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Chapter Three.

The car’s heater was too comforting. He therefore turned it off and opened his 

window—letting in the icy, early December air. 

He’d been driving for half an hour, without any real idea where he was going. 

Alone at home, Samantha visiting Gail, his sense of isolation had become almost 

overwhelming. He’d been afraid of what he might do. Sitting before his laptop, 

spiralling through his convoluted world of words and concepts, the urge to cut himself 

had very nearly become too much to resist. He could see himself doing it. He could 

feel the blade and the following sense of relief. And so, on a whim, he’d got into his 

car and started driving, away from his introspection, out, as he saw it, into a world 

that was hostile but which would nevertheless provide him with the distraction he 

now believed wholly necessary. 

Who needed to cut himself when there was a world of sharp edges waiting just 

outside his front door?

Following roads that were now only distantly familiar—the squally showers 

and bleak, charcoal-smudged light creating a sense of otherworldliness that he could 

only welcome—he thought again about Samantha, about the week they had just 

shared. He didn’t want to revisit their growing difficulties. Thinking about how she 

had dealt with the news about her sister and his redundancy was the very thing that he 

was trying to get away from. But it couldn’t be ignored. It sat beside him in the 

passenger seat, telling him that this was just how it was going to be, now, and that it 

was no worse than he should have expected. What goes around, comes around, he 

thought, easing off the accelerator when he found himself too close to the back of a 

spraying lorry. Her behaviour is no worse than yours. It doesn’t even come close. 
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That didn’t make it any better, though. If anything, he thought, it made it somehow 

worse. She knew what it was like. She’d been in his position. Could she help the way 

she had now become? Did she struggle as much as he to find a way out? Or was this 

some kind of punishment? As ungracious and cruel as he knew it to be, he couldn’t 

help but feel that Samantha was using recent events as a way to chastise him. He had 

no real evidence for this. Much of their life together was exactly as it had been before 

the news concerning Gail and his redundancy. But the thought nevertheless gnawed 

away at the back of his mind—consuming and regurgitating, spewing its vileness like 

a house fly at a new meal. He knew in his heart that Samantha was better than that. 

She was the woman he loved, after all, whatever appearance might say to the 

contrary. 

This was not her way. If she wanted to hurt him or teach him a lesson, she 

would not be so subtle or cruel as this. She was giving. She was loving. But more than 

anything, she was, he supposed, fair-minded and tolerant.

But still the thought niggled. As the distant familiarity of the road before him 

struck a chord in his heart and mind, he again found himself returning full circle to the 

idea that this was some kind of punishment, retribution, and however forcefully he 

told himself that he was being ridiculous he couldn’t shake it.

Last night. In bed. Making love for the first time in months. Dry and 

labourious—Samantha trying but holding something back. They had been close. 

There was no denying that. The effort alone had united them. But the effort itself had 

had a cause. The difficulties had not manifested from the ether. When she had only 

reluctantly opened herself to him, the tone had been set. She’d wanted comfort as 

much as he, but she’d also wanted him to hurt the way she was hurting.

This isn’t achieving anything, he told himself. Thinking like this... it’s wrong. 
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Everything about it’s wrong. She’s hurting. You’re hurting. Don’t do this. Don’t. It  

isn’t... it isn’t about blame. There’s more going on here. She isn’t the one making you 

feel this way.

The abyss. Fall into it. Jump into it.

He should have known all along. There had been nothing random about this 

journey. He’d planned it. Even if he hadn’t admitted that to himself. Familiar roads 

had become vaguely familiar roads, ultimately leading to highways and landscapes 

that had until now only existed in the richness of memory, repressed and, at times, 

denied. Trees that had overhung the road in his youth still formed their canopies—the 

branches and remaining leaves shaped in places to peculiar ninety degree angles by 

the roofs of passing lorries. Barrett thought of bonsai trees. Restricted roots and limbs 

guided by wire frameworks. Nature perverted. Nature made to be what some 

considered to be aesthetically pleasing. Perfection. The insidious effect of 

environment upon character.

Armdon Hills. They sat before him as commandingly as they ever had—

dressed in winter blacks and ambers, austere and, at their peak, viciously craggy. 

Scarred by its ironstone mining history and trail bikes that—though outlawed—still 

tore its countenance to shreds, they seemed aged, somehow. Looking at them, he felt 

the wisdom he always had. A silent watching, brimming with unspoken knowledge. 

But now that seemed to have intensified. The years had continued along their 

predictable, linear path but those hills had acquired knowledge exponentially—fact 

feeding lore, wisdom adding authority, geology and its slow passing of time making it 

almost immutable.

Barrett drove with little reluctance towards them, all thoughts of Samantha and 

her possible need to punish him quite forgotten. This was his place. The land that had 
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made him the person he today was. Even now, he knew those hills like the back of his 

hand, and even as he tried to look away from them, they called him back. He had 

grown up here. His mother and father had died here. Terence, his brother—

A Lexus suddenly pulled out in front of him and he hit the brakes just in time, 

his reverie almost costing him a collision. His heart racing, he blasted his horn but 

nevertheless dropped back when the driver of the Lexus stuck his hand out of his 

window and gave Barrett the finger. He imagined what it would be like to force the 

bastard off the road—drag him out of the car and give him a fucking good pasting. 

Would it be the release he imagined? Or would it be the end of any control he had 

remaining?

Maybe that was the abyss, he thought to himself—and then dropped back a 

little further, just to be sure.

Armdon had once been a place of security and predictability. In his childhood, it had 

offered the warmth of the family home and reliable surroundings. Standing, now, at 

the foot of the hills—looking up at their craggy peak where one summer many, many 

moons ago, he had written his name in aerosol paint on its rocky face—he managed to 

recapture a sense of that, recalling those long winter evenings in front of the television 

with his mam and dad and... and Terence, watching The Man from Atlantis or, even 

better, George and Mildred. The world outside had not existed. The central heating 

always blaring away when the days were at their coldest, he’d felt cosseted and 

protected—everything he could ever have wished for (within reason) happily 

provided. Terence... yes, he had in many ways been a typical younger brother. Always 

there. Always needy. Always ready to compete and inevitably overstep the mark. 

There would be arm wrestling competitions that Barrett would always win, games of 
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chess where a stalemate was the best that Terence could ever hope for. Where the 

affection of their parents was concerned, however, no competition had ever been 

considered necessary; within that strange architecture of frigidity and love they were 

always treated equally, any suggestion of bias frowned upon. When the occasional 

darkness fell upon their parent’s relationship, they bore it together—sharing the 

silences and sharp words. More than anything, though, it was the feeling that they had 

been living in a time apart that now struck Barrett. Whether it had been apparent at 

the time or whether it was something that was only visible in hindsight, he didn’t 

know, but those times had been palpably different, separate from his early childhood 

and also from the increasingly complicated teenage years that would follow. The 

happier times nestled on the valley floor, protected from the harsh winds of change—

albeit temporarily. People moved and others died, but so long as the family unit 

remained constant and inflexible it had seemed as though nothing on God’s green 

earth could touch them. They would endure—Barrett was now certain that that was 

how it had seemed, even then. They would endure and build upon what they had. 

Good fortune was theirs, even as his parents struggled to make ends meet, because 

they were together. That, at heart, was what separated them from everyone else. In a 

world where families seemed to fall apart every day of the week, they were, in spite of 

their conflicts—or perhaps because of them—united. In retrospect, he could see the 

cracks more clearly than he no doubt had at the time, but even so, from this 

perspective they still managed to cut a fairly impressive form.

He was cold. Cold and unusually calm. Taking the postcard out of his jacket 

pocket—the events of the past week no longer seeming all that threatening—he 

looked at the picture on the front and compared it to the real thing. Nothing could 

even come close to the reality, he thought. A hill was a hill; a photo of a hill was still 
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a photo. Representation, he thought, is not reality—just another way in which we try 

to understand it. It can’t touch us. Only reality has impact.

Tearing up the postcard and throwing it—

litterbug

—aside, he started walking back down the road to the sidestreet on the other 

side of the shopping precinct where he had left his car. Glad to have seen the hills 

again, he nonetheless believed that his day here was over. This place could tell him 

nothing more.

Thinking that his future lay firmly away from Armdon and its hills, he could 

never have known just how mistaken he actually was.

He almost fell over her. 

Walking past Sainsbury’s, he suddenly found her on the pavement in front of 

him—a sprawling, hectic figure, all limbs and hair, the shopping that fell from her 

ruptured carrier bag scattering to the four corners of the earth. He heard her curse 

impressively, another bystander chuckling mercilessly, and even before he’d bent 

down to help her get to her feet he smelt the alcohol on her breath. He heard the clunk 

of a bottle against concrete—almost breaking but not quite having the heart—and saw 

a badly scraped knee, a flurry of auburn hair, an arm desperately trying to push him 

and the rest of the world away before finally relenting and allowing him to take it. As 

he helped her stand, a cheap, unopened bottle of whisky held to her breast, she 

whispered an apology, keeping her head low so that her hair shielded her face from 

the gathering onlookers.

“Are you all right?” A stupid question, but the best he could come up with on 

such short notice.
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“I’m fine.” A voice muffled by embarrassment.

“Where do you live?” Barrett asked her—flashing a warning glance at the 

young man who was still laughing at her. He seemed to get the message and shut up. 

“Do you live far from here?”

A shop assistant had come out to see what all the fuss was about. She asked if 

she could help and Barrett thanked her, suggesting that she collect the dropped 

grocery items. “I’ll come back and pick them up for her later,” he said, before turning 

back to the fallen woman and asking her once again if she lived far from here.

Finally, peeping out from behind her hair, she said, her diction far clearer than 

he would have expected, “You know where I live, Barrett. I live where I’ve always 

lived.”

He didn’t want to be here. Far too reminiscent of the childhood he now felt he wanted 

to leave behind, the bungalow where Amanda Bart had once lived with her parents—

and where she now lived alone—was stuffy and claustrophobic, heavy with forgotten 

times and broken dreams, a sad reflection of where former times had taken those 

children of Barrow Road. Leading him through to the living room, insisting that he 

must stay for a coffee with her (he was surprised she didn’t suggest something 

stronger), it was like walking through a screen of cobwebs. He itched as the memories 

returned, the light misty and, it seemed, forgotten by whatever deity may have created 

it.

Amanda Bart. Of all the people...

Throwing some magazines from the settee, she stood back so that he could sit 

down—looking surprisingly pleased with herself. Instinct told him that he should 

make his excuses and leave. He still had to collect the shopping she’d dropped, after 
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all, and then he had the drive home to consider. It wasn’t as if he could just waste time 

like this. He had things to do. Blog posts to write and jobs to find. Sitting here talking 

to the girl he had grown up with—or, rather, the lush she had grown into—was 

something for which he neither had the time nor wished for. He’d done his good deed 

for the day and that by rights should have been the end of it. She was obliged to him, 

not the other way round. And if he wished her to honour that obligation by letting him 

leave immediately she would certainly have no cause for complaint.

“What must you think of me?” Amanda said, brushing her hair back from her 

face. She was still as pretty as she’d been all those years ago, if somewhat careworn 

and dishevelled. “I don’t normally make a habit of doing this kind of thing.” She 

chuckled self-effacingly; the vulnerability he remembered, sitting on the brink—

forever ready to topple.

“I understand,” he said, holding up a hand to show that she really didn’t need 

to say any more. “We all have our bad days.”

“Do we?” She sat down on the edge of a nearby armchair, her fingers 

interlaced together between her jean clad thighs, staring down at the threadbare 

carpet. “It’s nice seeing you again, Barrett. It was so unexpected.” She looked up and 

held his uncertain gaze. “Unexpected but welcome. I needed to see a friendly face.”

“You were in a bit of a...” He let it trail off, not quite knowing how to finish.

“State?” She laughed. “You aren’t kidding. It’s just been one of those days... 

one of those months, really. Just when you think it can’t get any worse.”

“Tell me about it.”

“A kindred spirit?”

Barrett shrugged—aware that he had already said more than he’d intended. “I 

got made redundant a little over a week ago,” he said. What the hell. “The same day 
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my wife’s sister told her that she—the sister, not my wife—was dying of cancer.”

“So you’re married, then?” Amanda said after the briefest of pauses, and 

Barrett laughed his first laugh in a very long time. This was so typically Amanda, so 

evocative of the irreverent, perpetually jokey girl she had been that he felt suddenly 

been lifted out of himself. She took him back. She reminded him of the boy he’d once 

been. And this time he found he welcomed it.

“Yes, I’m married,” Barrett said, composing himself. “And you’re still 

trouble, then?”

“I like to think so.”

Awkwardly silent for a few moments, they glanced at each other and smiled. 

A garden shed one sweaty summer’s day. Up against the wall beside the lawnmower. 

The first groping touch of her clammy vagina. Their virginal first effort—the haste, 

the urgency, the way he had come too early and how they had spent the following 

weeks holding their breaths until her period came. He’d felt so alive, then. The world 

had suddenly opened with possibility and, with the smell of Amanda always, it 

seemed, clinging to him, he’d imagined himself capable of anything. Whatever he 

wanted from life, he could get. With foresight and planning, with Amanda’s sex 

waiting for him at the end of the day, he’d seen himself breaking through previously 

unbreakable barriers, redefining the world around him and succeeding in ways that 

others could never have envisioned. It was a time of burgeoning expectation and 

hope.

It was a time of promise ultimately unrealised.

“I really should be going,” he said, suddenly afraid of where this might lead.

“Not yet,” she said quietly. “Please, Barrett. I’m not going to seduce you, if 

that’s what you’re worried about.”
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“I’m not. It’s just that I need to be getting back. And I have to collect your 

shopping, first.”

She shook her head and laughed, a little bitterly. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she 

said. “You don’t have to do that. I’m more than capable of going back there myself to 

get it.”

“I said I would and—”

“Just have a coffee with me, please.”

It had been her idea. That day in the shed and the more considered, carefully 

planned days that had followed had all been at her instigation. He’d wanted it as much 

as she had, of course—Christ, he’d probably wanted it more—but she had been the 

one to take the initiative, to let it be known that it was okay for him to act on need and 

instinct. She’d been purposeful and courageous but as he’d slipped inside her, he now 

recalled, he’d seen that look in her eyes, the very same look he was seeing now.

It was more than just vulnerability; Amanda Bart craved affection in a way 

that subjugated every other aspect of her life. For her, he now believed, it was the 

only way to belong.

“Okay,” he said. “But I can only stay half an hour.”

“Long enough for a coffee.” 

She smiled and he almost expected her to add, And anything else that takes  

your fancy.

He stayed for close on two hours.

Amanda proved good company, in spite of his misgivings. She talked freely 

about the events that had led to her falling inebriated at his feet outside of 

Sainsbury’s, telling him about the boyfriend that had left her after five years together
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—the distance that he had very quickly put between them, the way his character and 

personality had seemed to change overnight. Sipping her coffee (which Barrett 

believed she may have livened up a bit with the whisky she’d brought home), she told 

him that it had been the unexpectedness of it all that had really shaken her. He had 

been her world. In many respects, he’d become the people she had lost—her dead 

parents, the friends that had drifted away... the almost forgotten lovers. She smiled 

when she said this, very deliberately teasing Barrett, and then continued, talking of the 

good times she had had with Malcolm (it was difficult for Barrett to imagine her ever 

having a boyfriend with such an ineffectual name.) There had been holidays in the 

sun, long days of lounging, wild nights of alcohol and sex. That had been in the 

beginning. As it should’ve been. But with time they’d calmed down, settling into a 

routine of work and play. Quiet, happy times interspersed with a volatility she’d 

always believed she'd needed in order to feel alive.

“It was as if he’d always been there,” Amanda told him now. “I knew him 

better than I knew myself. Or that was what I thought, at least.”

“A conclusion we’d all do well to avoid,” Barrett said.

“I suppose so. It isn’t easy, though, is it? Sometimes, you know, I think the 

biggest part of being in love is self-deception. Do we really fall in love with the 

person or the false image we create of them?”

“The question the poets have been asking themselves since the beginning of 

time,” Barrett said. He was being dismissive, he realised. The messy, cramped room 

was beginning to feel rather too warm and stuffy for him—and touching upon 

questions that could so easily be applied to his own life wasn’t really helping.

“Really?”

He smiled apologetically. “I don’t know. Poetry has never really been my 
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thing. It’s hard to imagine them not, though, isn’t it?”

Amanda stared into her coffee cup, as if reading something there, and then 

looked up at him suddenly and said, “Do you know the reason I started drinking, 

Barrett?”

“Because Malcolm left you?” he guessed.

Shaking her head, she said, “No. Believe it or not, I can cope with people 

leaving me. I’m a big girl. I can get by. I know how to cook and pay bills and put 

batteries in my vibrator. I’m not some, you know, silly little dependent bitch who 

needs a man to control and flatter her. What I can’t cope with, however, is my own 

stupidity—the fact that I gave myself over to that whole ‘being in love’ thing and 

didn’t see his leaving me coming. That’s why I’ve been drinking. It isn’t the breakup, 

it’s the relationship that went before it and what it says about me.”

“People won’t be—”

“It isn’t about people, Barrett,” she said sharply. “I couldn’t give a flying fuck 

what people say or think. It’s about me. It’s about what I see when I look in the 

mirror.”

Wasn’t that always the way? It suddenly struck Barrett that everything was 

internal. Everything of value existed within the individual. Thoughts, feelings, 

interpretations, self-worth—even the images of the people we fall in love with. Light 

bounces off an object, enters the eye, travels along the optic nerve and is finally 

turned upright by the brain and processed into a representation that, however 

appropriate to one’s environment, in real terms might not wholly resemble the actual 

thing itself. Everything was fabrication. The world functioned on artifice. The faults 

of a loved one could be overlooked, the virtues moulded into the most heinous of 

crimes. We lied constantly to ourselves and to others. Unimportant things were 
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remembered, the gravest secrets deliberately forgotten. Listening to Amanda talk—to 

the fluidity and openness with which she shared her fears and regrets—he wondered if 

he would ever be able to embrace quite so wholly the truths she seemed to have 

acknowledged in her suffering.

Would he ever find himself in a place where he would be willing to admit that 

he was losing—that the world he had once imagined he would make for himself and 

Samantha was slipping away, and that, however hard he might try, there was nothing 

he could do to prevent it?

Amanda was studying him. “You’ve got problems of your own,” she said. 

“You really don’t need to be listening to mine.”

“Sometimes it’s easier to listen than talk,” he told her—not really sure he 

knew what he meant by this.

Amanda merely nodded and sighed profoundly, putting her coffee cup down 

on the floor beside her armchair and sitting back. “You can go if you want to, you 

know.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Yes you do.”

He couldn’t get anything past Amanda. “You’re right, I do,” he said. “But it’s 

not... it’s nothing to do with you. It’s not because I want to get away from you.”

“Then what do you want to get away from, Barrett?”

He started to answer her, trawling through the familiar and readily available—

very nearly offending her with pat responses—but quickly realised he had no easy 

reply. What did he want to get away from? Was it the room? The memories of the 

times he had once shared with Amanda? Or was it just Armdon in general? Armdon 

and the crumbling soundstage he had erected in its midst?
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“I just need to get home,” he told her. “Samantha’ll be wondering where I 

am.”

“Phone and tell her.”

“I need to go, Amanda.”

On the doorstep, she kissed him on the mouth and slipped a piece of paper with her 

telephone number written on it into his hand.

“Just in case you ever want to talk about it,” she said.

“About what?”

“Whatever it is that you want to get away from.”

In the bathroom, he again looked at his face in the mirror. It occurred to him that he 

was a different man to the one he’d been just a week ago. His world had become less 

predictable—job losses, impending deaths, mysterious postcards that probably 

weren’t that mysterious at all, former girlfriends doggy paddling in their cups—and as 

he now considered this change, his mind lingering once again on memories of 

Amanda during that long ago summer, he finally admitted the very doubt he’d been 

trying, without realising it, to avoid all day; he didn’t want to fall into the abyss. He 

didn’t want to jump. Faced with such a possibility, the potential turmoil and madness, 

he found himself backing away. It was too much. There were too many things to 

consider. Simply diving headfirst into the turbulent gloom was just unthinkable, even 

if that was his only hope. The thoughts pressed in on him, vice-like and undeniable, 

and he tried to turn away from them—closing his eyes against the reality he’d been 

naive enough to believe desirable. He once again saw himself running Samantha’s 

bath for her, listening to the water cough and splutter from the taps, and relived the 
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desolation he’d felt that evening a week ago. He was losing her. He knew that. They 

were losing each other, even as they held on tightly. Everything of value was 

becoming debased—tolerance no longer a virtue, merely another expression of their 

cumulative weaknesses. The saggy flash beneath his eyes seemed to somehow 

confirm this. The pointlessness of it all, the wrenching, evacuated hollowness of 

everything they shared and experienced together was there reflected, and even as 

Barrett tried to haul himself away from and out of it, he found the reality—for all its 

darkness, and however repellent—perversely irresistible.

Removing one of the scalpels from the box, he rotated it beneath the 

fluorescent light. It was sharp. You only had to look at it to see that. The years in the 

medicine cabinet, sitting doing nothing, had not dulled it, as he’d half-expected they 

would. If anything, that blade appeared more cruel, more precise—more willing to 

perform the task for which it had been manufactured.

Placing it on the edge of the bath beside the dressing he’d already prepared, 

Barrett Osbourne unfastened his belt and lowered his jeans.

As the opposing thoughts and feelings crowded ever more in on him, telling 

himself he didn’t have to do this—even as he knew he must—he pressed the blade 

against the fleshiest part of his thigh and exhaled smoothly as he made the first cut, 

goosepimples standing up on his arms and the back of his neck, the confusion falling 

away, clarity and calm taking its place.

Tomorrow will come and it will be just like today, he thought to himself, 

welcoming the escape and the sudden certainty that no matter what changed 

everything would fundamentally remain as it had always been for him. 

Cleaning up the blood and applying the dressing, he found he could once again 

think clearly about his place in this fucked up world.
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Whatever it is that you want to get away from. That was what Amanda 

had said, and he now looked at that more closely. What had she meant? Had she 

simply been talking about his wish to leave, or was there more to it than that? Had 

Amanda—as inebriated as she’d been—seen something in him that he, now, as he 

once again looked in the mirror over the sink, still failed to see?

His return to Armdon had been pointed. There had been nothing in the least bit 

random about it. So why had he felt such a driving need?

In order to get away from something, he told himself, you first have to know 

what it is.

Thinking again about the postcard he’d discarded so nonchalantly back at the 

foot of the hills, Barrett knew that that trigger had opened a door—the very door he’d 

fooled himself into believing he wanted to pass through. It was a door that did not 

yield easily. It groaned and complained, it promised only darkness within and, yet, 

enticed. Behind that door—

it’s waiting

—Barrett knew he would eventually find whatever it was he was looking for... 

the very thing that, perhaps, he wanted to get away from.

And the thought made him want to start cutting himself all over again.

“The kids enjoyed it,” he said.

Samantha was in the kitchen with Denny, each drinking a mug of tea and 

ignoring the plate of biscuits on the table between them. The day had already taken its 

toll on her—and when she looked at Denny, his face pale and unshaven, eyes seeming 

to sit a little further back in his head, she knew he shared her fatigue and 

hopelessness.
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“It certainly looked that way,” she agreed.

“Gene seemed especially pleased to see you having a bit of a laugh with Gail.”

Samantha remembered how Gene had watched her and Gail as they had hung 

decorations on the tree, the faint smile, the excited giggles whenever Samantha tried 

to crack a joke. The poor boy was desperate for a normal Christmas, the kind of 

Christmas he saw on the adverts on television, all glowing fires and healthy 

individuals in Marks & Spencer suits. Instead, he had his mum dying of cancer and 

his Aunty Samantha and her lousy sense of humour.

“He’s a strong lad,” she said, smiling gently over her mug.

Denny nodded. “He tries to be, but...” He put his hands around his mug, 

warming them, taking whatever comfort he could find. “I think in many ways it’s 

harder for him than it is for Ruth. She shows it more, but she’s already starting to take 

those first steps away from us, you know? We’re an important part of her world, but 

she knows there’s more out there. We aren’t the centre of her world any more. With 

Gene it’s different. He’s got his friends, of course, but the whole idea of him 

somehow making a life for himself away from us is still a fairly alien concept.”

Samantha studied him for a moment. However difficult it might be for Gene or 

Ruth, it was far worse for him. The children could escape to the relative normalcy of 

their friends’ homes, as they had the minute the hanging of the decorations had been 

completed. They still had another week of the dependably predictable school 

timetable to carry them through these troubled times, the comforting raucousness of 

friends at playtime. But what did Denny have? A friend he might drink with once a 

week when Samantha was free to sit with Gail? An ageing brother he might talk to on 

the phone? Having been granted indefinite leave from work, he was, for all intents 

and purposes, now with Gail twenty-four seven, watching her grow more emaciated—
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the sickly sweet smell seeping from her pores even after she’d been bathed, the clock 

ticking down with each lazy blink of her eyes. Samantha couldn’t even begin to know 

what that must be like for him—to fall asleep with Gail painfully tossing and turning 

beside him, to wake up with her throaty, tearful groans. When she talked with him 

about the children, about her love for them and her fears, how did he comfort her, and 

what did it take from him?

“They will be all right, you know,” she said. “Gene and Ruth. It won’t be easy 

for them, but they will get through this. They’re tough like their mam and dad.”

“I know.” He was, understandably, not all that convinced. “I just wish they 

didn’t have to... I wish we all didn’t have to go through this. No one should have to 

face something like this, Sammy. It’s just too... it’s too fucking cruel.”

The tears came, then. The children safely out of the house, Gail resting 

upstairs, Samantha supposed it was only natural that he should now feel able to let go. 

It didn’t make her feel uncomfortable, nor did it make her feel especially privileged. 

The time was simply right. He could cry without causing those closest to him further 

suffering.

Finding a box of tissues on the worktop (there were boxes of tissues 

everywhere, she’d noticed, tactically placed in each room—in colour-coordinated 

boxes so that they didn’t stand out too much), she handed them to him and sat back 

down—waiting for his sobs and snuffles, his nose-blowing, to find their natural end.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Shush, now.” She reached a hand across the table and squeezed his. “You’ve 

got nothing to apologise for, Denny.”

“It’s just that I don’t like... you know, when the kids are around I try to keep it 

in, for their sakes.”
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“I understand—but it is all right to cry in front of them, you know. In many 

ways, they might need it.”

He nodded, albeit rather uncertainly. “Easier said than done, though.” He blew 

his nose again and then added, “It’s there all the time. That tightness. But I just don’t 

want the kids seeing me like that. I want them to know... they need to know that I’ll 

be there for them—that I’m not going to crumple into a slobbering, snotty mess that’s 

going to be of absolutely no use to them whatsoever.”

“People cry at times like this, Denny,” Samantha told him. “They won’t think 

it in the least bit unusual, take my word for it.”

“I know. It’s just hard to change the way I am, I suppose.”

“Especially at a time like this,” she said.

Nodding, he agreed. “Yes. Especially at a time like this.”

Samantha was in no position to lecture him about the necessity for change. But 

even if it had not been inappropriate and hypocritical, she doubted that she could have 

found the right words, anyway—so drained and inaccessible did she now feel. She 

thought again of all the forced laughter they had shared that afternoon and now 

understood that there had been a price to pay.

Clearly in need of a change of subject, Denny sat back in his chair, rotated his 

neck and asked, “So how are things with you and Barrett? All ready for Christmas?”

It was a good attempt, but she really wished he hadn’t bothered.

“In our own special way,” she said.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning it’s a little difficult for Barrett to find the Christmas spirit at the best 

of times, but what with the redundancy and—”

Denny stopped her. “Redundancy?” She nodded. “You didn’t say. When did 
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this...?”

“About a week ago. The same day that Gail called me round here to tell me... 

he was waiting for me when I got home.”

“Shit,” Denny said. “I’m so sorry, Sammy. You really should have told us.”

Samantha smiled but said nothing. Denny clearly understood just how 

ridiculous his statement had been. Samantha, watching as he apparently felt again the 

weight of Gail’s illness—the conversation always seeming to return to it—felt about 

as sorry for him as she ever had. A snotty, papier mache-like bundle of tissues in his 

right hand, he stared out of the window over the sink—looking out at the broken sky.

“How are you coping?” he said without looking at her.

“Well enough, I suppose,” she lied. “Barrett’s pretty determined to find 

something as quickly as possible. Anything to tide him over.”

“A good attitude to have at times like these.” Still he didn’t look at her.

“Yes.”

When his eyes finally did meet hers again, Samantha felt unexpectedly 

exposed. “How bad is it, Sammy?” He moved his mug aside and folded his arms on 

the tabletop. “With Barrett.”

“I don’t know what—”

“Come on now,” he said softly. “This is me you’re talking to, not Gail. You 

love him. I know that. And there’s absolutely no way that I’d ever wish for anything I 

might say to come between you. I told Gail a hundred times if I told her once that she 

was being silly and that you and Barrett had to find your own way—but it is hard, 

isn’t it? Living with him, I mean.”

Why couldn’t people just leave it alone? she wondered. If it wasn’t Kendra, it 

was Gail. If it wasn’t Gail...
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“Yes, it’s hard,” she said. “Harder than ever, now. Don’t get me wrong, we’re 

close, in our own way, but it’s strained and... I don’t know. I worry about him but just 

lately... I’ve been worrying more about the effect he’s having on me, Denny. Isn't that 

awful? ”

“You can’t take care of him if you don’t take care of yourself,” Denny said, 

shaking his head—and Samantha wondered just which one of the Macmillan nurses it 

had been who had said the selfsame thing to him. “If it’s getting worse you need to be 

really sure that you can... you can’t push yourself to the point of breakdown, Sammy. 

You have to think of yourself.”

All she did was think of herself. When Barrett sat for hours on end in front of 

his laptop, typing away at God only knew what, she thought about how it affected 

her. During their mechanical, badly scripted conversations, she’d ask herself what 

they said about the woman she had become. The night before, Barrett just-erect-

enough inside her, wanting him as hard as he had been when they had first made love, 

it had all been about her desires—how desperately she had needed to come, to escape, 

to be momentarily obliterated. Barrett featured in these equations but he never 

featured, as far as she could tell, in the solutions. That was her place. Hers and hers 

alone.

It was all about her. That was what none of them seemed to quite grasp.

“I know,” she said. “And I do.”

“Good,” Denny said. He looked to the window again. What was he thinking? 

Did he want to run? Was it only his sense of obligation that kept him here suffering, 

or was it impossible for him to ever imagine himself walking out on Gail at a time 

like this—however painful it might be for him?

“On the matter of his redundancy,” Denny said distantly, his voice as 
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temperate as a breeze shushing through the leaves of a tree—melancholic and half-

forgotten. “I can’t promise anything, but I might be able to help. Times are pretty 

tough for everyone right now and there isn’t a lot out there, but I know a few people 

who keep their ears to the ground. I’ll have a word and see what we can come up 

with.” He looked at her. “If you want me to, that is.”

It wouldn’t solve anything. Barrett would still be Barrett. The world would 

still centre on the macabre little tango they insisted on performing together. He would 

work hard at being the man that he imagined she wanted him to be, and she would 

continue to love him as he was, even as the disappointment, dissatisfaction and guilt 

of inevitable betrayal tore her apart. A job was inconsequential.

“That would be great,” she said, smiling. “Barrett would really appreciate that, 

I’m sure.”

I wanted to be like him, Barrett wrote—his head feeling clearer, uncluttered by the 

thoughts and tensions, the contradictions and fears that had earlier plagued him. I  

wanted to be like him even as I knew he was in no way an ideal role model.

Dad was a victim as much as any of us are, I suppose. He’d never had it easy. 

A strong mother and a violent father had shaped and moulded his weaknesses.  

Judgemental and distant, always quick to point the finger, I understand him more 

now than I ever could then. He delineated the crime; my mother, the punishment. He 

saw the problems with the world. He saw the problems with himself and his family.  

But it was not within his capabilities to act, to do anything about them. Did he want  

to? I don’t know. What he wanted was not part of the whole scheme. It was, as he was 

fond of saying, “irrelevant”. The only thing that mattered was that he succeeded in 

observing, that he understood the crime that had been committed. Once that was 
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done, he could retreat—disappear into his shed or once again become the father and 

husband we wished him to be, sitting down with us to watch telly, never exactly warm, 

but happy to laugh if the programme we were watching was funny enough.

How did he make me feel? Confused, I suppose. I was a child. I wanted people 

to be constant, predictable. I didn’t like it when his mood would suddenly change,  

when that razor-edged glint would appear in his eye and he would point at one of us.  

Even if it wasn’t me. Even if I were not the accused and it was, instead, Mam or 

Terence, still I didn’t like it. It wasn’t his behaviour itself that I disliked. Or, rather, it  

wasn’t just his behaviour. It was the change in him that unnerved me. That someone 

could be one way one minute and another the next was unfathomable to me. 

Unfathomable and deeply distressing.

He stopped writing, wondering if he should post this now or save it to draft. 

There was more he wanted to say. There was always more. But it was getting dark 

and Samantha—

you should be here

—would be home soon.

Standing and stretching, he went to the window to close the curtains before 

turning on the light. He didn’t want anyone seeing in, not even briefly. This was his 

world. His life. His domain. If it was up to him, the curtains would remain closed all 

day. Were it not for Samantha very methodically and purposely going round each 

morning and drawing them back, the house would be far more effectively cut off, the 

outside very solidly kept outside—the inside, warm, private and womblike. If he lived

—

He knew something was wrong right away. About to close the curtains, 

standing in the centre of the window—his arms outstretched on either side, reaching 
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up for the dusty fabric—a movement caught his eye. Quickly, he stepped back and to 

one side, not wanting to be seen. It suddenly felt as though there was a very definite 

threat of something being taken from him. His spirit, perhaps, captured by the box 

Brownie the missionary had brought with him. One look, one brief glance into his 

private existence and everything would be forfeited. His life with the Samantha, his 

increasingly elusive sense of security—all this would be snatched from him.

And there would be nothing he could do about it.

Barrett tried to pull himself together. He was being ridiculous. It was just 

someone down on the street below. A neighbour, perhaps, returning home or some kid 

waiting for his girlfriend so that they could go to the park and play with each other. 

The doors were locked. The window latches were firmly secured. No one and nothing 

could touch him.

Holding aside the curtain—his hand foolishly shaking—Barrett Osbourne 

looked down to the street below.

Nothing. At first he saw only the familiar scene. Terraced houses, cars parked 

at the kerb—a deceptive suburban idyll of warm-glow windows, each and every 

neighbour as wilfully cut off as he. The Doppler effect whooshing of cars as they 

drove (responsibly, always/never responsibly) along the road, returning from work or 

the midweek shop. The moon was low in the eastern sky, hovering somewhere out 

over the North Sea, it seemed, and even as he wanted to stare at it—to lose himself in 

its poetry of possibility—he felt his eyes being steadily drawn to the tree in the garden 

over the road... the tree that overhung the pavement... the tree which cast a shadow 

that today seemed more corpulent, more deserving of his attention.

I shouldn’t have gone back there, he thought to himself. That’s what all this is  

about. I’m seeing ghosts. The memories... I shouldn’t have. I should have just stayed 
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home by myself. That way I wouldn’t have had to cut myself. That way I wouldn’t be...  

I wouldn’t be standing here panicking over nothing.

But was it nothing?

The wind was picking up. The forecast had said it would be coming from the 

north and bringing blizzard conditions with it. The possibility of a white Christmas, 

the icy sharpening of all that once may have been considered comforting. Another 

welcome reason to stay at home, to dig in, to batten down the hatches, to retreat and 

indulge.

The bare branches of the tree shifted.

He imagined he could hear them creaking their complaint.

He stepped closer to the window.

The shadow extended and a figure came into view.

Barrett wanted to move—to pull back quickly from the window, draw the 

curtains and sit in the corner of the room on the floor, hugging his knees as he 

squinted his eyes shut against the implication of what she was now seeing. It couldn’t 

be. It was so long ago. Nobody remembered. He didn’t remember. He’d even 

forgotten that he couldn’t remember, for Christ’s sake! This kind of thing wasn’t 

supposed to happen.

He shouldn’t have gone back there.

The man looked up at Barrett’s window, their eyes meeting even through the 

poor light. His face was still largely in shadow, but those eyes—Barrett couldn’t fail 

to see those eyes. White and outsized with what Barrett imagined to be hatred, they 

seemed desperate to register every detail. Nothing could escape. Every brick on the 

facade of the building would be counted, every blemish in the window annotated. Just 

by looking at Barrett those eyes would know every detail of his trivial little life. They 
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would know that he hated Marmite. They would know how sometimes he wished he 

could fall into Samantha, become her private places, become her secrets and her love. 

They would know how dark the night had become, and the exact shade of the blood 

that dried on his dressed thigh.

You can’t, Barrett thought to himself. It’s impossible. You can’t.

The man held out his right hand—as if reaching down to help someone out of 

the gutter. He held it like that for a while, never taking his eyes off Barrett, and then 

snatched the hand back quite suddenly, retreating into the shadows once again.

He knew. Barrett had never been more certain of anything in his life. The 

postcard had meant something after all. It had not been a simple, benign prank. He 

should never have tore it up and discarded it. He’d tempted fate. He’d laughed in the 

face of what now seemed a very obvious threat and he was destined to pay the price.

The hand had snatched back. No. It was impossible.

Taking the stairs two at a time, suddenly outraged—uncharacteristically 

prepared to deal with this head-on if that was what was required—Barrett careened 

into the front door and started unlocking it, determined to get out onto the street 

before the man got away. There were questions he wanted to ask him. He needed 

answers—and even if he had to beat them out of the son of a bitch, he’d have them.

The ground seemed to shift. He heard himself cry out.

And then he was out on the street.
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