and yellow like straw with a shimmer of red in it. It was wavy and rugged and tough to touch. It stood up all over his head, refusing to lie flat. His lips were darker and fuller than Alfie’s and Alfie felt a sudden surge of hope that made him smile warmly at his younger brother.

Mummy’s face was in Tommy’s face and maybe Daddy just hadn’t noticed it yet. Now Daddy was striding towards them, big and lumbering, like a dark bear, and the smell of him as he picked Alfie up with one arm and held him to his chest, was warm and stale and sweet like home. His dad carried him to the car and buckled him into the passenger seat. Alfie peered around, a sudden fear spiking him as he saw Tom still standing in the yard, sucking on the ears of his floppy toy dog.

‘Don’t forget Tommy!’ he cried out before his father slammed the door on him. His father gave a nod through the window, walked over to Tom, and scooped him up. He did not look at him as he opened the back door and strapped him in.

‘We going home now, Daddy?’ Alfie asked when his father climbed behind the wheel, the car tilting with his weight.

His father reached out and chucked him gently under the chin. ‘Yep, we’re going home. It’s good to see you little fella, how you been?’

‘Okay,’ Alfie told him, and his dad responded with one of his real smiles, a great goofy smile that lit up his face. 

‘Good,’ his father winked at him and started the engine. ‘It’s you and me versus the world, eh, kiddo?’

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

[image: ]


THEN

May 1993

Tom Lane did not have much awareness of birthdays until he started school and was invited to a party for the first time. Two weeks before he turned five, he was led by the hand into a large community hall with a brightly varnished and enticingly slippery floor. Startled at first by the sights and sounds that welcomed him, he clung to his brother’s hand and refused to let go. 

Above his head, disco lights swam and pulsed with electric colours of pink, green, yellow, and blue. Brightly coloured balloons were tied to the chairs and tables, with spares rolling slowly across the floor. 

On the right side of the hall, two narrow trestle tables were decked out in blue paper tablecloths, with child-sized plastic chairs tucked neatly under. Each place had been set with a blue paper plate, napkin, and plastic cup. 

‘Ow,’ Alfie complained, tugging his hand from Tom’s iron grip. He quickly placed his hands on Tom’s shoulders so that he would know he was not being abandoned. ‘I’m gonna go over there.’ Alfie pointed to the row of chairs where the mothers were sitting. ‘You go and play with your friends, okay?’

Tom shook his head and grabbed Alfie’s hand back, squeezing it tightly between his own.

‘All right then,’ Alfie said with a heavy sigh, as he trudged moodily over to the chairs, with Tom in tow. ‘Sit here and miss out on all the fun if that’s what you want.’

Alfie sat down and yanked his hand free so that he could cross his arms tightly over his chest. Tom positioned himself between Alfie’s legs and turned to face the party. It was hot in the hall under the glow of the party lights, and when a lady with brown curly hair approached the boys with plastic cups of juice, they both accepted them gratefully.

‘Don’t you want to play with the others?’ The lady leaned over to speak to Tom. She turned him gently by the shoulder so that he could see the other children chasing balloons. ‘Look, there’s the birthday boy, Andrew. You’re Tom, aren’t you?’

Tom nodded, unable to take his eyes off her smiling face. He raised the cup to his lips and missed, spilling most of it over his t-shirt. 

‘Whoops,’ the mother said, steadying the cup for him. She glanced up at Alfie and smiled. ‘Is your mum here, love?’

Tom looked at his brother and waited for the response he knew Alfie loathed to give. His brother’s face was tight, his dark brown eyes reproachful, almost angry, as he regarded the mother for a moment or two before replying.

‘No,’ he said, finally. ‘We walked.’ 

Tom frowned, wondering why Alfie had not given the usual explanation. Perhaps it was because the woman had not prompted him. She was still smiling but her smile faded when Tom patted her arm gently and said, 

‘We don’t even have a mum. She died.’

After registering the panicked expression on her face, Tom looked at Alfie to see how well he had done, but Alfie only scowled and rolled his eyes.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’ She straightened up and beckoned to a boy in a buttoned white shirt. ‘Andrew! Come here!’

She turned Tom to face her son as he skidded to a stop, red-faced and breathless. ‘Look, Tom is here too. Can you take him to play?’

The birthday boy nodded happily, snatched up Tom’s hand and dragged him away. Tom, his hesitance all but gone, threw himself violently and with full commitment into the only birthday party he had ever been to.

He discovered that day that birthday parties were wonderful. Birthday parties were bright lights and floors to skid on, balloons to chase and games to play with sweeties for prizes. And when the table was laid for tea, Tom could not believe his good fortune. Ham and cheese sandwiches, cheese and pineapple on sticks, Frazzles and Chipsticks and chocolate fingers, Party Rings, mini chocolate rolls and Pink Wafers and Jaffa cakes, and after all that the birthday cake shaped like a train was carried out on a silver tray. 

And when the mother’s started packing up their things and slinging handbags over shoulders and calling to their sticky-faced children to line up for party bags, Tom continued to get everything he could from the party. He ran and he skidded until his knees were raw. He chased and kicked the balloons until each one had been popped and he evaded capture from Alfie at every turn.

‘It’s time to go, you idiot! Stop being naughty or I’m telling Dad!’

It was an empty threat and they both knew it. Alfie never told on Tom, no matter how naughty he was, not ever and in return, Tom never told on Alfie. It was a code of honour between them, something unspoken but sacred. 

Alfie whizzed past his brother on another loop of the hall, no idea or care that the other parents were staring at him or that Alfie had been overhearing snippets of their conversations the whole time: those poor Lane boys, no mother, never have the right uniform for school. 

In the end it was Andrew’s mum who snagged him. She crouched, arms spread wide, mouth open, party bag dangling like bait and he decided to let her have it. He ran at her as fast as he could and leapt into her arms. Taken by surprise by the speed and strength of this wiry, scruffy haired four-year-old, the woman was bowled over backwards.

It wasn’t until Alfie marched him home that Tom understood his exuberant hug had been the wrong thing to do. Alfie was furious with him, storming across the field and refusing to hold Tom’s hand. At first, Tom didn’t mind too much because he had the party bag to explore. He scoffed the tube of Fruit Pastilles and held out the toy glider for Alfie to construct for him. He pictured it soaring across the field and grinned. But Alfie refused to take it.

Tom released a sob and fell behind. He followed Alfie as he diverted from the field to the narrow, shaded track that would lead them home. On the left, the stream bubbled past and for a few moments the only sounds were the water splashing and rolling gently over the pebbles and Tom’s stifled, spluttering sobs as he walked slowly behind his brother. To Tom in that moment, all was lost. Alfie was mad at him which meant everything was over. He had ruined it all.

When they reached the block of flats, Alfie held the bottom door open for Tom and he slipped inside, his hazel eyes fixed solemnly on his brother.

‘Can I have a birthday party?’ he asked suddenly, his tear choked voice ringing out clearly in the hallway. Alfie sighed and rolled his eyes as he dropped a hand onto Tom’s shoulder.

‘Come on, let’s go.’

They tramped up the first flight of stairs, down the corridor to a door that led to another shorter corridor. 

‘Can I have a party?’ Tom asked again, remembering the table laid for tea and the circle they sat in to play pass-the-parcel.

Alfie did not reply. In the kitchen, their father filled the room like a black storm cloud, smoking as he washed up the dishes.

‘Did he behave himself?’ he threw over his broad shoulder.

‘He was good,’ Alfie replied.

Tom released his breath slowly and lingered in the doorway, watching the steam rise in front of his father’s face as he ran hot water into the sink.

‘I got a party bag,’ Tom said softly. He held up the bag, but his father did not turn around.

‘Did he eat enough?’ he asked instead.

‘He ate loads!’ Alfie replied from the lounge where he had dropped onto the sofa and picked up the TV remote.

‘Ate loads,’ Tom echoed.

‘Cheese on toast do for you and me then?’

‘Yes please, Dad.’

‘Dad, when is it my birthday?’ Tom asked, putting one foot into the kitchen before pulling it back again. His father’s reply was nothing more than a ragged sigh.

Alfie sat up and looked at him over the back of the sofa. ‘In two weeks, Tommy. Do you want to watch Gladiators with me?’

‘It’s on past his bedtime,’ their father grunted from the kitchen and Alfie’s shoulders instantly slumped.

‘Oh yeah.’

‘Am I gonna have a birthday party?’ Tom asked, his gaze flitting between Alfie and his father.

‘No,’ came the reply from the kitchen.

Tom physically cringed at the finality of it. He stared down at the party bag clutched in his hands and felt his eyes grow wide and glassy. His brow creased and his lips pouted.

‘Why not? Why can’t I?’

‘We don’t have enough space!’ his father snapped, glancing at him briefly before turning back to the sink. ‘I can’t have a load of little kids running around in here. The neighbours would go nuts and so would I. I need to put a wash on. Go get your dirty clothes out of your room.’

Tom kicked at the floor and made a growling noise at the back of his throat. ‘Andrew had that big place!’

‘I don’t care. Do as you’re told and stop growling at me.’

Tom continued to let the noise rumble from his throat. It felt both comforting and dangerous, a strange and heady combination that seemed to take him over. Alfie climbed over the back of the sofa and grabbed the back of Tom’s t-shirt.

‘C’mon, Tommy.’

Tom allowed his brother to tug him away, but he kept his eyes on his father who had at last turned around to face him. 

‘Andrew had a birthday cake and it had chocolate icing and sprinkles on it and it was like a train!’ 

Fred Lane dried his hands slowly on a tea towel while his dark and penetrating gaze fell on his youngest son. Under such a powerful stare Tom could not help moving, shifting from one foot to the other, his small knees bending and dipping. At once, a heavy frown creased his father’s forehead.

‘Stop jumping around, what’s the matter with you?’

‘And he had chocolate fingers and all these sandwiches, and they let us pop the balloons and we played passing the parcel and I got a sweetie and I got this...’ Tom held out the small plastic bag. ‘And I got a glider and I need to make it, and can I throw it out the window?’ To prove his case, Tom dug inside the bag and pulled out the polystyrene plane still in its paper wrapper. With no immediate response from his father, Tom filled the silence by pretending to launch the plane with accompanying sound effects.

‘Unbelievable,’ his father muttered and turned back to the sink where he planted his hands and leaned forward. They heard him take a long, lungful of breath. Alfie tugged Tom’s t-shirt again.

‘C’mon Tommy.’ Alfie took his hand firmly and pulled him into the small, dark hallway.

‘Will I have a party, Alfie?’ Tom directed his questions to his brother.

‘Don’t even ask.’

‘Why not? Why can’t I ask?’

‘Just don’t!’

Alfie pushed him into their bedroom and closed the door. He snatched the glider from Tom’s hand and sat on the bottom bed with a huff of air.

‘I’ll make it for you.’

‘Thanks Alfie!’

Tom looked on in eager, breath-held silence as Alfie pushed the planes polystyrene wings through the appropriate slots. ‘Where can we fly it?’

‘Out the window. I’ll run down and catch it.’

Tom grinned. ‘Oh yes! Okay!’

Alfie pushed the little plastic nozzle onto the nose of the plane and gave the propeller a spin with one finger.

‘There you go.’

‘Oh yes! Thank you!’

‘Here,’ Alfie gave it to Tom and opened the door. ‘Stay in here, okay? Open the window and throw it down when I’m there. Don’t lean out too far, okay?’

‘I won’t!’

Alfie left and closed the door softly behind him. Tom ran to the window, opened it and peered down at the grass below. His whole body tingled with growing anticipation as he held the plane carefully and waited for Alfie to appear.

Behind the door he heard his father bellow something unintelligible to which Alfie replied meekly: ‘Sorry about that, Dad, I’ll tell him no. But what about a cake? We could make him one, couldn’t we?’

There was a loud thump which Tom knew was the sound of his father punching the kitchen door. There were several fist sized holes in the flimsy wood.

‘Do you think I want to celebrate that day, Alfie? For Christ Sake, don’t even bloody mention it to me. Do you think I want to be reminded of it?’

There was no reply from Alfie, just the sound of the flat door closing as he left. Tom swallowed the knot in his throat and allowed a vibrant wriggle to course through his body. His fingers tightened on the plane, and he heard a crack. He glanced down and his breath hitched in horror when he saw that he had broken one of the wings. It was not completely broken but there was a fold in it that shouldn’t be there. 

At last, Alfie appeared below smiling up at him as he waved both hands. ‘Let her go, Tom!’

‘Bombs away!’ Tom yelled and let the plane fly.

It didn’t fly as he had imagined – it nosedived straight to the ground and Alfie frowned as he picked it up to inspect it.

‘Aw Tommy, you broke it already!’

‘It’s not broken, it flew!’ Tom yelled back at him. He felt desperate then, staring down into Alfie’s cross and disappointed face, desperate to make it better, to make Alfie smile again, for the game to last. He looked around the room and grabbed the first thing he saw – one of Alfie’s Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle figures. He snatched it up and flung it out of the window.

‘Fly!’ 

‘Tommy, no! That’s mine!’

Tom laughed, but it was a shrill and anxious sound, painful to even his own ears. He grabbed another figure and threw it down, quickly followed by a handful of socks from the floor and two books from the windowsill. 

‘Fly! Fly!’ 

Down below, Alfie was waving his hands frantically. ‘Tommy no! That’s not the game!’

Suddenly the bedroom door banged open behind Tom and the big bear of a man who could never look him in the eye, swept in and when he saw Tom throwing things out of the window, his hands went to his head and curled around his own hair.

‘What the hell are you doing? What the hell is wrong with you?’

Tom looked down but Alfie had gone. He appeared breathlessly behind his father, a panicked expression on his flushed face as he nudged past and ran to Tom. He tugged him away and slammed the window shut.

‘You don’t throw things out the window,’ Alfie told him in a low, stern voice, grabbing his hand. ‘Come with me to get them all back.’

Neither of them looked at their father as they skulked past him.

The next morning Tom woke up thinking about birthday parties. Despite how many times Alfie had told him to forget about it, he couldn’t seem to shift the idea from his mind. He was always the first awake and was not supposed to disturb their father, but this morning it felt imperative to Tom that he ask again about his birthday. He knew it was soon – and he felt a gnawing anxiety that it might be forgotten about. He wanted to be five. He wanted to be as big as Alfie, as smart as Alfie, as fast and strong and brave as Alfie. He couldn’t do that if he stayed aged four forever.

Tom pushed open his father’s bedroom door and the smell that seeped out was sweet and thick, smoky and musty. It was the smell of his father and Gramps. It was the smell that filled your nostrils when you walked into the flat and got stronger the closer you got to Fred Lane’s bedroom.

The room was dark and hot. The blinds had been pulled down and the broken one in the middle let in enough dawn light for Tom to locate his father’s large shape in the crumpled double bed.

Fascinated, Tom’s small lips parted in awe as he crept closer, his hands reaching out. The bed was a jumble of tangled sheets and knitted blankets that draped down to the floor. Amid all the mess, Fred Lane’s barrel chest rose and fell with each rumbling snore he released.

Beside him a cluttered bedside table revealed his before bed routine: an ashtray and dog-ends, a mug with the dregs of cocoa in it, a glass tumbler that smelled of whiskey and a book. Tom, however, was currently more attracted to his sleeping father. He approached the bed and moved as close as he could get to his dad, who was spreadeagled on his back with one foot hanging out and both arms flung behind his head.

Tom reached out before he could stop himself or remember to tune Alfie’s voice into his head. His father’s face was so dark, so thickly lined, so drenched in sleep, yet so alluringly alive, he just had to touch it. His small hands landed like butterflies, one on each cheek of his father’s face. The unshaven skin prickled his palms, rough and tickly as he moved his hands in gentle circles.

His father’s eyes snapped open and first came confusion, then anger.

‘What the hell are you doing? Get off!’

His dad slapped his hands away and sat up, kicking free of the blankets and sheets aggressively as if they were to blame. He lowered his big bare feet to the floor and Tom marveled at the sight of them, leaning a little closer to stare at the thick black hairs sprouting from each toe.

His father ruffled both hands through his rugged hair and glared at the floor. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Is it my birthday yet?’ Tom asked him with a small shrug of his shoulders. ‘Am I five yet?’

‘No.’ The answer was rough and hard and made him flinch.

‘Tommy!’ Alfie yelled from the other side of the wall. ‘Let’s put cartoons on!’

‘Go on,’ his dad muttered, so he went.
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TOM FINALLY TURNED five on a rainy Monday morning and was woken by his brother who slipped down from the bunk above his and pressed a finger to his lips.

‘Shh.’

Alfie left the bedroom and returned just moments later carrying a plate with a Wagon Wheel on it. Tom sat up and rubbed his eyes. The Wagon Wheel had a tiny blue candle pushed into the gooey centre and as Tom looked on in wonder, Alfie rested the plate on the floor and brought a small box of matches out of his pyjama trouser pocket. Tom was so stunned he could not speak. His mouth was dry, and his eyes were wide as Alfie slid open the matchbox and plucked out a match.

Tom was utterly mesmerized by the lighting of the match, from the confident swipe against the scratchy side of the box, the flash of golden light that followed, and the final fat, dancing flame. He watched in awe as Alfie expertly held the flame against the tip of the candle. It caught light and Alfie shook out the match and pushed the box back into his pocket. A wisp of smoke spiralled into the air above them and Alfie smiled at Tom. 

‘Shh,’ he said again, and Tom nodded, understanding.

‘Is this a birthday cake?’ he whispered.

Alfie nodded. ‘Yes. Wagon Wheels are your favourite, right?’

Tom rolled his hands up under his chin. ‘Yes. Am I five now, Alfie?’

‘Yep, you’re five now, Tommy. Happy birthday to you.’

Tom’s face was one huge smile. ‘Wow! Can I blow it out?’

‘Yeah, and don’t forget to make a wish, okay?’

‘I get a wish too?’

‘Yeah, and later Auntie Dee is taking us to see Gramps.’

Tom’s grin faltered but he forced it into place. Gramps was as grumpy as their father. Alfie spotted his fading smile and shook his shoulder. 

‘We’re gonna play games there because he has more space. And a treasure hunt!’

Tom reached out and pressed a cold hand against Alfie’s cheek. Alfie laughed and nodded at the candle.

‘C’mon quick, before it melts everywhere.’

Tom dropped his hand, took the plate from Alfie and blew gently on the candle until the bright light flickered and died.

‘Did you wish for something?’

‘Yeah, I—’

Alfie quickly held up a hand. ‘No don’t tell me! Don’t tell anyone or it won’t come true.’

‘Okay. Can I eat my cake now?’

‘Yes, go on. Move over.’ Alfie gave him a nudge and Tom scooted over to make room for him. He plucked out the candle and lay it carefully on the plate. Tom took a greedy bite from the Wagon Wheel, smiling happily as the chocolate and marshmallow filled his mouth. He held it out to Alfie.

‘You want some?’

‘No thanks, Tommy,’ Alfie shook his head. ‘It’s for you. It’s your birthday.’

‘Can you sing Happy Birthday to me, Alfie?’

Alfie rolled his eyes but complied softly, singing almost under his breath so as not to disturb their father in the next room.
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NOW

The gun to his head should mean more to Tom Lane, but he has always been an optimist; in many ways he feels invincible. The look on his brother’s face means more to him than the immediate threat to his own life. Any second now, he is going to let out an enormous tic, but he doesn’t think it will result in a bullet to the brain. If he’s dead, they’ll have far less chance of getting what they came for. He still thinks this thing can be resolved without bloodshed. He must cling to that because letting Alfie down is the worst pain he can imagine, and he has already let him down too many times before.

What he sees in his brother’s face now more than anything else is relief. And he must believe it is because Alfie is pleased to see him. That they are still in this together. Just the two of them, versus the world.

He smiles at his brother to reassure him, but he sees the familiar ache of concern in Alfie’s expression. It’s one he is used to, like a favourite cup or an old blanket that smells like the past; he takes comfort in the sadness of it and breathes out slowly, easing the tic away.

Alfie can’t smile back, and Tom knows this. Alfie can’t let on he has seen Tom’s smile of reassurance because the game is meant to be up. It’s amazing, he thinks, how little Sadie has learned about him since they were children. He doesn’t fear her or the gun and he doesn’t fear death. The only thing Tom is afraid of is hurting his brother more than he already has.

Tom thinks suddenly of birthday cakes as he stares at Alfie and tries to reach and reassure him with a smile. He remembers the stack of Jaffa cakes Alfie skewered with a candle when he was six. He remembers the same blue candle reappearing in a chocolate Swiss roll one year, and a Kipling apple pie another. 

And Tom remembers parties that Alfie threw for him. They were secret, private and totally unexpected. Many were picnics where it was just the two of them in a den made of branches in the woods behind the flats, and one time Alfie strung paper chains and balloons up among the runner beans in Gramps’ vegetable patch. He remembers them sitting cross-legged, hidden among the tall rows in the dying light of a warm May day, the smell of dry earth underneath them. He can see the wooden shed just behind them, with the square glass window, smeared with grime and cobwebs. And he can hear Alfie reminding him to make a wish. Now, as he looks at his brother’s face, it is filled with the same weary, yet anxious, concern and he thinks, my whole life has been driven by the urge to repay you.
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THEN

June 1994

By the time Tom turned six years old, he had a good sense of who he was and where he was heading in life. Although he didn’t realise it at the time, he had a better sense of identity than his older brother Alfie. As far as Tom could tell, Alfie’s life was football. He practiced every day – keepy-uppys and other tricks outside the block of flats. On the way to school, he would dribble a football the whole way and practice weaving it in and out of his brother’s legs. Football matches at playtime were followed by after school games on the field with his friends. 

Tom loved to watch Alfie play. He loved the look of intense concentration on his brother’s face and the strength of passion in his eyes. Tom understood that football meant the world to Alfie and that Alfie wanted to get better and better at it.

Although Tom had a good sense of who he was, thanks to the things he overheard or was told by the adults in his life, he often wondered what his passion ought to be and felt strongly that he ought to have one too.

‘He can’t keep still,’ Miss Finley told his red-faced father on a Friday afternoon in late June. Tom and Alfie were sitting on chairs in the corridor, swinging their legs and listening to every proclamation Miss Finley made on the other side of the classroom door.

‘He’s six,’ they heard their father reply after a moment of strained silence. ‘I don’t think they’re meant to keep still at that age, are they?’

Alfie shot a smile at Tom, and he promptly returned a huge grin. He knew his father was defending him and he liked it.

‘We give them plenty of opportunity to blow off steam,’ Miss Finley replied in her usual patient voice. ‘But what I mean is, there is a marked difference between Tom and the other children in that he simply cannot stay still, not for a second. He seems to need to move his body constantly or make some sort of noise. Bless him, he does try to be quiet about it, but as you can imagine, it is quite distracting for the rest of the class. Does he do similar things at home, Mr Lane?’

Another long silence followed the question and Tom could just picture his father stroking his thick, dark beard while his forehead furrowed into a deep frown.

‘The boy’s a fidget,’ he finally conceded, and Tom looked to Alfie to see if being called a fidget warranted a smile, but Alfie was glaring down at the carpet. ‘We get that at home and yeah, it can drive you crazy, but what do you expect me to do about it? Tie him to a chair?’

‘Oh no, of course not,’ the teacher responded with a small laugh. ‘I’m not saying we should do anything at all at the moment, Mr Lane. I just really wanted to see you face to face to discuss a few concerns. You’ve been quite hard to pin down.’

Tom, still watching Alfie carefully, saw his jaw tighten.

‘I’m on my own,’ their father explained with a weary sigh. ‘And I work. I apologise if it’s taken a while for me to come in but I’m here now.’

‘I appreciate it, Mr Lane. Now, it’s not only the fidgeting that I wanted to discuss. It’s a lack of concentration in general. Tom’s not naughty or defiant at school, and he’s not rude...’

Tom watched and waited for Alfie’s frown to lift into a smile and when it did, he felt giddy with relief.

‘Good to hear,’ their father said gruffly.

‘He’s a lovely boy, in fact. Very inquisitive, always wanting to know everything, very friendly and likable.’

‘Good.’

‘But he struggles with concentration. His attention span is extremely short. I have to say he is very bright, and he masters most things quicker than the rest, but then he gets bored quickly too. He’s quite impulsive, I’ve noticed. Does and says things without thinking.’

‘Impulsive?’

‘Mmm. He acts without thinking, I suppose, like his body is faster than his brain.’

‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘I’m saying I really have to keep an eye on him, Mr Lane. I have to keep him busy, so he doesn’t get into mischief.’

‘I thought you said he wasn’t naughty?’ Now their father sounded exasperated, and Alfie’s jaw was all tight again.

‘I just mean, he’s absolutely fine if I keep him busy, but in all honesty, if he had a one-to-one all day, he’d be fine, but I’ve got the rest of the class to teach too, you see, and as soon as my back is turned...’

‘He’s an attention seeker,’ their father interrupted her. ‘He does it at home. Drives me nuts. Always talking non-stop and asking questions you can’t possibly know the answer to. I swear he just likes the sound of his own voice. And the world doesn’t work like that, does it? He has to learn...  I get what you’re saying. If you don’t give him all your attention, he drives you nuts. Right?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t put it quite like that.’

‘Be stricter with him then.’ Fred gave a hearty laugh and screeched back his chair. The boys heard the slap of his hands on his legs which signified he was done. ‘You have my blessing. It’s your job. If he’s causing trouble, then punish him. Take away his privileges, I don’t know how it works, but he won’t learn otherwise, will he?’

‘I suppose not but...’

‘Look, I’m sorry Miss but I’ve got to go. Get them home and get to work again this evening. You just do what you need to do. He’ll soon learn – probably the hard way – but he will.’

Footsteps led towards the door and both boys leapt to their feet.

On the way back home, their father stormed across the field ahead of them and past the community hall where Andrew had his party. Tom lagged behind, recounting phrases in his head, many of which he had heard before: attention-seeker, troublemaker, annoying, impulsive, fidget, noisy, nuisance. He knew the phrases connected to other things his father often said: on my last nerve, pulling my hair out, driving me crazy, had it up to here.

He didn’t know what they all meant, and he didn’t know that they were considered negative. He just knew that they made him who he was.
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THEN

February 1995 

Alfie had never understood why his father befriended spotty Mark Dixon until the evening he came pounding on the flat door with an urgent message.

Mark Dixon was four years older than Alfie, and a pupil at the same school, though he was one of the kids who was absent more than present. Mark Dixon was gangly, shaven-headed and suffered from terrible acne. He seemed dull – perhaps even a little slow. He was often hanging around outside the flats, seemingly with nothing to do but chew gum and find new places to stick it. 

Mark Dixon was someone Alfie would have happily avoided if it wasn’t for the fact he seemed to have a soft spot for his father. If ever they were leaving the flat to go to the car, Mark would appear, wanting to know where they were going and when they would be back. Possibly even more puzzling to Alfie than Mark’s nosiness was the way his father would stop and chat to Mark as if they were old friends, equals even. Once, when Alfie questioned him, his father got rather gruff and grunted that Mark was a good kid with a bad family.

‘Besides, he knows everyone and everything going on,’ he’d added before ushering them into the car.

For some reason, that explanation rattled Alfie even more. Mark Dixon was gross and stupid and if he and Tom had such a hard time getting positive attention from their dad, then
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