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Chapter One

The house was full
of shadows, but only one of them was his.

Chris switched on all the lights, but the
brightness only made his headache worse. He closed his eyes and
swallowed but someone had lodged a golf ball in his throat. He
tried to shift it with gulps of sweet tea. Sicky tomorrow, he
thought, as if this dark cloud had a silver lining. Or maybe it
would be better to get an early night and from tomorrow pretend it
had never happened. After all he’d just been in the wrong place at
the wrong time. He poked out his tongue and winced: the stiff upper
lip was his already. Fatigue set him swaying, and in the living
room glare he could smell again the mugger’s breath tickling his
cheek, the fingernails skewering his flesh…


Chapter Two

‘In… my jacket….’
Chris wheezed. ‘Wallet… mobile…’

From behind his ear came a spray of laughter.
A meaty arm curled around his throat and yanked his head upward as
a knee pressed down into his lower back, stimulating the need to
inhale whilst making it physically impossible.

‘What… do you… want?’

‘Your dinner money, of course.’ The
contemptuous laughter came again. ‘So be a good boy and hand it
over.’

In an agony of stretching Chris slipped his
hand into his trouser pocket and clawed its contents out onto the
pavement. It wasn’t just the wallet and smart phone that were
ignored; there was also a decent watch. Not a desperate drug
addict, then. And certainly not a professional thief, not if he was
only going to get away with £2.34 each time.

‘Take… it! Take it!’ And with a final yank of
the forearm his assailant did just that…


Chapter Three

The sound of
movement from above snapped Chris back into the present. Would
Bradley even notice his cuts and bruises? Footsteps moved over his
head and a door slammed. Here we go again, Chris thought. Just what
I don’t need. The footsteps clumped down the stairs and Chris
stared at the living room door. The handle bowed and the door crept
open. It stopped, and for a brief moment Chris caught a phantom
whiff of that fetid mugger’s breath. Then the door swept inward and
there was Bradley. Does he even look like me? Chris wondered. It
was hard to tell with that curtain of hair flopping about. Didn’t
the school have any standards?

‘What happened?’ The tone of voice was flat,
the facial expression neutral.

‘Tripped up,’ Chris replied. ‘Down some
stairs.’

Bradley grunted and headed for the
television, sweeping up the remote as he fell into the seat.

‘I’m all right, though,’ Chris added to the
back of the boy’s head. No response. ‘You hungry?’ Again nothing.
‘Brad?’ He caught what might have been either a grunt or a belch.
‘I thought maybe Chinese?’ The volume from the television climbed.
‘Chinese it is then,’ Chris muttered, turning away to the
kitchen.

Nearly a fortnight and she had hadn’t called
him or even emailed. Tess was being deliberately cruel, and Chris
was damned if he’d read those letters. They weren’t addressed to
him anyway. It was a question of respect. He was still the man of
the house, the head of the family. ‘You’re suffocating me,’ she’d
complained. But the truth was their marriage had been a slow-motion
car crash for the past three years, with both of them grappling for
the steering wheel.

Snatching up the Chinese takeaway menu, he
searched for something reasonably healthy. Telephone order
completed Chris walked over to the kitchen window to close the
blind. The moon cast its milky glow onto the lawn. Before he knew
it the clocks would spring forward and he’d have to start mowing
every fortnight. Not that Tess had ever done much in the garden
except put the washing out. The garden fence was a wall of
darkness; the summerhouse a solid featureless block staring back at
him.

Movement caught his eye. Frowning, Chris
leaned forward, his nose close to the cold glass. Outside all was
still. A cat, perhaps? Or one of those urban foxes monopolising the
news? He stared into the darkness, but the throbbing behind his
eyes intensified and with a curse he tugged down on the blind cord.
‘Jumpy sod.’ He put out the crockery and cutlery; then on second
thoughts a couple of trays so that they could eat in front of the
television together. Even if there was no conversation they could
still share the same air, surely?

Their Chinese meal arrived courtesy of a
young boy who insisted on telling Chris he was Vietnamese. ‘That’s
all right. I’m not planning on eating you.’ When he retold the gag
his son accused him of being racist and headed for the stairs. If
only Tess could see what she had done, walking out on an adolescent
boy and his dutiful father. There had to be ‘someone else’.

Feeling gloomy Chris watched the television
alone, drifting in and out of a doze; but when Crimewatch came on
it seemed a good time to call it a night.


Chapter Four

Bradley Haynes hoped
that flight of stairs was long and hard, the steps jagged. Over
breakfast the next morning he’d noticed more bruising on his
father’s face, and he seemed restricted in his movements. Good job.
Since she’d been gone the house was drowned in silence. Mothers
didn’t abandon their children, as Dad had claimed, no matter what
they were going through.

In the first few days of that unexpected
quiet he thought about contacting the police, but realising his
father would just turn on the charm - Brad hasn’t taken this very
well. He’s in denial, officer - he remained tight-lipped. He didn’t
want to be the next member of the family to ‘disappear’. Dad kept
trying to reassure Bradley that Mum would call him up any day now,
but every day that she didn’t his misgivings about the summerhouse
grew stronger.

When he wasn’t in school, Bradley took to his
room, trying to figure out how he could get back at his father.
Sometimes he felt as if the crown of his skull could blow clean off
with all the rage bubbling away underneath. Several teachers had
criticized his schoolwork, and though he was trying to keep up
appearances, he knew a ‘welfare meeting’ with Dad was inevitable.
‘It’s his mum, you see. She’s…gone.’ And she wasn’t coming back,
Bradley knew. Thank God, then, for Gordon.

‘Hey, Gordon. Wait up,’ he called across the
park.

Gordon froze like a cat catching the scent of
a very large dog. He was hanging about in the doorway of the
lavatory block, as if he couldn’t quite make up his mind whether to
pee. ‘Little freak,’ Bradley muttered. He started to slink inside,
pretending he hadn’t heard his name, as Bradley strode across the
grass towards him. Bradley decided to play Mr. Nice. Today it would
be a bear hug; tomorrow, a rugby tackle.

‘Hey.’ Gordon didn’t turn around. If there
was a hole nearby would he have stuck his head into it? Brad
wondered. Pathetic. ‘I thought it was you. Didn’t you hear me?’

Gordon spun round, wearing the least
convincing smile Bradley had ever seen. It looked like someone had
put fishing hooks into the corners of his mouth and pulled them
back hard. Now there was an idea…

‘All right, Brad?’ Gordon bleated. ‘I was
just on my way home.’

‘But don’t you live on the other side of
town?’

Gordon’s smile faltered. ‘You know where I
live?’

‘Sure. East Street. Number fifty-three.’
Gordon’s despair was obvious as he tried to think how this could
have happened. Bradley leaned forward and spoke in a conspiratorial
whisper: ‘I followed you from school last Thursday.’

Gordon’s shoulders slumped for a second,
before he rallied himself. ‘Wow, I never even suspected. You should
become a spy.’

Or an interrogator. Boy, this was fun. ‘So
what are you doing here?’

‘Um,’ Gordon paused before answering, as if
to gauge the least harmful answer. ‘Just - you know - hanging
out.’

‘I thought you said you were going home?’

Gordon suddenly looked weary, like someone
swimming towards a distant shore who realised he was never going to
make it. Bradley stifled a pang of sympathy and reminded himself
that Gordon was someone whose idea of a good time was to stick his
face in a book till he ran out of pages.

‘I was hanging out… on my way home,’ Gordon
stuttered.

What, in the lavs? Priceless! ‘So let’s hang
out together. I’m not in any hurry to get home, are you?’ No word
of a lie there. ‘Unless you still need the…’ Bradley nodded towards
the Gents.

Gordon blushed. He actually blushed! Bradley
laughed to himself as he draped an arm around the other boy’s
shoulder and led him off in the direction of the park gates. Buy
that man a tank top! ‘It will give us time to get to know each
other better. You know, become proper mates.’

‘Really?’ Gordon asked.

‘Sure. And I never realised you collected
coins.’ He’d brought them in to show the class the week before.
T.W.A.T. ‘You got any brothers or sisters, Gordon?’

‘Sort of.’

Sort of? What are they, rented? Virtual? ‘How
do you mean, Gordon?’ Bradley let his arm fall away. Didn’t this
guy ever wash?

‘Well, my dad’s remarried so I’ve
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