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‘Nothing is less under our control than the heart’
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It was a plain April morning when Frazer Gullen came home at the end of another sixteen-hour shift and found his girlfriend on the landing, head lolling like a tulip, a face on her that would make grass die.

He had a smile for times like these, so he used it. ‘Surely not again, Cait?’ There were holdalls and bin bags round Caitlin’s feet. Her blonde hair was washed; she had the huffy ponytail up. Frazer climbed the stair and put an arm out, ‘Give us a kiss.’

She stepped back and dodged him. ‘You’ve been sat all night gulping packet soup in a Portakabin.’

‘Come on inside,’ he nodded at their door. ‘I’ll do my teeth for you.’ He spied her dismantled abs cruncher and stepped around all its bendy parts. She never used the thing – she did her sit-ups on the coffee table while he was trying to watch Robot Wars. But if she’d packed that down properly, this was serious.

Caitlin walked out once every couple of months; sometimes onto the landing, sometimes halfway down the stairs, one November evening humping two rucksacks, a suitcase and their toddler through the pink exhaust of an idling cab, before Frazer’s lonely doorway silhouette weakened the meat in her knees.

‘So you’ve nothing else to say?’

He looked out the stairwell window and put a hand through his curls. The sun hadn’t fully risen and his brain was fried. Downstairs, a neighbour was burning toast. ‘Come inside,’ he said again. ‘It’s Friday. We’ll get a cup of tea.’

They shared a small flat and raised a five-year-old boy together, in a featureless building called Apex Court. Frazer had proposed to Caitlin twice over the course of their eight-year relationship. The first time he put on a shirt and tie and she killed herself laughing. The second time, more casually dressed, she laughed less, then said, ‘Caitlin Gullen sounds like a disease that fishes get.’

Frazer did nights as security at Kimber’s Metal Recycling, the scrapyard that sat outside Calderknowes, the place where he and Caitlin had lived their whole lives. He had a pure and sentimental love for the town, for the wee block he’d grown up in, and for the third-floor flat they shared. He didn’t see it as beautiful, or tragic, only as a place that had come to hold different parts of his life.

On blueprints and brown envelopes the name for it was ‘Apex Court (Phase A)’, but he and his pals had always called it The Apex. Phases B and C had been cancelled in the seventies, and by the time Frazer was born the surrounds were a tangle of floppy-leafed weeds. In the mid-eighties, the council resurfaced the road and put some ugly bollards in, creating the small plaza that his dad Grambo had known, that his mum Siobhan had religiously swept, the space Frazer woke to every day now – a site of foxes and fly-tipped furniture, summer-night huddles with phone speaker bass and laughter broken time and again by shocks of softly smashing glass.

He skooshed crumbs down the plughole and flicked the kettle on, then leant back against the worktop. The fridge was purring as he spoke. ‘I’m doing all sorts. I’m working so you can be with Jamie, so you’ve got time to train.’

‘Go through there and look at that living-room wall. Go and open the cupboards! Do the right thing. We’re drowning, Fraze.’

He lifted the two hot mugs and took a sip from his. ‘Things will get better,’ he said, softly.

Caitlin took her tea off him with a frown. ‘Doing makes things better. Not words.’

He pinched his nostrils to try and generate a thought, then unclipped his nylon work tie and rolled it into his pocket. He’d been trying these cosy suggestions recently – tea, toast, the tartan blanket – anything to try and ease her dark-eyed moods, but she wasn’t taken in by it. Frazer had known for a while that once her anger got going the two of them were helpless.

‘Jamie’s at my mum’s, in case you were wondering.’ Caitlin hopped up and sat on the kitchen worktop, swinging her legs. She was five foot nothing and enjoyed being high up during arguments.

‘We said we wouldn’t leave him with her.’ He dumped his mug in the sink and a yawn began, the longest and widest since the same time yesterday. Frazer wanted out of his uniform, he wanted to wash his face and shave, but more than that, right there and then, he wanted to light a fuse and run – so he said it. ‘She doesn’t understand him. It’s harmful, him being there. Your mum’s full of it, she’s a liar. A right arsehole, sometimes.’

‘Fuck you.’

‘Take that face off, Cait.’ He watched her anger bloom; the little bombs going off in her brain. ‘You look like your dad.’

Caitlin slid down off the worktop and onto her feet. For a second there was something softly quizzical in her eyes, a sense of calculation, and then a shutter came down and she punched him hard to the body.

Frazer was on one knee before he knew it, then as he gulped for breath all six foot of him was laid out sideways on the lino. The hairs on his arms were standing; the pain felt like a hot heavy rock below his ribs.

Until then, Caitlin had never once laid a finger on him, but Frazer had seen her drop other men. A couple of years back in the Voyager she’d been holding court, moaning about her poor performance in a local tournament. This guy Dan was trying to offer advice: ‘D’you not think you’re maybe too short to be a boxer, babe?’

She was lightning that time, shelving her drink, parting her legs and crouching, uppercutting his testicles full force. Dan folded to the floor tiles, suspended in open-mouthed agony like a baker from Pompeii. ‘Tall enough to reach those,’ Caitlin said.

They’d all laughed about it then; Dan was a local loudmouth, a guy that needed a slap. Now, through a combination of stress, exhaustion and sudden, disabling pain, Frazer felt like he might start crying. He whispered, ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

‘Don’t ever compare me to my dad. And don’t you dare speak about my mum like that. Jamie’s there because I want a future for the boy.’ Her voice rose, ‘A safe house. A clean house, good food! Not this shithole – fucking condensation catchers and carpets that squelch. There’s a way out for us but you won’t take it, Frazer.’

He tried to scrape himself along the floor, like a shellfish, then gave up when his side hurt more. ‘What are you hitting me for?’

She dropped to her knees beside him and nearly touched his arm. Then she was sniffling, rubbing her face madly, as if trying to erase it, and she said, ‘I love you, Fraze.’

Caitlin had turned up at St Joe’s in September 2006, when they were both fifteen, and was paired with Frazer on the Reflections of 9/11 project. Mr Mahendru wheeled a huge telly into the English class and after fumbling with a DVD he got the documentary going. Caitlin was close to tears as the pupils watched the tragedy unfold again, and Frazer found it somewhere in him to take her hand and squeeze it. Everyone was caught up in the drama, but Frazer’s eyes were pinned to the new girl’s milky knuckles, her imperfectly painted nails. It was only when the teacher asked him why he was grinning in the middle of all that horror that Caitlin pulled her hand back in disgust.

She was popular right away at St Joe’s because she was beautiful and driven. Caitlin was no brainbox, but she kept herself organised, bringing her homework to lessons in clear plastic wallets and investing in multicoloured paper clips, Tipp-Ex pens. She tried hard because she was determined never to be like her dad; a semi-literate housebreaker who once ran the town’s drugs trade. She had no love for the man; Caitlin felt the only decent things he’d given her were a passion for Aerosmith and her eyes – the kind of blue that shadows made on snow, her Granny Janie said.

Later, during that invincible summer when they all left school, Frazer spotted her one night in Racy Rainbows. He was on the balcony, bottled Beck’s in hand and his two mates beside him. ‘Love Shy’ by Platnum came on and the DJ raised the levels, and when the bassline started the air moved. As the tune built to the chorus the dance floor began to flash with handbag buckles and arcs of flung drink, and all the lassies were screaming the hey, hey, hey-hey-hey, but Frazer couldn’t stop staring at the girl near the middle. Caitlin was pin-sharp, moving at a higher frame rate. His mate Gaz clocked the lovestruck expression, and started hopping about. He shouted in Frazer’s ear, ‘That one needs rattled like the ball in a spray can!’

As the chorus boomed again, there was Caitlin, shrugging her pals away and entering her own world, eyes shut, chest popped, lower lip bitten. Frazer saw the floor, the walls, the people around her break into strobing shards as the light froze her poses – shoulder, waist, hair – every flash a new frame, every movement charged with something Frazer couldn’t name. She made him feel hungry and ill, mixed with the nearly tearful awe that he had only ever experienced at firework displays and penalty shoot-outs. Paolo was killing himself laughing; Frazer might as well have had cartoon hearts circling his head.

He gave his pals the slip and downed two more Beck’s. He spoke to her. They laughed, they kissed. They remembered 9/11. Then at the takeaway he offered to buy her a battered sausage, or something. They were both drunk and neither of them could stop smiling. She was wearing a thin, tight dress, and she was shivering, so he gave her his jacket. Then it was his turn in the queue, and he came back out with a huge box meal and two wooden forks. Cailtin’s face was outlined pink-neon by the signage as she explained about her boxing; how she didn’t eat manky food.

‘You allergic to chips?’ Frazer slurred.

‘I need to be in shape,’ she said. ‘I’m a future fucking champion!’ She rolled up a sleeve and flexed her bicep at him, but Frazer was too hungry and too woozy to take it in, so he opened the pizza and chips and put the chips on the pizza and folded it over and ate the lot, including the crusts, then he shook the crumbs to the corner of the box and tipped them into his hand and ate them, too. When he glanced back up at Caitlin, she was standing there watching him, sulky-shouldered, folded in his River Island bomber jacket, beaming.

When Frazer woke on the sofa the pain in his side was thicker and more electric. His dream had thrown him clear and he’d stood in a panic, thinking of his son; where the boy was, if he was safe. Caitlin was nowhere to be seen. In the hallway her bags and the abs cruncher remained where she’d dumped them. As he stood over them, he heard a familiar rhythmic thumping from above.

Apex Court was only three storeys, six units in total, with a flat roof that was left accessible by Civius, the housing association. When Frazer was eight, Grambo Gullen had taken him up there in the winter teatime dark and showed him the moon through an Argos telescope. Frazer remembered the way the surface looked like talc. The excitement had emptied his heart, it made the real world feel like an underpowered dream. Later, when his parents died, Frazer inherited the tenancy, and now the roof was Caitlin’s to train on.

After an argument, he could usually guess at what was next: mumbled apologies, lukewarm kisses, his girlfriend’s wee face looking sweet as a rinsed grape. Now, he felt nothing. He stopped in the dark of the access stairs, unsure of why he couldn’t move forward. On instinct, he brushed down and tucked in his work shirt, then managed to push the door open into the glare.

Sometimes he liked to stand up there on the roof and look down, thinking about the buildings he knew – what they might remember, whether their view of things differed from his. The papers called Calderknowes a Lego-edged experiment, the town that changed colour in the rain. It was a New Town, made of concrete, with a centre split by Precincts, the houses around it grouped in jagged Divisions. The Apex was located in Division K.

Frazer walked towards her through the drizzle and stood up as straight as he could. ‘Winning?’

Caitlin stopped working the punchbag when she heard him, glancing round as she fiddled with her tight Dutch braids. ‘Can I get on?’ She resumed the work, her small fists drawing sad human gasps from the bag.

Frazer had rigged it up against the wee boiler room that sat like a shed on top of the roof. He’d worked overtime shifts to pay for it, back when things were simpler. He lifted his chin, ‘You were out of order, Cait. You can’t be doing that to me.’

‘I know.’ She did two quick lefts. Her hands weren’t taped and her knuckles were livid.

‘Ach, I was going to make a den for the boy this morning. He doesn’t—’

‘Listen.’ She stopped again, rosy-eared, framed by an endless white sky. ‘I’m not gonna tell you that you don’t know your son, Fraze, but I’m his mother. Don’t ever suggest to me that I’d do anything that wasn’t right for him. And leave my family out of it.’

Frazer’s eyes drifted down to the black roof felt and he saw himself look back from a thin, trembly puddle. ‘I just feel—’

She threw an overhand and shouted, ‘Enough!’ The sound shook birds from the trees. ‘What is it you want from me? Lust and rainbows? Countdown? Cups of tea?’

‘Maybe some acknowledgement?’

The bag was spinning as she stared him out in the morning rain. ‘Go and face up to it. Man up, do the right thing. We’ve a brand-new house waiting on us and we’re still stuck in your mouldy cocoon. Away and open your letters.’ She wiped snot from her nose with the back of her hand. ‘Tell it to Civius, because if you don’t, I’m off.’

The mould had been present when Grambo and Siobhan were alive, and Frazer’s parents had done their best to deal with it. They cared a lot for the flat and the bit round about it, but neither of them went at problems with the ferocity his girlfriend possessed.

Caitlin said she could taste it. She scrubbed it with bleach until her nails cracked, researched it and saw it in dreams. The cork board in the kitchen was like a shrine – articles about Civius’s mismanagement, the council’s silence, the failure of Calderknowes. She circled phrases: systemic neglect, unfit for habitation, long-term exposure.

All Caitlin wanted was a safe, clean house. She and Frazer paid Civius a lot of rent, plus a service charge, and it was the housing association’s job to maintain their home. She’d laid it all out to Frazer more times than she could count, but he always found a reason to put it off – he’d have a think about it, he was busy. Maybe it would sort itself.

She once told him that watching the mould advance across their living-room wall was like seeing a bad thought spread over a clean brain. He said nothing, but for him that image was linked to his son. Frazer took so many photos of the stuff that the yearly highlight slideshow on his mobile was just filthy window frames and walls, filtered through sparkles, set to a Eurohouse beat. He told Caitlin that these photos were emailed off to Civius, but they never were. The months and years of his parents’ lives were written across the rooms of the Apex, and all that disrepair – the mould, the doorframes, the windows – had been altered by the loss of them. The grief had rooted him to the spot.

Jamie was his whole world, and it was in the flat that Frazer felt that most. Every corner seemed to tie their lives together: the concrete stairwell, the sock-polished kitchen lino, the armchair. Even the light fittings felt like a link; in Jamie’s room, the switch plate still held the faint glue-ghosts of the holograms Frazer had pressed there as a boy. The thing was, Jamie needed all this to stay the same – that was when he felt safe, and as the doctor had told his parents: routines were crucial. Mornings spent with his dad by the big living-room window, watching cars go by while Frazer named the colours and makes. The huge 1960s enamel bath he had practically grown up in, surrounded by the floating light-up ducks Frazer had saved for. And in the narrow kitchen, under the window, there was his favourite spot on the low stool, helping his mum match his socks while the sun poured in.

It had been six weeks since the letter from Civius arrived, offering Frazer a semi-detached home on Donaldson Drive – newly built, pale and square, decorated and double-glazed. It had nothing to do with the condition of the flat in Apex Court, they were just next on the housing association list for an upgrade. Siobhan Gullen had put their name down in 1997, when Frazer was six.

The offer letter put tears in Caitlin’s eyes. She was already picturing bath bombs, fruit bowls, Dermot on the radio, but the tenancy was Frazer’s inheritance and he was the lead tenant. It was his decision to accept the move. He’d been born in the back bedroom – now his son’s room, filled with Jamie’s trucks, his socks, his scent – but the floorboards spoke just like they always had. Frazer heard it every night as he put the boy to bed – the long, bare creaks, no different from the ones he’d grown up with himself, back when he’d dragged his feet to school half asleep, half dreaming. The place still held the shape of all their routines. Letting go wasn’t as easy as it sounded.

Frazer stood very still. ‘I’m tired of tiptoeing. How am I supposed to sleep now, eh? I’m going to get the shopping.’

‘Good idea,’ she said, punching the bag quickly now, gleaming with sweat and drizzle.

‘Anything you want?’

‘Peas for the boy. And Frazer?’

‘Aye?’

‘If there’s a letter there, be a man and open it.’

Down in the cool of the entrance hall Frazer spotted the mail scattered across the floor, brown and white envelopes, mixed. He zipped his anorak and crouched, ignoring the knot of heat in his side, picking through until he found the Civius envelope marked GULLEN, F. Frazer looked at it and felt his anger start to creep, so he pushed it back in with the others and dropped the bundle onto the concrete floor. Outside, he walked beyond the trees and the big patch of daffodils, eyes on the ground. When he’d safely crossed the road he pulled out his phone and typed PEAS FOR THE WEE ONE on his shopping list.

The first residents had arrived in Calderknowes almost fifty years before. In 1966, the streets were spotless, but the town was born with teeth. As the dust clouds settled, families arrived from the cities and satellite villages, carrying their old grudges; long-held allegiances shaken up like a jigsaw, ready to be pieced together in the brand-new underpasses, on the youthful plots of grass. But with people living in it, the dream of the place soon lost its clarity. The public spaces were neatly planned but residents kept to their yards, and soon the parks and play areas were plush with moss. In time, the only things moving on the sharply angled plazas were swells of dry leaves and trampled styrofoam. Slabs snapped like crackers and handrails flaked. Street lamps flickered silently and opted for the dark.

Calderknowes became a town of scrubbing sponges and cauliflower ears, of rusted Lager Lovelies; a place where hearts grew old then broke. But as the years slipped by, the residents came together to warm themselves on the glories they had – a thin stream of gossip and myth that ran through the pubs in the sunlit Divisions: births on the back stairs, wedding Saturdays and drug deaths, the Calderknowes Harriers cup run in 1972. Nobody in Division K forgot the windy Tuesday when Wincey Willis opened the tombola at St Peter in Chains.

Finished in 1985, St Peter’s was at the edge of the Division and served as its only focal point. Grambo Gullen’s funeral had taken place there in 2008. His final favourite song, ‘The Circle’ by Ocean Colour Scene, played as the sun stretched coloured shapes all over the floor. Now, with the town hall under renovation for the fiftieth anniversary of Calderknowes that coming summer, the food bank had been moved to the nave of the church.

Frazer glanced about, fiddling with his voucher as he joined the queue. The building had changed completely; the stained-glass windows were sheeted and the council were storing traffic lights and Portaloos in the apse.

When he got to the front he crouched by the bags and boxes. ‘Any peas in here?’

Around him, people rummaged through the crates on the floor, and to his left, under the huge, jaggy sculpture of Christ, a group of women were talking by the shelves. Then he heard a voice say, ‘Fraze?’

He looked up. ‘Aye?’

‘It’s Nicola?’

Frazer stood. ‘Nicola Croall?’ She was smaller than he remembered.

‘How’s Frazer Gullen?’

‘Knackered. Just off night shift. Where you been hiding anyway?’

‘I’ve been around. I’m doing the taxis now, and I just started volunteering here. How’s things? You and Caitlin still keeping well?’

Frazer’s shoulders lifted a little, he took a small breath in. ‘Who?’

‘Oh, I see.’ Nicola crouched again, moving things from one crate to another. ‘There might be cannellini beans in those bags somewhere.’

‘It has to be peas.’

She stood. ‘Tinned veg is a pest to come by, apparently.’

‘There are a couple of other things, if you’ve got them?’

Nicola peeked at the queue behind him. ‘Go on.’

‘Baby wipes and deodorant?’

‘Any toiletries go over there, I think.’ She nodded towards a large steel shelving unit by the font. It was empty other than heaped six-packs of toilet roll and little boxes of yellow interdental brushes.

Frazer felt a single, sharp pulse in his side as he picked up one of the bags from a crate on the floor. ‘Is the boss around?’

‘Ines? Through the back.’

‘Cheers.’

Nicola’s smile showed a gap between her two front teeth. ‘No problemo!’

The meeting room at the rear of the church was orange and beige and smelt like a charity shop in August. Ines was alone, ripping plastic wrap from a tray of tomato soups. Frazer broke into a little jog, bear-hugging her from behind. ‘Morning!’ He kissed the top of her head through her curly grey hair.

‘Hey, handsome!’ She wriggled from him, eyeing him in his crumpled uniform. ‘I’ll drop this soup! Should you not be in bed?’

‘Sleep’s for the weak. How you doing?’

She gestured at the stack. ‘Busy. You?’

‘Couldn’t be better.’

There was a wee silence as Ines took her glasses off and wiped the lenses with her dark patterned blouse. Then she put them back on. ‘You’re a liar.’

Frazer glanced down, like he might have evidence splattered on him. ‘I’m all good.’

Ines stopped again. ‘Listen.’ She wagged a soup tin towards him and it made a gulping sound. ‘I remember when you were the bulge that stopped your mother wearing her favourite corduroys. I bought you your first 7Up. I even changed your nappies, you little peanut, and—’

‘—and I remember how it smelt. Yeah, yeah!’

She went back to organising the tins. ‘Well, if you won’t talk to me, there’s nothing I can do.’

‘Exactly.’

Ines laughed. ‘Frazer, as you know, I am quite at ease with my status as a mollycoddler, but what would your mum say if she thought I was neglecting you? She’d say, Jesus—’

‘Jesus, Mary and all the saints!’

‘She’d be mortified. Anyway, are you going to just stand there?’

They worked side by side through the trays of soups, breaking them down and splitting them into neat piles. After that came the cereals, the teabags, the pasta – steady work that let you into a rhythm. It was only when they reached the last stack of tins, and Frazer was on his sixth tray, that he went too far. The overreach sent a sharp bolt of pain through him, a wave of weakness that almost took his legs out. He caught himself, but the tray fell to the floor with a dull thump, sending tins rolling.

Ines was perfectly calm. ‘Clumsy. Here.’ She offered a hand, but Frazer was already up and dusting himself off. ‘Living by myself I take these things for granted – minding your step, paying attention. Building some muscle tone.’

Frazer laughed, rolling his neck, testing each shoulder like his back was the issue. ‘Sitting seizes you up, man. It’s these sixteen-hour shifts Dazzle’s got me doing.’

‘You’ll work yourself to death.’

‘I need the money.’ Frazer moved to the next tray, but when the pain gripped again he put them back. He said, ‘I’m going to the loo.’

‘Don’t be climbing out that window! There’s mollycoddling to come.’

The men’s cubicle was magnolia coloured, and cold. Frazer looked at himself in the mirror, lifted his shirt, and turned his pale torso left then right, careful, testing it. When he pressed a finger to the plum-dark patch, it made a blade of heat. He lifted his arm up as far as he could; the bruise was three times the size of Caitlin’s fist.

Frazer had been bullied at school – head-locked in the showers, booted around the playing fields. Now, being knocked to the floor by the person he loved, reduced to a bundle of clothes at Caitlin’s feet, struck the same raw nerve as being bullied, but with a deeper, more intimate shame, because he really loved her – had always loved her – and could never forget the girl she had once been, before black mould and bin bags on the landing, before the arguments that never seemed to stop.

He pressed his fist to the glass until the mirror scraped against its screws. All his concentration gathered in the hollow of his throat, so he swallowed, and when the tension left his body he let the shirt fall. The fabric hung stiff like it was afraid to touch him.

In the meeting room, two glasses of lime cordial were sitting on the low table, and Ines had sunk into one of the spongy office armchairs. Frazer took his phone out for somewhere to hide his eyes.

‘Still on that old relic?’

‘Seen the price of a new one?’

‘You could trade it?’

Frazer dropped into a chair. ‘It’s not even mine. Dazzle gave it to me because he was done ringing the landline. I’m supposed to keep it strictly for work.’

‘And the stress app, you’re still using it?’

‘Aye.’

‘Still having those dreams?’

‘Not about Mum. Not for a long time.’

Ines sipped her drink. ‘Have some lime.’

Frazer lifted his glass and noticed Ines’s leather purse out on the table. It had the sheen of a conker from all the years of handling.

There were apps for everything these days, all promising a fix. Before Stresslessly, Frazer worked through a relationship counselling app Ines had recommended. Lesson Two told him his relationship was a broken vase. Lesson Three introduced the Mindfulness Scaffold. Lesson Four was given by a cloud wearing Ray-Bans. He had to drag three words into the cloud that described his relationship – he chose Wonderful, Soothing, Lovely, but the cloud wagged its finger. He tried Fragile, Broken, Tiring instead. That earned him a Power-Up. After twelve lessons the app offered a Relationship Recentring Plan, but it suddenly wanted £14, too. He deleted it, but the words he had chosen were hard to forget.

‘How is the wee one?’ Ines asked.

Frazer leant forward and put the drink down. ‘Oh, brilliant. He’s onto making his own trucks! Bottom of a Frosties box, lids for wheels. I helped him. He loved it, you should have seen his face.’

‘He’s a creative boy.’

‘Always. And he has his first sports day coming up.’

‘In April? Seriously?’

‘They’re building in the school grounds for the anniversary. Putting up lights or something. So they’ve moved the sports day forward.’

‘Madness. Is he yapping yet?’

‘Some days.’ Frazer picked at the flaking steel tube of the armrest. ‘Caitlin’s worked wonders, though. He communicates sometimes by bringing her stuff. Wee things. A hairbrush, a teaspoon, the food storage clips. The two of them know. And we can hug him now.’

‘Oh, Frazer.’ She was beaming. ‘I told you things would get better. I’m so happy for the three of you. And Caitlin – how is she?’

‘Same as ever.’

‘Right.’ Her smile faltered. ‘Look, I know you don’t want to share everything. I get that – well, I try to. But I’ve said this again and again.’ She swept a hand towards the stacks of food. ‘The shopping, even the bills – I can help. With any of it. You shouldn’t have to be here, doing this.’

‘This place is here for people like us to use.’

‘I know, it’s—’

‘Mum can’t see.’

Ines paused, then folded her arms in her lap, choosing not to argue. She leant in. ‘Now, did you ever go back to the bowling? Jamie loved that.’

‘Not yet. Look, we’ve rice to move, I think?’

‘Don’t concern yourself with that. I’ve all day, and there’s help now. You met Nicola, yes?’

‘I went to school with Nicola.’

‘Ah. Should have known.’ She finally picked up her purse from the table.

Frazer straightened his back reflexively. ‘Don’t.’

‘Frazer.’

‘I don’t want it.’

‘Shush, shush, shush.’ She flicked four notes out with her thumb and presented them to him. ‘Go away and let off some steam. The three of you.’

‘Ach, no.’

‘Please.’

‘We don’t need it.’

She flapped the notes. ‘Take the boy bowling.’

Out in the grounds of the church the rain was off and the grass was glistening. Frazer stopped by the low front wall and counted the money again, then slid it back into his pocket. He couldn’t help picturing his son.

Jamie had struggled a lot as a young child. A doctor had explained to his parents what minimally verbal meant, almost a year after the tentative autism diagnosis. Frazer cried in front of the man, but Caitlin managed to hold it in until she could take it out on the vending machine by the surgery door.

Six months later the first sounds came: dum-dum-dum to a song about crocuses on kids’ TV. The first fully formed word arrived at three – yellow. In the days after a few others followed. These early iridescent scraps of language seemed to make Caitlin’s heart feel drowsy; heavy with love and grief and guilt. Many mornings that winter and spring, when Jamie was safe in his own world, she’d sit and wedge herself between the wall and the bathroom sink, give herself one song, put her headphones in and listen to ‘What It Takes’ by Aerosmith. When the singer’s voice went high and crazy at the end she would cry until her throat hurt.

Frazer looked back at the wet church, with its square forehead and tower like a shuttlecock. He had loved it as a child, but now, at the top of the tower, there was a triangle of sky where bells had once been. A few years back, he and Caitlin had been out walking when they saw them being strapped and winched out, huge and sleepy like tranquilised rhinos.

He was still lost in the memory when a voice cut through it. ‘Hello.’

When he let his focus settle, Nicola was stood in front of him, arms folded tightly, shivering slightly, vaping. He said, ‘Hey.’

‘Mental busy today.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ She rocked on her heels. ‘So, are you volunteering here now, too?’

‘Oh no. Just lending Ines a hand. And getting my shopping.’

She sucked the vape and that was the only sound. She said, ‘Big lover of peas then?’

‘My son. He’s a bit picky. He’s autistic.’

‘Oh – god.’

‘Ach, he likes what he likes. Lasagne. Curly crisps. Sauces on their own.’

‘Can’t beat a curly crisp.’

‘His favourite. That, and peas.’

Over on the road, cars tore by. Nicola looked up at him. ‘Listen.’ She breathed in sharply and tilted her head like she was trying to understand what she was doing. ‘I came over, I mean, I saw you, I came out to say that it’s – it’s my sister’s birthday soon.’

‘Happy birthday her.’

‘There’s a party tonight.’ Her mouth went sparrowish. ‘If you maybe wanted to come?’

In moments like these, and there had been a few, it didn’t take much for Frazer to feel guilt. His mind fished out the most weirdly lovable things about Caitlin: her fear of ostriches, the peace sign she did in passing mirrors, the shape she took when she slept. His head didn’t seem to care how his ribcage felt.

The words arranged themselves quickly. ‘I’m so tired these days.’

She sucked the vape then blew, and the wind took the cloud away. ‘Physical or emotional? If you tell me which I can help.’

‘Ach, I’m beyond help!’ he said, laughing. ‘But listen, good seeing you, Nicola.’

By the spring of 2009, Frazer and Caitlin had been on six dates, if you counted the walk by the water treatment facility, as Frazer did. Then Janetta went on her holidays to Majorca and Caitlin, an only child, was left in charge of her mum’s house.

It was the week after Caitlin’s first big fight. She’d lost to Stephie McRae, who’d stamped on her foot – an illegal move that burst her toe and left her hobbling to A&E in tears. That evening, limping still, she made her way to Blockbuster and rented Amélie on DVD, and when Frazer arrived they pulled the curtains and opened a bottle of Co-op wine. Caitlin switched the film off two-thirds through because Amélie was doing her tits in.

Through in her parents’ bedroom, they chugged the rest of the Soave and Frazer got into the enormous bed. Caitlin stripped her top half off easily enough, but then stood there with her arms folded, too shy to get out of her jeans and socks. He knew how she didn’t like compliments, so he stood and hugged her, then began tugging her jeans down bit by bit with one hand. He made her lift her legs in sequence while he tenderly rolled her socks off.

The bandage on her left foot looked huge and cartoonish, and as soon as they were both in bed, Frazer shunted down the mattress and, looking right up at her, began pressing soft mournful kisses down the length of her leg, towards it.

Caitlin screwed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth, gripped the fitted sheets with both fists while her good foot curled inwards. Frazer pulled himself back up alongside her, whispering, ‘If the pain’s spreading, maybe we should get back to A&E?’

At first she was laughing, before it grew to nearly silent hysterics. Then she rolled into him and slapped his jaw half playfully. ‘I’m cringing at you, Frazer.’

In the morning, she stood lopsided in her bra and tracksuit bottoms and made them breakfast in her mum’s kitchen; two Red Bulls and a paprika poached egg for her, tea and sausages for him. Tears for Fears was on the radio. The frying made a sound like April rain.

‘I never fry food, so you’re a lucky boy,’ she said. But he already knew.

As they sat and ate he found the courage to ask her about fighting; what went through her head? Frazer













































































































































































































































OPS/images/phoenix_logo.jpg
PHOENIX





OPS/images/img_11.jpg





OPS/images/img_9.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Tom Newlands is the real thing’ MICHAEL SHEEN

TOM NEWLANDS

AUTHOR OF





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Epigraph



		Calderknowes, Scotland 2016



		Acknowledgements



		Credits



		About the Author



		Also by Tom Newlands



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













