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For Betty. Both of them.
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Prologue

The girl’s head rested on a small pile of orange-and-brown leaves.

Her almond eyes stared up at the canopy of sycamore, beech and oak, but they didn’t see the tentative fingers of sunlight that poked through the branches and sprinkled the woodland floor with gold. They didn’t blink as shiny black beetles scurried over their pupils. They didn’t see anything any more, except darkness.

A short distance away, a pale hand stretched out from its own small shroud of leaves as if searching for help, or reassurance that it was not alone. None was to be found. The rest of her body lay out of reach, hidden in other secluded spots around the woods.

Close by, a twig snapped, loud as a firecracker in the stillness, and a flurry of birds exploded out of the undergrowth. Someone approached.

They knelt down beside the unseeing girl. Their hands gently caressed her hair and stroked her cold cheek, fingers trembling with anticipation. Then they lifted up her head, dusted off a few leaves that clung to the ragged edges of her neck, and placed it carefully in a bag, where it nestled among a few broken stubs of chalk.

After a moment’s consideration, they reached in and closed her eyes. Then they zipped the bag shut, stood up and carried it away.

Some hours later, police officers and the forensic team arrived. They numbered, photographed, examined and eventually took the girl’s body to the morgue, where it lay for several weeks, as if awaiting completion.

It never came. There were extensive searches, questions and appeals but, despite the best efforts of all the detectives and all the town’s men, her head was never found, and the girl in the woods was never put together again.
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            2016

            Start at the beginning.

            The problem was, none of us ever agreed
                on the exact beginning. Was it when Fat Gav got the bucket of chalks for his
                birthday? Was it when we started drawing the chalk figures or when they started to
                appear on their own? Was it the terrible accident? Or when they found the first
                body?

            Any number of beginnings. Any of them, I
                guess, you could call the start. But really, I think it all began on the day of the
                fair. That’s the day I remember most. Because of Waltzer Girl, obviously, but also
                because it was the day that everything stopped being normal.


            If our world was a snow globe, it was
                the day some casual god came along, shook it hard and set it back down again. Even
                when the foam and flakes had settled, things weren’t the way they were before. Not
                exactly. They might have looked the same through the glass but, on the inside,
                everything was different.


            That was also the day I first met Mr
                Halloran, so, as beginnings go, I suppose it’s as good as any.
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1986

‘Going to be a storm today, Eddie.’

My dad was fond of forecasting the weather in a deep, authoritative voice, like the people on the telly. He always said it with absolute certainty, even though he was usually wrong.

I glanced out of the window at the perfect blue sky, so bright blue you had to squint a little to look at it.

‘Doesn’t look like there’ll be a storm, Dad,’ I said through a mouthful of cheese sandwich.

‘That’s because there isn’t going to be one,’ Mum said, having entered the kitchen suddenly and silently, like some kind of ninja warrior. ‘The BBC says it’s going to be hot and sunny all weekend … and don’t speak with your mouth full, Eddie,’ she added.

‘Hmmmm,’ Dad said, which was what he always said when he disagreed with Mum but didn’t dare say she was wrong.

No one dared disagree with Mum. Mum was – and actually still is – kind of scary. She was tall, with short dark hair, and brown eyes that could bubble with fun or blaze almost black when she was angry (and, a bit like the Incredible Hulk, you didn’t want to make her angry).

Mum was a doctor, but not a normal doctor who sewed on people’s legs and gave you injections for stuff. Dad once told me she ‘helped women who were in trouble’. He didn’t say what kind of trouble, but I supposed it had to be pretty bad if you needed a doctor.

Dad worked, too, but from home. He was a writer for magazines and newspapers. Not all of the time. Sometimes he would moan that no one wanted to give him any work or say, with a bitter laugh, ‘Just not my audience this month, Eddie.’

As a kid, it didn’t feel like he had a ‘proper job’. Not for a dad. A dad should wear a suit and tie and go off to work in the mornings and come home in the evenings for tea. My dad went to work in the spare room and sat at a computer in his pyjamas and a T-shirt, sometimes without even brushing his hair.

My dad didn’t look much like other dads either. He had a big, bushy beard and long hair he tied back in a ponytail. He wore cut-off jeans with holes in, even in winter, and faded T-shirts with the names of ancient bands on, like Led Zeppelin and The Who. Sometimes he wore sandals, too.

Fat Gav said my dad was a ‘frigging hippie’. He was probably right. But back then, I took it as an insult, and I pushed him and he body-slammed me, and I staggered off home with some new bruises and a bloody nose.

We made up later, of course. Fat Gav could be a right penis-head – he was one of those fat kids who always have to be the loudest and most obnoxious, so as to put off the real bullies – but he was also one of my best friends and the most loyal and generous person I knew.

‘You look after your friends, Eddie Munster,’ he once said to me solemnly. ‘Friends are everything.’

Eddie Munster was my nickname. That was because my surname was Adams, like in The Addams Family. Of course, the kid in The Addams Family was called Pugsley, and Eddie Munster was out of The Munsters, but it made sense at the time and, in the way that nicknames do, it stuck.

Eddie Munster, Fat Gav, Metal Mickey (on account of the huge braces on his teeth), Hoppo (David Hopkins) and Nicky. That was our gang. Nicky didn’t have a nickname because she was a girl, even though she tried her best to pretend she wasn’t. She swore like a boy, climbed trees like a boy and could fight almost as well as most boys. But she still looked like a girl. A really pretty girl, with long red hair and pale skin, sprinkled with lots of tiny brown freckles. Not that I had really noticed or anything.

We were all due to meet up that Saturday. We met most Saturdays and went round to each other’s houses, or to the playground, or sometimes the woods. This Saturday was special, though, because of the fair. It came every year and set up on the park, near the river. This year was the first year we were being allowed to go on our own, without an adult to supervise.

We’d been looking forward to it for weeks, ever since the posters went up around town. There were going to be Dodgems and a Meteorite and a Pirate Ship and an Orbiter. It looked ace.

‘So,’ I said, finishing my cheese sandwich as quickly as I could, ‘I said I’d meet the others outside the park at two?’

‘Well, stick to the main roads walking down there,’ Mum said. ‘Don’t go taking any shortcuts or talking to anybody you don’t know.’

‘I won’t.’

I slid from my seat and headed to the door.

‘And take your bumbag.’

‘Oh, Muuuuum.’

‘You’ll be going on rides. Your wallet could fall out of your pocket. Bumbag. No arguments.’

I opened my mouth and shut it again. I could feel my cheeks burning. I hated the stupid bumbag. Fat tourists wore bumbags. It would not look cool in front of everyone, especially Nicky. But when Mum was like this, there really was no arguing.

‘Fine.’

It wasn’t, but I could see the kitchen clock edging closer towards two and I needed to get going. I ran up the stairs, grabbed the stupid bumbag and put my money inside. A whole £5. A fortune. Then I charged back down again.

‘See you later.’

‘Have fun.’

There was no doubt in my mind I would. The sun was shining. I had on my favourite T-shirt and my Converse. I could already hear the faint thump, thump of the fairground music, and smell the burgers and candyfloss. Today was going to be perfect.

Fat Gav, Hoppo and Metal Mickey were already waiting by the gates when I arrived.

‘Hey, Eddie Munster. Nice fanny pack!’ Fat Gav yelled.

I blushed purple and gave him the finger. Hoppo and Metal Mickey both chortled at Fat Gav’s joke. Then Hoppo, who was always the nicest, and the peacemaker, said to Fat Gav, ‘Least it doesn’t look as gay as your shorts, penis-head.’

Fat Gav grinned, grabbed his shorts at the hems and did this little dance, raising his chunky legs up high, like he was a ballerina. That was the thing with Fat Gav. You could never really insult him because he just didn’t care. Or, at least, that’s what he made everyone think.

‘Anyway,’ I said, because despite Hoppo’s deflection I still felt that the bumbag looked stupid, ‘I’m not wearing it.’

I unclipped the belt, slipped my wallet into my shorts pocket and looked around. A thick hedge ran around the outside of the park. I stuffed the bumbag into the hedge so it couldn’t be seen if you were walking past but not so far that I couldn’t grab it again later.

‘Sure you want to leave it there?’ Hoppo asked.

‘Yeah, what if your mummy finds out?’ Metal Mickey said, in the snide, sing-song way he had.

Although he was part of our gang and Fat Gav’s best friend, I’d never liked Metal Mickey much. There was a streak running through him that was as cold and ugly as the braces that ran around his mouth. But then, bearing in mind who his brother was, perhaps that wasn’t really surprising.

‘I don’t care,’ I lied, with a shrug.

‘Who does?’ Fat Gav said impatiently. ‘Can we forget the frigging bag and get going? I want to get to the Orbiter first.’

Metal Mickey and Hoppo started to move – we usually did what Fat Gav wanted. Probably because he was the largest and loudest.

‘But Nicky’s not here yet,’ I said.

‘So what?’ Metal Mickey said. ‘She’s always late. Let’s just go. She’ll find us.’

Metal Mickey was right. Nicky was always late. On the other hand, that wasn’t the deal. We were all supposed to stick together. It wasn’t safe at the fair on your own. Especially not for a girl.

‘Let’s give her five more minutes,’ I said.

‘You cannot be serious!’ Fat Gav exclaimed, doing his best – so pretty bad – John McEnroe impression.

Fat Gav did a lot of impressions. Mostly American. All so terrible they made us crease up with laughter.

Metal Mickey didn’t laugh quite as hard as Hoppo and me. He didn’t like it if he felt the gang was going against him. But anyway, it didn’t matter because we had just about stopped laughing when a familiar voice said, ‘What’s so funny?’

We turned. Nicky walked up the hill towards us. As always, I felt a weird kind of fluttering in my stomach at the sight of her. Like I was suddenly really hungry and felt a bit sick.

Her red hair was loose today, falling in a tangled jumble down her back, almost brushing the edges of her frayed denim shorts. She wore a yellow, sleeveless blouse. It had small blue flowers around the neck. I caught a glint of silver at her throat. A small cross on a chain. She had a large and heavy-looking hessian bag slung around her shoulders.

‘You’re late,’ Metal Mickey said. ‘We were waiting for you.’

As if it had been his idea.

‘What’s in the bag?’ Hoppo asked.

‘My dad wants me to deliver this crap around the fair.’

She pulled a leaflet from the bag and held it out.

Come to St Thomas’s Church and praise the Lord. It’s the greatest thrill ride of all!

Nicky’s dad was the vicar at our local church. I had never actually been to church – my mum and dad didn’t do that type of stuff – but I’d seen him around town. He wore small, round glasses and his bald scalp was covered with freckles, like Nicky’s nose. He always smiled and said hello, but I found him just a bit scary.

‘Now that is a pile of stinking Buckaroo, my man,’ Fat Gav said.

‘Stinking’ or ‘flying Buckaroo’ was another one of Fat Gav’s favourite phrases, usually followed by saying ‘my man’ in a really posh accent, for some reason.

‘You’re not really going to, are you?’ I asked, suddenly envisioning the whole day being wasted, traipsing around with Nicky while she handed out her leaflets.

She gave me a look. It reminded me a bit of my mum.

‘Of course I’m not, you Joey,’ she said. ‘We’ll just take some, scatter them around, like people have thrown them away, and then stuff the rest in a bin.’

We all grinned. There’s nothing better than doing something you shouldn’t and getting one over on an adult while doing it.

We scattered the leaflets, dumped the bag and got down to business. The Orbiter (which really was ace), the Dodgems, where Fat Gav rammed me so hard I felt my spine crack. The Space Rockets (pretty exciting last year but now a bit boring), the Helter Skelter, the Meteorite and the Pirate Ship.

We ate hot dogs, and Fat Gav and Nicky tried to hook ducks and learned the hard way that a prize every time does not necessarily mean a prize you want, and came away laughing and throwing their crappy little stuffed animals at each other.

By this point, the afternoon was already getting away from us. The thrill and adrenalin were starting to fade, along with the growing realization that I probably only had enough cash left for two or maybe three more rides.

I reached into my pocket for my wallet. My heart leapfrogged into my mouth. It was gone.

‘Shit!’

‘What?’ Hoppo asked.

‘My wallet. I’ve lost it.’

‘You sure?’

‘Of course I’m frigging sure.’

But I checked my other pocket just in case. Both empty. Crap.

‘Well, where did you have it last?’ Nicky asked.

I tried to think. I knew I’d had it after the last ride, because I checked. Plus, we bought hot dogs afterwards. I didn’t have a go on the Hook a Duck so …

‘The hot-dog stall.’

The hot-dog stall was all the way across the fair, in the opposite direction to the Orbiter and the Meteorite.

‘Shit,’ I said again.

‘Come on,’ Hoppo said. ‘Let’s go and look.’

‘What’s the point?’ Metal Mickey said. ‘Someone’ll have picked it up by now.’

‘I could lend you some money,’ Fat Gav said. ‘But I haven’t got much left.’

I was pretty sure this was a lie. Fat Gav always had more money than the rest of us. Just like he always had the best toys and the newest, shiniest bike. His dad owned one of the local pubs, The Bull, and his mum was an Avon lady. Fat Gav was generous, but I also knew he really wanted to go on some more rides.

I shook my head anyway. ‘Thanks. It’s okay.’

It wasn’t. I could feel tears burning behind my eyes. It wasn’t just the lost money. It was feeling stupid, it was the spoilt day. It was knowing that Mum would be all annoyed and say, ‘I told you so.’

‘You lot go on,’ I said. ‘I’ll go back and have a look. No point us all wasting our time.’

‘Cool,’ Metal Mickey said. ‘C’mon. Let’s go.’

They all shambled off. I could see they were relieved. It wasn’t their money lost, or their day ruined. I started to trudge back across the fair, towards the hot-dog stall. It was right across from the Waltzers, so I used that as a marker. You couldn’t really miss the old carnival ride. Right in the centre of the fairground.

Music blared out, distorted through the ancient speakers. Multicoloured lights flashed and the riders screamed as the wooden carriages spun round and round, faster and faster on the revolving wooden carousel.

As I got closer, I started looking down, shuffling along more carefully, scanning the ground. Rubbish, hot-dog wrappers, no wallet. ’Course not. Metal Mickey was right. Someone would have picked it up and nicked my money.

I sighed and looked up. I spotted the Pale Man first. That wasn’t his name, of course. I found out afterwards his name was Mr Halloran and he was our new teacher.

It was hard to miss the Pale Man. He was very tall, for a start, and thin. He wore stonewashed jeans, a baggy white shirt and a big straw hat. He looked like this ancient seventies singer my mum liked. David Bowie.

The Pale Man stood near the hot-dog stall, drinking a blue slushy through a straw and watching the Waltzers. Well, I thought he was watching the Waltzers.

I found myself looking in the same direction, and that’s when I saw the girl. I was still pissed off about my wallet but I was also a twelve-year-old boy with hormones just starting to bubble and simmer. Nights in my room weren’t always spent reading comic books by torchlight under my bedcovers.

The girl was standing with a blonde friend I vaguely recognized from around town (her dad was a policeman or something), but my mind instantly dismissed her. It’s a sad fact that beauty, real beauty, just eclipses everything and everyone around it. Blonde Friend was pretty, but Waltzer Girl – as I would always think of her, even after I learned her name – was properly beautiful. Tall and slim, with long, dark hair and even longer legs, so smooth and brown they gleamed in the sun. She wore a rara skirt, and a baggy vest with ‘Relax’ scrawled on it over a fluorescent green bra top. She tucked her hair behind one ear and a gold hoop earring gleamed in the sun.

I’m slightly ashamed to say I didn’t notice her face much at first, but when she turned to talk to Blonde Friend I wasn’t disappointed. It was heartachingly pretty, with full lips and tilted almond eyes.

And then it was gone.

One minute she was there, her face was there, the next there was this terrible, eardrum-wrenching noise, like some great beast had bellowed from the bowels of the earth. Later, I found out it was the sound of the slew ring on the ancient Waltzers’ axis snapping after too much use and too little maintenance. I saw a flash of silver and her face, or half of it, was sheared away, leaving a gaping mass of gristle, bone and blood. So much blood.

Fractions of a second later, before I even had a chance to open my mouth to scream, something huge and purple and black came tearing past. There was a deafening crash – the loose Waltzer carriage smashing into the hot-dog stall in a hail of flying metal and splinters of wood – and more screaming and yelling as people dived out of the way. I found myself bowled over and knocked to the ground.

Other people fell on top of me. Someone’s foot stamped down on my wrist. A knee clipped my head. A boot kicked me in the ribs. I yelped but somehow managed to bundle myself up and roll over. Then I yelped again. Waltzer Girl lay next to me. Mercifully, her hair had fallen over her face, but I recognized the T-shirt and fluorescent bra top, even though both were soaked through with blood. More blood ran down her leg. A second piece of sharp metal had sliced right through the bone, just below her knee. Her lower leg was barely hanging on, tethered only by stringy tendons.

I started to scramble away – she was obviously dead. I couldn’t do anything – and that was when her hand reached out and grabbed my arm.

She turned her bloody, ravaged face towards me. Somewhere, within all the red, a single brown eye stared at me. The other rested limply on her ruined cheek.

‘Help me,’ she rasped. ‘Help me.’

I wanted to run. I wanted to scream and cry and be sick all at once. I might have done all three if another, large, firm hand hadn’t clamped down on my shoulder and a soft voice hadn’t said, ‘It’s okay. I know you’re scared, but I need you to listen to me very carefully and do just what I say.’

I turned. The Pale Man stared down at me. Only now did I realize that his face, beneath the wide-brimmed hat, was almost as white as his shirt. Even his eyes were a misty, translucent grey. He looked like a ghost, or a vampire, and under any other circumstances I would probably have been scared of him. But right now he was an adult, and I needed an adult to tell me what to do.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Ed–Eddie.’

‘Okay, Eddie. You hurt?’

I shook my head.

‘Good. But this young lady is, so we need to help her, okay?’

I nodded.

‘This is what I need you to do … hold her leg here, and hold on tight, really tight.’

He took my hands and placed them around the girl’s leg. It felt hot and slimy with blood.

‘Got it?’

I nodded again. I could taste fear, bitter and metallic, on my tongue. I could feel blood seeping between my fingers, even though I was holding on really tight, as tightly as I could …

In the distance, a lot further away it seemed than the sounds actually were, I could hear music pounding and screams of enjoyment. The girl’s screams had stopped. She lay motionless and quiet now, just the low rasp of her breathing, and even that was growing fainter.

‘Eddie, you have to concentrate. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

I stared at the Pale Man. He unwound his belt from his jeans. It was a long belt, too long for his skinny waist, and it had extra holes in it where he had made it smaller. Funny, the weird things you notice at the crappiest moments. Like I noticed that Waltzer Girl’s shoe had come off. A jelly shoe. Pink and sparkly. And I thought how she probably wasn’t going to need it again, what with her leg almost cut in two.

‘You still with me, Eddie?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Almost there. You’re doing great, Eddie.’

The Pale Man took the belt and wrapped it around the top of the girl’s leg. He pulled hard, really hard. He was stronger than he looked. Almost straight away I could feel the gush of blood slowing.

He looked at me and nodded. ‘You can let go now. I’ve got it.’

I took my hands away. Now the tension had gone, they started to shake. I wrapped them around my body, under my arms.

‘Is she going to be okay?’

‘I don’t know. Hopefully, they can save her leg.’

‘What about her face?’ I whispered.

He looked up at me, and something in those pale grey eyes stilled me. ‘Were you looking at her face before, Eddie?’

I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say, or understand why his voice didn’t sound so friendly any more.

Then he looked away again and said quietly, ‘She’ll live. That’s the important thing.’

And that was when a huge crack of thunder broke overhead and the first drops of rain started to fall.

I guess it was the first time I understood how things can change in an instant. All the stuff we take for granted can just be ripped away. Maybe that’s why I took it. To hold on to something. To keep it safe. That’s what I told myself anyway.

But like a lot of stuff we tell ourselves, that was probably just a pile of stinking Buckaroo.

The local paper called us heroes. They got Mr Halloran and me back together in the park and they took our photo.

Incredibly, the two people in the Waltzer carriage that broke loose suffered only broken bones, cuts and bruises. A few other bystanders caught some nasty gashes that needed stitches, and there were a few more fractures and cracked ribs in the stampede to get out of the way.

Even Waltzer Girl (whose name was actually Elisa) lived. The doctors managed to reattach her leg and somehow save her eye. The papers called it a miracle. They didn’t say so much about the rest of her face.

Gradually, as with all dramas and tragedies, interest in it started to fade. Fat Gav stopped cracking bad-taste jokes (mostly about being legless), and even Metal Mickey got bored of calling me ‘Hero Boy’ and asking where I’d left my cape. Other news and gossip took its place. There was a car crash on the A36, and the cousin of one of the kids at school died, and then Marie Bishop, who was in the fifth year, got pregnant. So life, as it tends to, moved on.

I wasn’t so bothered. I’d got a bit tired of the story myself. And I wasn’t really the sort of kid who likes being the centre of attention. Plus, the less I talked about it, the less often I had to picture Waltzer Girl’s missing face. The nightmares started to fade away. My secret trips to the laundry basket with soiled sheets became less frequent.

Mum asked me a couple of times if I wanted to visit Waltzer Girl in hospital. I always said no. I didn’t want to see her again. Didn’t want to look at her ruined face. Didn’t want those brown eyes to stare at me accusingly: I know you were going to run away, Eddie. Until Mr Halloran grabbed you, you would have left me there to die.

I think Mr Halloran visited. A lot. I guess he had the time. He wasn’t due to start teaching at our school until September. Apparently, he had decided to move into his rented cottage a few months early so he could settle into the town first.

I supposed it was a good idea. It gave everyone a chance to get used to seeing him around. Got all the questions out of the way before he stepped into the classroom:

What was wrong with his skin? He was an albino, the adults explained patiently. That meant he was missing something called a ‘pigment’ that made most people’s skin a normal pink or brown colour. And his eyes? Same thing. They were just missing pigment. So, he wasn’t a freak, or a monster or a ghost? No. Just a normal man with a medical condition.

They were wrong. Mr Halloran was many things, but normal was never one of them.
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2016

The letter arrives without a flourish or fanfare or even a sense of foreboding. It slips through the letter box, sandwiched between a charity envelope for Macmillan and a flyer for a new pizza takeaway.

And who the hell sent letters these days, anyway? Even my mother has, at the age of seventy-eight, embraced email, Twitter and Facebook. In fact, she is far more tech savvy than me. I’m a bit of a Luddite. This is of constant amusement to my pupils, whose talk about Snapchat, favourites, tags and Instagram might as well be a foreign language. I thought I taught English, I often tell them ruefully. I haven’t got a flying Buckaroo what you lot are talking about.

I don’t recognize the handwriting on the envelope, but then I barely recognize my own these days. It’s all keyboards and touchscreens now.

I slit the envelope open and regard the contents while sitting at the kitchen table, sipping a cup of coffee. Actually, that’s not quite true. I sit at the table, staring at the contents as a cup of coffee grows cold beside me.

‘What’s that?’

I start and glance around. Chloe pads into the kitchen, sleep-crumpled and yawning. Her dyed black hair is loose, the choppy fringe stuck up in cowlicks. She wears an old Cure sweatshirt and the remains of last night’s make-up.

‘This,’ I say, carefully folding it up, ‘is what we call a letter. People used to use them as a means of communication in the olden days.’

She gives me a withering look, along with her middle finger. ‘I know you’re talking, but all I hear is blah, blah, blah.’

‘That’s the problem with young people these days. They just don’t listen.’

‘Ed, you’re barely old enough to be my dad, so why do you sound like my grandfather?’

She’s right. I am forty-two and Chloe is somewhere in her late twenties (I think. She has never said and I am too much of a gentleman to ask). Not so many years between us, but it often feels like decades.

Chloe is youthful and cool and could pass for a teenager. I am not and could possibly pass for a pensioner. You might kindly call my look ‘careworn’. Although I’ve found it’s not cares that wear you down but worries and regrets.

My hair is still thick and mostly dark, but my laughter lines lost their sense of humour some time ago. Like a lot of tall people, I stoop, and my favoured clothes are what Chloe calls ‘charity-shop chic’. Suits, waistcoats and proper shoes. I do own some jeans but I don’t wear them to work and – unless I am hunkered down in my study – I’m usually working, often taking on extra tutoring in the holidays.

I could say this is because I love teaching, but nobody loves their job that much. I do it because I need the money. It’s also the reason Chloe lives here. She’s my lodger and, I like to think, a friend.

Admittedly, we’re an odd couple. Chloe is not the type of lodger I would normally take in. But I had just been let down by another would-be tenant and the daughter of an acquaintance knew ‘this girl’ who urgently needed a room. It seems to work, and the rent helps. As does the company.

It might seem strange that I need a lodger at all. I’m relatively well paid, the house I live in was given to me by my mum, and I’m sure most people presume this means a cosy, mortgage-free existence.

The sad truth is that the house was bought when interest rates were in double figures, was remortgaged once to pay for renovations, and then again to pay for my dad’s care when his decline became too much to deal with at home.

Mum and I lived here together until five years ago, when she met Gerry, a jovial ex-banker who decided to chuck it all in for a self-sufficient lifestyle in a self-built eco home in the Wiltshire countryside.

I have nothing against Gerry. I have nothing really for him either, but he seems to make Mum happy, and that, as we are fond of lying, is the main thing. I suppose, even though I’m forty-two, a part of me doesn’t want Mum to be happy with any man other than my dad. This is childish, immature and selfish. And I’m good with that.

Besides, at seventy-eight, Mum, quite frankly, does not give a shit. Those weren’t the exact words she used when she told me she had decided to move in with Gerry, but I got the subtext:

‘I need to get away from this place, Ed. There are too many memories.’

‘You want to sell the house?’

‘No. I want you to have it, Ed. With a little love, it could be a wonderful family home.’

‘Mum, I don’t even have a partner, let alone a family.’

‘It’s never too late.’

I didn’t reply.

‘If you don’t want the house, just sell it.’

‘No. I just … I just want you to be happy.’

‘So who’s your letter from?’ Chloe asks, walking over to the coffee machine and pouring out a mug.

I slip it into the pocket of my dressing gown. ‘No one important.’

‘Oooh. Mysterious.’

‘Not really. Just … an old acquaintance.’

She raises an eyebrow. ‘Another one? Wow. They’re all coming out of the woodwork. Never knew you were so popular.’

I frown. And then I remember that I told her about my dinner guest tonight.

‘Don’t sound so surprised.’

‘I am. For someone so unsociable, the fact you have any friends is astounding.’

‘I have friends, here in Anderbury. You know them. Gav and Hoppo.’

‘They don’t count.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they’re not really friends. They’re just people you’ve known all your life.’

‘Isn’t that the definition of a friend?’

‘No, that’s the definition of parochial. People you feel obliged to hang around with out of habit and history rather than any real desire for their company.’

She has a point. Sort of.

‘Anyway,’ I change the subject, ‘I’d better go and get dressed. I have to go into school today.’

‘Isn’t it the holidays?’

‘Contrary to popular belief, a teacher’s work does not end when school is out for summer.’

‘Never had you down as an Alice Cooper fan.’

‘I love her music,’ I say, deadpan.

Chloe smiles, a quirky lopsided smile that turns her somewhat plain face into something remarkable. Some women are like that. Unusual, even strange-looking, at first glance, but then a smile or a subtle cock of an eyebrow transforms them.

I suppose I have a small crush on Chloe, not that I would ever admit it. I know she sees me more as a protective uncle than as a prospective boyfriend. I would never want to make her feel uncomfortable by letting her think that I view her with anything other than paternal fondness. I am also well aware that, in my position, in a small town, a relationship with a much younger woman could easily be misconstrued.

‘When’s your other “old acquaintance” arriving?’ she asks as she brings her coffee to the table.

I push back my chair and stand. ‘Around seven.’ I pause. ‘You’re welcome to join us.’

‘Think I’ll pass. Don’t want to spoil your catch-up.’

‘Okay.’

‘Maybe another time, though. From what you’ve said, he seems an interesting character.’

‘Yes.’ I force a smile. ‘Interesting is one word for it.’

The school is a brisk fifteen-minute walk from my house. On a day like today – a pleasantly warm summer day, a hint of blue beckoning between the thin layer of cloud – it’s a relaxing walk. A way to get my thoughts in order before work begins.

In term time, this can be useful. Many of the kids I teach at Anderbury Academy are what we call ‘challenging’. In my day, they would have been called ‘a bunch of little shits’. Some days, I need to mentally prepare myself to deal with them. Other days, the only preparation that helps is a shot of vodka in my morning coffee.

Like many small market towns, Anderbury looks, to the casual eye, like a picturesque place to live. Quaint cobbled streets, tea shops and a semi-famous cathedral. There’s a market twice a week, and plenty of pretty parks and riverside walks. It’s only a short drive to the sandy beaches of Bournemouth and the open heathland of the New Forest.

Scratch the surface, though, and you’ll find the tourist sheen is just that. Much of the work here is seasonal, and unemployment is high. Groups of bored youths hang around the shops and in the parks. Teenage mums wheel screaming babies up and down the high street. This is not new, but it does seem to have become more prevalent. Or maybe that’s just my perception. Often, what comes with age is not wisdom but intolerance.

I reach the gates to Old Meadows Park. My teenage stomping ground. It has changed a lot since my day. Obviously. There’s a new skate park, and the playground where our gang used to hang out has been usurped by a new, modern ‘recreation area’ at the other end of the park. There are rope swings and a huge tunnel slide, zip-wires and all manner of cool stuff that we couldn’t even have dreamt of when we were young.

Strangely, the old play area remains, abandoned and derelict. The climbing frame has rusted, the swings are tangled over the tops of the bars and the once bright paint on the wooden roundabout is blistered and flaking, daubed with ancient graffiti by people who have long forgotten why Helen is a bitch or why on earth they hearted Andy W.

I stand for a moment, staring at it, remembering.

The faint squeak of the baby swing, the biting chill of the early-morning air, the crispness of white chalk on black tarmac. Another message. But this one was different. Not a chalk man … something else.

I turn abruptly. Not now. Not again. I won’t be drawn back in.

My work at school doesn’t take long. I’m finished by lunchtime. I gather my books, lock up and walk back towards the town centre.

The Bull stands on the corner of the high street, the last of the remaining ‘locals’. Anderbury used to have two other pubs, The Dragon and The Wheatsheaf, then the chains moved in. The old locals closed and Gav’s parents were forced to cut prices, host ladies’ nights, do happy hours and ‘welcome families’ in order to survive.

Eventually, they had had enough. They moved to Majorca, where they now run a bar called Britz. Gav, who had worked part-time in the pub since he turned sixteen, took over the beer pumps and has been there ever since.

I push open the heavy old door and step inside. Hoppo and Gav sit at our usual table, in the corner by the window. From the waist up, Gav is still bulky, large enough to remind me why we used to call him Fat Gav. But now the bulk is more muscle than flab. His arms are tree trunks, veins standing out like taut blue wires. His face is chiselled, his shorn hair grey and sparse.

Hoppo has hardly changed at all. In his plumbers’ overalls, if you squinted slightly, he could still be mistaken for a twelve-year-old boy playing dress-up.

The two of them are deep in conversation. Their barely touched pints sit on the table. Guinness for Hoppo and a Diet Coke for Gav, who rarely drinks.

I order a Taylor’s Mild from a surly-looking girl behind the bar who frowns at me, then frowns at the pump as though it has mortally offended her.

‘Need to change the barrel,’ she mutters.

‘Okay.’

I wait. She rolls her eyes.

‘I’ll bring it over.’

‘Thanks.’

I turn and walk across the pub. When I glance back she still hasn’t moved.

I sit down on a rickety stool, next to Hoppo.

‘Afternoon.’

They look up, and straight away I can tell that something is wrong. Something has happened. Gav wheels himself out from behind the table. The muscles in his arms are in stark contrast to the wasted limbs that rest idly in his wheelchair.

I turn on my stool. ‘Gav? What –’

His fist flies towards my face, my left cheek explodes with pain, and I topple backwards on to the floor.

He stares down at me. ‘How long have you known?’
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Despite being the biggest, and our gang’s unspoken leader, Fat Gav was actually the youngest.

His birthday was at the beginning of August, at the start of the school holidays. We were all pretty jealous of this. Me in particular. I was the oldest. My birthday was also in the holidays, three days before Christmas. It meant, instead of getting two proper presents, I nearly always got one ‘big’ present, or two not so good ones.

Fat Gav always got loads of presents. Not just because his mum and dad were loaded but also because he had a million relatives. Aunts and uncles and cousins and grandparents and great-grandparents.

I was a bit jealous of this, too. I only had my mum and dad and my gran, who we didn’t see very often because she lived miles away, and also because she was going a ‘bit doolally’, as Dad put it. I didn’t really like visiting her. Her living room was always too hot and smelly, and she always had the same stupid film playing on the telly.

‘Wasn’t Julie Andrews beautiful?’ she would sigh, misty-eyed, and we all had to nod and say ‘yes’ and eat soft digestives out of this rusty old biscuit tin that had dancing reindeer all around the side.

Fat Gav’s mum and dad threw a big party for him every year. This year, they were having a barbecue. There was going to be a magician and even a disco afterwards.

My mum rolled her eyes when she saw the invitation. I knew she didn’t really like Fat Gav’s mum and dad. I heard her once tell Dad that they were ‘often-contagious’. When I got older, I realized she’d actually said ‘ostentatious’, but for years I thought she meant that they harboured some strange disease.

‘A disco, Geoff?’ she said to my dad in an odd tone of voice. I couldn’t decide if it was good or bad. ‘What d’you think of that?’

Dad moved over from where he was doing the washing-up and glanced at the invite. ‘Sounds like fun,’ he said.

‘You can’t come, Dad,’ I said. ‘This is a kids’ party. You’re not invited.’

‘Actually, we are,’ Mum said, and pointed at the invitation. ‘ “Mums and Dads welcome. Bring a sausage.” ’

I looked at it again and frowned. Mums and dads at a kids’ party? I didn’t think that was a good idea. Not a good idea at all.

‘So what are you getting Fat Gav for his birthday?’ Hoppo asked.

We were sitting in the park on the climbing frame, swinging our legs and sucking on cola ice pops. Murphy, Hoppo’s old black Labrador, lay on the ground beneath us, dozing in the shade.

This was around the end of July, almost two months after the terrible day at the fair and a week before Fat Gav’s birthday. Things were starting to get back to normal, and I was glad. I wasn’t really a kid who liked excitement or unexpected drama. I was – and have remained – someone who likes routine. Even at twelve, my sock drawer was always neatly arranged and my books and tapes were stored in alphabetical order.

Perhaps it was because everything else in our house was kind of chaotic. It wasn’t fully built, for a start. Again, this was typical of the difference between my mum and dad and other parents I knew. Aside from Hoppo, who lived with his mum in an old terraced house, most of the kids at school lived in nice, modern houses with neat, square gardens that all looked the same.

We lived in this ugly old Victorian house which seemed to be constantly surrounded by scaffolding. Out back, it had a big, overgrown garden that I had never managed to fight my way to the end of, and upstairs, at least two rooms where you could see the sky through the ceiling.

Mum and Dad had bought it as a ‘doer-upper’ when I was really small. That was eight years ago and, as far as I could tell, there was still a lot more doing-upping required. The main rooms were all liveable-ish. But the hallway and kitchen had bare plaster on the walls, and nowhere had any carpet.

Upstairs, we still had the old bathroom. A prehistoric enamel bath with its own resident house spider, a sink that leaked and an ancient loo with a long chain flush. And no shower.

As a twelve-year-old kid, I found it mortally embarrassing. We didn’t even have an electric fire. Dad had to chop logs outside, bring them in and light a fire. Like it was the frigging Dark Ages.

‘When are we going to finish getting the house built?’ I would ask sometimes.

‘Well, building work takes time and money,’ Dad would say.

‘Haven’t we got any money? Mum’s a doctor. Fat Gav says doctors make loads of money.’

Dad sighed. ‘We’ve discussed this before, Eddie. Fa– Gavin does not know everything about everything. And you have to remember, my work isn’t as well paid as some, or as regular.’

More than once I almost blurted out, ‘Why can’t you just go and get a proper job, then?’ But that would upset my dad and I didn’t like to do that.

I knew Dad often felt guilty about money because he didn’t earn as much as Mum. In between the stuff he wrote for magazines he was trying to write a book.

‘Things will change when I’m a bestselling author,’ he would often say, with a laugh and a wink. He pretended he was joking, but secretly I think he believed that, one day, it would actually happen.

It never did. He got close. I know he submitted manuscripts to agents and even had some interest from one for a while. But somehow, nothing ever came of it. Perhaps, if he hadn’t started to get ill, he might have eventually made it. As it was, when the illness started to eat away at his mind, the first thing it swallowed was the thing he loved the most. His words.

I sucked harder on my ice pop. ‘I haven’t really thought about a present,’ I said to Hoppo.

A lie. I had thought about it, long and hard. That was the problem with Fat Gav. He had pretty much everything and buying him a present he liked was really difficult.

‘What about you?’ I asked.

He shrugged. ‘Dunno yet.’

I changed tack. ‘Is your mum coming to the party?’

He pulled a face. ‘I’m not sure. She might be working.’

Hoppo’s mum worked as a cleaner. You’d often see her trundling around the streets in her rusty old Reliant Robin, the boot piled high with mops and buckets.

Metal Mickey called her ‘a gyppo’ behind Hoppo’s back. I thought that was a bit cruel, but it’s true that she did look a bit like a gypsy, with her straggly grey hair and shapeless dresses.

I’m not sure where Hoppo’s dad was. Hoppo never really spoke about him, but I got the impression he had left when Hoppo was small. Hoppo had an older brother, too, but he’d gone to join the army or something. Thinking back, I guess one of the reasons our gang all hung out together was that none of our families was exactly ‘normal’.

‘Are your mum and dad coming?’ Hoppo asked.

‘Think so. Just hope they don’t make it really boring.’

He shrugged. ‘It’ll be okay. And there is gonna be a magician.’

‘Yeah.’

We both grinned, then Hoppo said, ‘We could go down the shops now, if you like, look for something for Fat Gav?’

I hesitated. I liked hanging out with Hoppo. You didn’t have to act clever all the time. Or be on guard. It was just easy.

Hoppo wasn’t the brightest kid but he was one of those kids who just knew how to be. He didn’t try to be liked by everyone, like Fat Gav, or change his face to fit in, like Metal Mickey, and I kind of respected him for that.

That’s why I felt a bit bad now when I said, ‘Sorry, I can’t. I have to get back, to help Dad with some stuff in the house.’

That was usually my get-out clause. No one could doubt that there was plenty of ‘stuff’ that needed doing in our house.

Hoppo nodded, finished his ice pop and chucked the wrapper on the floor. ‘Okay. Well, I’m gonna walk Murphy.’

‘Okay. See you later.’

‘See you.’

He ambled away, floppy bits of fringe swinging in his face, Murphy loping by his side. I chucked my ice-pop wrapper in the bin and headed off in the opposite direction, towards home
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