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  DAY ONE


It’s early. Too early. There’s little movement in Ashton Grove save for a cat mooching through a torn bin bag, looking for food. He scarpers when a car with a knackered exhaust races past the end of the grove. At this time in the morning, with everything else so quiet, it sounds like a Formula 1 car heading for the pits mid-race. The cat follows a well-worn route around the edge of a wildly overgrown lawn then scrambles over a fence. 
Ashton Grove is asleep. Save for the kid upstairs in number eighteen who’s still playing Xbox and hasn’t yet gone to bed, and the guy who lives on the third floor of the maisonettes who works permanent nights and has only just got home, no one else moves.
Except Keith.
He’s up and out of bed before the alarm clock, but he’s been awake much longer. Keith doesn’t sleep so well these days. He’d go and see the GP about it, but the doctor would only laugh and tell him to pull himself together, and anyway, when would he have time to go to the doctor’s? Between his job and everything he has to do at home, Keith doesn’t get a second to himself. Apart from at night. At night he gets all the time he needs and more besides. Too much time, if anything. At night he can’t switch his brain off long enough to sleep.
No one ever comes into this room but Keith. It’s a bedroom stuck in a moment; frozen in an instant on the day his life was irreparably changed. His faded duvet cover is from a long-forgotten kid’s cartoon movie, and the headboard of his bed is plastered with spare world cup football stickers. Not the last world cup, or the one before that; these players, with their dodgy, dated haircuts and awkward forced smiles, represented their countries the tournament before that. Or was it the Euros? Some other championship altogether? Keith can’t remember. It doesn’t matter.
He stumbles to the bathroom for a shower, pausing by the door to stick the corner of a handwritten sign back down. KEEP OUT OR ELSE, it says. He made it when he was twelve. He stuck it under the porcelain plaque (which says KEITH’S ROOM, next to a picture of a castle) that Mum bought for him on holiday that time, and he’s never got around to taking it down.

      [image: ]Keith opens the living room curtains and light floods into downstairs. He looks around and surveys the damage. A few crushed beer cans, an empty bottle of Scotch… and in the centre of the debris is Dad. He’s facedown on the sofa where he spent the night, dead to the world, zombie-like. Keith tiptoes around his old man, not wanting to wake him because every second Dad’s asleep is an extra second Keith has to himself. He puts the bottle and cans in the bin, picks up the framed photograph Dad often falls asleep clutching, then checks he’s still breathing. He is. One day… Keith thinks, then he curses himself, momentarily hating himself for thinking like that.
He’s in the kitchen now, watching his reflection in the window, drinking tea and eating a piece of toast he doesn’t want but is forcing himself to finish. The garden’s overgrown all of a sudden. Mum would have been disappointed, but he thinks she’d understand. Keith’s struggling to keep on top of everything at the moment. He makes plans to try and get out and cut the grass at the weekend if he gets chance. It all depends on everything else.
There’s a clattering noise and the scrape of a chair on the lino behind him. Keith’s heart sinks. Dad’s awake. He slumps down at the table. Keith fetches him a can from the fridge and opens it, then lights a cigarette. Dad smells the smoke and sits up straight, suddenly perked up. Keith puts the cigarette into his shaking hand and fetches a dish for him to use as an ashtray.

      [image: ]Keith’s all done up for work in his suit and tie now. He’s in front of the mirror by the front door, combing his hair. He straightens the picture of him, Mum and Dad on the beach in Cornwall that time they went away and stayed in Mum’s friend Pearl’s caravan. Bloody hell, he loved that holiday. It was more than ten years ago now, but he remembers it like it was yesterday: the sea, the freedom of the sun and the sand. Back then he could do what he liked, when he liked. Maybe he’ll go back one day. That’d be good. You’ve got to have something to aim for, haven’t you?
He pockets his comb.
‘I’m off now, Dad. I’ll be back at the usual time. I’ll get something for dinner while I’m out. Have a good day…’
He thinks all that but doesn’t bother saying it. There’s no point. Dad’s out cold, his head lolling back on his shoulders, dead to the world.

      [image: ]The open-plan office where Keith now works is a hive of noise and activity. The company employs more than two hundred staff here, spread out over several floors, each as busy as the one below and the one above. Some departments deal directly with clients, banks of operators taking call after call after call, cross-selling this and up-selling that. Other departments work alongside the field-based national sales teams, providing high-class admin and customer service support to those clients with a perceived high net worth. Some teams are what the company refers to as ‘back-office processing’. They do all the work that has to be done, but which should be invisible to the customers. If the customer knows we’re there, then we’re not doing our job right, Gloria, Keith’s boss, is always saying. It should be like we don’t exist.
Keith’s job is essentially data entry. He transposes information from ‘Know Your Customer’ forms that the scanners can’t read, directly onto the company’s core computer system. He has a challenging rate-per-hour processing speed to achieve, and an equally challenging accuracy ratio to maintain, but then again, so do the rest of the department. He’s not going to get anywhere near his target today if he carries on like this. All around him his colleagues’ fingers are flying across their keyboards, but he’s just staring into space, watching his inert reflection on his computer screen, following the floating company logo screensaver with his eyes as it randomly drifts around.
A sudden flurry of movement startles him, and he instinctively nudges his mouse to bring his workstation back to life and make it look like he’s been working. Darren, a work experience kid who’s only been here a week, stops by Keith’s desk with his trolley and drops a load more ‘Know Your Customer’ forms into Keith’s half-full ‘in’ tray, then takes the few forms Keith has finished with from his almost empty ‘out’ tray.
Keith starts to focus on his work now, prodding his keyboard with his index fingers, wishing he could type faster.
The phone shared between him and the next desk rings. Keith is on a roll now, several fields already completely filled, and the last thing he wants to do is stop, so he ignores it. It rings and rings, and he senses everyone looking at him, thinking just answer the bloody phone, but Shelly’s sitting as far from it as he is, so why can’t she get it? He’s on the verge of relenting, just about to move, when she finally does. He tries to make it look like he was going to answer, but he can tell from the expression on her face she’s not buying it.
‘Good morning, Data Processing Support, Shelly Martin speaking, how can I help?’
A pause. Keith listens to the gaps, trying to work out who, what and why.
‘Oh, hi Gloria. You okay?’
Another pause. Shit. It’s the boss.
‘Yeah, I’m not too bad, thanks,’ Shelly says in answer to another unheard question. Keith’s straining to listen now he knows who’s on the line. ‘I know, I heard about that, Gloria. Real shame. You were always saying something like that was going to happen eventually.’
Keith’s still poking the keyboard with two fingers, trying to focus on his work but distracted by the phone call. He feels Shelly’s eyes on him. ‘Yeah, he’s here,’ Shelly says, and Keith’s worst fears are confirmed. This call was meant for him. He knows he should have just answered it.
Just keep typing…  just keep working…
‘Sure. I’ll tell him now.’
Shelly hangs up. Keith still doesn’t react at all outwardly, though his heart’s thumping and his mouth’s dry. The pressure too much to stand, he finally relents and looks up.
‘Gloria wants to see you,’ Shelly says. Her voice is completely different now. He can’t tell whether she was sucking up to the boss, or dumbing down to him.
‘I’ll just finish this KYC then I’ll—’
‘She wants to see you now, Keith. I wouldn’t keep her waiting if I were you. She doesn’t sound best pleased.’

      [image: ]Gloria marches from one end of the seventh floor to the other, Keith lagging behind, struggling to match her pace. This is the walk of shame. Generally, when you see someone being led this way by their manager, you know they’re in trouble.
Meeting room two. Shit, everyone’s watching.
She holds the door open for him. He squeezes past. His boss dwarfs him. Bold and brassy, over-confident, over-dressed and over-made-up, she stinks of cheap perfume and coffee breath. She drinks espressos from the vending machines, permanently wired. She’s not the kind of person you’d pick a fight with, not if you had any sense. Keith thinks he’d rather take his chances with ten blokes than one Gloria.
The meeting room is long and narrow. A large rectangular conference table takes up almost the entire floor space. There’s a single small window at one end, but the blinds are drawn and the room’s filled with unforgiving electrical light instead, harshly illuminating everything, leaving no place to hide. Keith sits down as directed, but Gloria’s too angry and she paces around the table, massaging her temples. Keith tries to watch her but keeps his head lowered.
‘Have you got any idea how much shit you’ve caused, Keith? How much unnecessary re-work?’
What does she expect him to say? That he planned to fuck up?
‘Jesus Christ… it wouldn’t be so bad if this was the first time we were having this conversation, even the second… but I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve had to bring you into this room.’
Keith knows exactly. It’s four times this year.
‘You know, I thought you’d excelled yourself when you screwed up that file for Jenna Sallis, but that was nothing compared to this. You just don’t get it, do you? You don’t understand how your inefficiency impacts on the department and on the business as a whole, how it impacts on me. This ain’t rocket science, Keith. This is basic, day one induction stuff.’
He looks up and catches her eye. She’s at the opposite end of the room now, as far from him as she can get. He clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry, Gloria. It’s just that things have been really difficult recently and I—’
‘Don’t think I’m not sympathetic, Keith,’ she interrupts, sounding decidedly unsympathetic, ‘but we’ve been through this already. I’ve given you more than enough chances. I know you’ve been through a shitty time at home, but that excuse is only going to get you so far. It’s wearing very thin.’
‘I didn’t realise those forms hadn’t been dealt with. Gill said she’d done the security checks, and I thought they were okay to process because—’
Another sentence goes unfinished as she jumps down his throat. He’s starting to think there’s no point even trying to get her to see his side.
‘Don’t you dare try and pass the blame onto Gill. Christ, I don’t know how you have the nerve to sit there and say that.’
‘I’m not saying it’s her fault, I’m just—’
‘Bloody hell, Keith, a team member like Gill is worth ten of you. If you take account of all the re-work your mistakes have caused, you’re working out at about a third of an effective person a day at best. You understand that? You were never particularly fast, but your rates-per-hour right now are through the floor. Most people get quicker the longer they’re in a job. You’re getting slower. This is no one’s fault but yours, and you need to start taking responsibility.’
And all Keith can think is don’t talk to me about responsibility. You’re not the one who had to change his dad’s trousers last night after he pissed himself. You’re not the one who has to cook, wash, clean, shop and do everything else because his old man is so fucked up with booze and remorse that he can barely function. He just thinks all this, of course, doesn’t dare say it. He sit there and takes everything she throws at him.
‘I’d put you on a development plan,’ Gloria continues, barely pausing for breath, ‘but I think we’re past that stage now. At the end of the day, your job boils down to simple data entry. It’s a piece of piss. You copy what’s on the paper onto your screen – how much easier could it be? You have to really try to screw things up as badly as you have.’
‘I know. I’m sorry. I’ll change, Gloria. It won’t happen again.’
‘That’s what you said last time.’
‘But I mean it.’
‘You said that last time too. Look, I’m sorry it’s come to this, Keith.’
‘Please, Gloria, just hear me out. Like I said, I thought Gill had done the security checks and I assumed—’
‘Stop trying to blame other people,’ she screams at him. ‘This was your fuck-up, no one else’s. You’re the problem here, but you’re still trying to blame everyone else. Frigging incredible.’
‘Please don’t swear at me.’
‘Don’t swear at you?! Way I feel right now I’d punch you in the face if I thought I could get away with it. You’re infuriating, you know that? You’re a miserable, scruffy, sour-faced little sod. And thanks to you Mike Parker thinks I can’t manage my department because bloody Doreen Phelps went straight to him with a complaint instead of me. Have you got any idea how that makes me look?’
Keith genuinely feels terrible – honest he does – but what can he do? He’d apologise again, but that’d only make things worse.
Gloria’s exasperated. She’s closer now, staring straight at him. He’s still looking down at the table, too nervous to look up because he’s pretty sure he knows what’s coming next.
‘We’ve reached the end of the road here, Keith,’ she says, confirming his suspicions. ‘Like I said, we’re out of options. No more last chances.’
‘I don’t want to lose my job.’
‘Then maybe you should have thought about that before today,’ she yells, immediately angry again. ‘You should have done something the first time I put you on disciplinary, or the second, or the third. Instead you just sit there snivelling, feeling sorry for yourself, blaming other people when you screw up. You can work until the end of the month, then you’re done here. And don’t even bother trying to—’
Her voice trails off like she’s lost her train of thought, and this time Keith does look straight at her because he senses something’s not right. He looks around, figuring there must be someone at the door or some other interruption, but there’s nothing and no one: just him, her, and these four grey walls.
Gloria swallows, and Keith can see pain etched across her face. She rubs at her throat like she’s trying to dislodge something, then she coughs and tries again to talk. ‘Sorry… I think I need to get…’
Gloria can’t breathe. She’s scared. Frightened. Fucking terrified.
For a few seconds there’s an uncomfortable malaise: Gloria in agony, Keith just staring at her, helpless. And as the clock ticks, the inside of Gloria’s throat swells rapidly, blocking her airway. She’s suffocating, with no immediately obvious reason why.
Her air runs out.
And she panics.
She drags herself towards the door, legs almost giving way, face flushed and eyes bulging. And as she desperately tries to suck more oxygen in, involuntary muscle spasms force everything back out. She lurches forward, showering the table with stringy spittle and drops of blood. Keith recoils, shoving his chair back and almost falling himself, as he tries to get as far from his dying manager as he can. Because she is dying, he’s already certain of that. He doesn’t know what to do.
She drops to the ground with a sickening thud, catching her jaw on the table on the way down, then smacking the back of her head against the wall. Keith edges closer. He can see her body twitching; all arms and legs, a hopeless tangle of limbs. Crimson blood is dribbling from the corner of her mouth, spilling onto her cream blouse and pooling on the terracotta carpet. And he realises she’s still watching him. She doesn’t have any control over her body now – she can’t move, can’t talk, can’t breathe – but her eyes continue to follow him, silently imploring him to help.
It’s almost a relief when her eyes roll up into her head and her eyelids flicker half-shut.
And for a few seconds longer, Keith’s just standing there like an idiot, thinking pointless, stupid, unhelpful thoughts. The last thing Gloria saw was me… the last thing she saw was me doing nothing to help.
Numb with shock, it’s only then that Keith starts to consider the implications of what just happened.
They’ll think I did this to her.
He dives for the door, not sure whether he’s going to get someone to call an ambulance or just run like hell and get as far away from this place as he can before anyone finds Gloria’s body. The meeting room is silent now, and the idea of staying shut away in here with his dead boss is almost preferable to going out and facing the music. He even considers hiding under the table with her. He’d try and get out the window, but he’s seven floors up.
In the end he neither gets help nor runs. Because when Keith eventually goes back through into the main office, what he finds is even worse than what he just witnessed. He struggles to process what he’s seeing, because it’s not just Gloria who’s dead, it’s all of them. He walks through the inexplicable chaos, looking from side to side, stepping over sprawled limbs and avoiding the gaze of frozen faces which seem to be demanding answers he can’t give. There’s no noise here now, save for the low ambient hum of the office and the gentle air conditioning whir. Even the phones have stopped ringing.
What the hell happened? Will it happen to me?
He spins around when he hears something, assuming death’s about to creep up and take him too. His pulse is racing, heart thumping like it’s going to explode, but it’s nothing: just a pile of those bloody ‘Know Your Customer’ forms that have overbalanced and slipped out of someone’s tray and spilled onto the floor.
Keith’s back at his own desk now. In some ways knowing everyone else is dead is a relief, because he can’t be expected to try and help all of them, can he? It was different when it was just Gloria and him in the meeting room; all the responsibility was his. He doesn’t feel so bad about leaving her now. He’s
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