I love getting home early on Fridays. Apart from missing the rush hour traffic, it’s nice to walk into a quiet house. Mind you, just about every week I scare Mum half to death. I don’t do it on purpose, of course, I’m just naturally light on my feet and don’t make much noise when I’m around, so I’ll often walk into the living room before she’s even realised I’m in the house. Still, keeps her on her toes, stops her from bringing her fancy man into the house. No, not really, I don’t think she has a fancy man; she puts all her spare affection into that bloody dog. Nasty, snappy thing. I mean, I love animals and most dogs seem to sense that, but Buffy is just plain bad‑tempered. You’d think it’d be used to me by now, after twelve years. The only consolation is that it’s so small that even if it got really vicious it could be punted across the room. Not that I would, obviously, but it’s handy to know the option is always there.

The quiet never lasts long. Debbie is usually home not long after me, assuming she’s not meeting her mates down the local shops. Sometimes I even swing by the school to pick her up; she hates that of course, especially given the state of my car, but hey, that’s what big brothers are for right? I’m practising for when – if – I’m ever a father. Dad doesn’t like her hanging around down there and, truth be told, neither do I. If only Calvin would voice his opinion, maybe she’d listen, but precious Cal chooses to stay out of it. I don’t get it, though; what’s the point of hanging around outside the shops, rain or shine, wind or snow? They don’t actually seem to do anything – except vaguely intimidate the old folk.

Debs doesn’t have my light-footed approach. When she comes home you know it. The door slams open (and you thought doors could only slam shut? You haven’t heard Debs come home!), bag and coat get thrown on the floor, and I swear she’s barely in the door before the cry of “What is there to eat?” emits from her mouth at quite terrifying levels.

Don’t get me wrong, she’s a lovely kid. She’s my little sister and I adore her. She’s really pretty, though I admit I’m a bit biased on that, but even so, she is. But she’s also a teenager. A teenage girl and everything that means. Frankly, she scares me at times; how teenage boys must feel is beyond me. Well, okay, not exactly beyond me, it wasn’t that long ago, and I remember well that being a teenage boy consists of little more than out-of-control hormones and constant – usually inappropriate – stirrings. How they ever get up the courage to talk to teenage girls is a complete mystery. It’s a good thing that teenagers eventually stop being teenagers or, frankly, the human race would be doomed.

When she’s in her vocal mood I tend to disappear out of sight. If ever there was a kid for whom “out of sight is out of mind” was appropriate, it’s Debs. Get in her line of sight and be prepared for a volley of abuse – especially if you dare to take hold of the TV remote, but keep out of her way and she won’t bother to track you down; for all that matters you might as well not exist.

So, that’s my little sister – mouthy, obnoxious, stroppy. A typical teenager really. Except she’s not. That’s not really Debs at all. Sometimes, when she’s having one of her real strops I see through it, I see that it’s all an act and beneath the attitude still lurks my lovely kid sister. She knows it too – that I know, I mean. I think she hates that I can see it, but I’m not sure, we haven’t actually spoken about it. But that lovely kid is slowly slipping away, the act is becoming more a part of her all the time, like a bad habit, and she’s turning into Cal, her idol, and he’s the last person she needs to be. No, Debs can be salvaged; I just need to get through to her – I just haven’t figured out how yet.

As I turn into the drive I see Dad’s car there. That’s seriously unusual. He’s rarely home early on Friday or any day come to that, and by early I mean before 8 o’clock, so to be there before 4 is remarkable and a little worrying. My first thought is that someone must have died. Is that wrong?

I squeeze my wheels into the tiny gap he’s left next to the fence. His shiny Mercedes dominates the driveway which is big enough for three cars easily but the way he parks the Merc I’m lucky to get on the drive at all. Mum’s car isn’t there, tucked away in the garage presumably. I love the Merc, actually, but almost never get the chance to drive it – he seems to think I’d wreck it by screaming down the High Street, windows down, bass thumping. He’s right, obviously, but that doesn’t stop me looking offended every time he says it. Cal, the golden boy, of course, can borrow it any time he likes – Cal would never be so immature as to show off. If only they knew. Yeah, sure, I’d show off in it, but see Cal behind the wheel and your first thought is “Pimp! Where are your ‘girls’?” It’s not just the sunglasses he insists on wearing while driving it (which he never wears any other time) regardless of how dark it is outside, or the arm permanently resting on the door frame, or the slicked back hair. I mean, it is all of those, but it’s more. Somehow he just oozes sleaze when in the Merc. Not that sleazy is much of a departure from his normal demeanour, but the Mercedes really brings it out of him.

Oh, Cal, my big brother, my hero, my idol. Or not. We’re quite close in age, less than two years between us, but light years apart in attitude. I don’t think we ever got on, not as kids, not as teenagers and certainly not as adults. Thank God we didn’t have to share a bedroom; I’m pretty sure one of us wouldn’t have made it to adulthood, most likely me. We didn’t share much actually. In fact, about the only thing I can recall us ever sharing is the bath when we were much younger. And I remember Mum telling me not to pee in it as Cal would be in soon. Until she mentioned it I hadn’t even considered it, but faced with that kind of challenge, how could I resist? Okay, so I would have to sit in my own pee, but that was a small price to pay. I’m pretty sure he never knew. We tolerate each other is about as far as it goes. We don’t argue or fight, or spike each other’s drinks, and I don’t pee in his bath anymore. We just accept the existence of the other and try our best to let it not interfere with our daily lives.

I suppose he’s good looking, if you can get past the sleaziness. Quite athletic, tall, dirty blonde hair which he wears just longer than necessary. Permanent stubble which looks like he forgot to shave today, but which he will have spent hours trimming to perfection with his “personal groomer”. He spends a small fortune on cologne, and succeeds only of smelling like one of the girls he should be ‘looking after’ when driving the Merc – to me anyway, but then I’m not exactly his target audience, so what does my opinion matter? He spends a fortune on designer clothes just to look scruffy. £200 on a pair of jeans with rips in all the right places, £80 on a T-shirt, £120 on a pair of tattered looking trainers. All to get the same look I can manage for about 30 quid from the local supermarket. Of course, I don’t have the designer tags, but then I’m less bothered if someone spills beer over me at the pub. But the girls seem to like it and him. Frankly, it leaves me somewhat baffled. Oh, and immensely pissed-off too.

The house is quiet when I go in. Debs isn’t home yet by the looks of it but there’s an atmosphere, you can almost taste it, it’s tangible, but just out of reach. There should be screaming, that’s what it feels like, so why so quiet? Maybe they heard me come in, though that’d be unusual – and unlikely if they had been screaming. Come to that, I’d have heard it outside if that had been the case, but it was all quiet when I rolled up.

I find them in the front room, just sitting there in silence. The TV isn’t on and Buffy is out of sight. They’re just sitting there saying nothing, and yet the silence is speaking volumes. Something is badly wrong; it’s not a death, it’s much closer than that, much more personal, but neither of them is giving anything away. I’m not even sure they know I’m there.

I clear my throat in the universally acknowledged, subtle way of saying “hello” without actually saying anything.

The response isn’t immediate – nearly, but not quite. And this isn’t one of those long seconds, this is a deliberate, but oh so slight, delay. Mum looks up and her expression is also slow to change; it’s like watching them in slow-motion while I’m moving at normal speed – like you sometimes see on music videos.

“Hello, love, good day?” Her voice is bright and warm and her expression softens as she speaks. Buffy comes out from wherever she was hiding at the sound of it. Despite her obvious fear of what has recently been happening, she manages to get in a growl in my direction. In response I twitch my foot in her general direction. There’s a momentary stand-off between man and very small dog before we reach an uneasy understanding. She may be a nasty beast but she’s not completely stupid.

“Just the usual. I’m filthy, is the water on? I need a shower.” I always need a shower after work. Recently the electric shower in the main bathroom packed up and for some reason it hasn’t been fixed – probably because I’m the only one who uses it and I haven’t complained – so I’ve been using the little rubber thing that attaches to the bath taps. It means you have to sit in the bath, and makes you feel like a 5-year-old again, trying to pee before Cal gets in, except your Mum isn’t there washing your hair. That would be weird. And I don’t pee in the bath anymore. Well, not very often, anyway. But it means you have to plan your showers, make sure the hot water has been switched on. And you have to make sure everyone else knows you’re having one so they don’t flush the other toilet, or fill the kettle, and send scalding water over you. It’s happened a few times and I’ve managed to avoid serious injury, unlike my poor mate Jack who had to go to hospital with second-degree burns in some very sensitive places when his shower head flew off just as someone flushed the toilet. “Is everything okay?” I ask.

“What? Oh, yes, of course. Dad just finished early today for a change. Isn’t that nice?” She doesn’t wait for a reply, and her face tells me she’s lying; it almost sounded like a rehearsed response. She’s a rubbish liar, like me, but unlike Cal and Debs. Another trait I need to get Debs out of. “Yes, there’s water. Hold on though, let me fill the kettle first, you must be parched. You want one, Brian?” There’s no response from Dad. “Brian? Tea?”

Ah, tea. The British act of conciliation. Righter of all wrongs, solver of all problems, builder of all bridges, neutraliser of terrorists. Where would we be without it? You can’t console a grieving widow with a cup of coffee, can’t calm a driver fresh from an overturned car with an Espresso. No, it has to be tea; strong, hot, sweet and milky. Not that I drink my tea like that but maybe I would under those circumstances.

My Dad barely moves, but I think I detect a faint “Yes, please.” Even in the face of utmost adversity there’s no place for impoliteness when it comes to an offer of a ‘cuppa’.

“You go on up, love, I’ll have finished by the time you get there and it’ll be ready when you come back down.”

Of course, when she says “I” in relation to anything kitchen-oriented, she means “Manuela”. Manuela is our maid, though that’s really understating everything she does.

Before I get to the bathroom the virtual hurricane that is Debs returning from school sweeps into the house and hollers her usual “What is there to eat?” then races upstairs. I hear the unmistakable sound of the bathroom door slamming shut and locking. The little cow – she knows I like to hit the shower when I come in from work, but in this case her desperate need to apply make-up (they’re not allowed to wear it at school) overrides anything and anybody else. Even if she’s not going out she likes to get herself ready “just in case”. Or, of course, she does it just to wind me up. Which, now I think about it, is infinitely more likely.

“Debbie? Debbie!” I’m sure she can hear me, but I get no response.

I’ve no idea how long she’s going to be so I resign myself to the cup of tea which Manuela has efficiently produced.

After a veritable lifetime, Debs emerges, covered in surprisingly well-applied and not over-the-top make up, and looking considerably older than her 13 years. Worryingly older, actually. As expected, she’s not heading off anywhere, and immediately takes control of the TV remote.

Finally, I’m allowed access to the bathroom, which Debs has managed to trash. I know it’s her as Manuela would never allow it. Actually, it’s a surprise to find it in this mess at all; Manuela usually has a sixth sense for this kind of thing. As usual there’s an abundance of thick, soft, fluffy, best Egyptian cotton towels in the bathroom, in a colour I don’t recall ever seeing before. I don’t just mean that I don’t remember these towels, I mean that I’m sure Mum has managed to unearth a previously undiscovered colour and the first thing she did was order a set of bath towels in that exact shade.

As usual it takes an age to get the shower temperature right; the adjustments required on the taps are the smallest measurement known to man. Fraction this way, too hot. Fraction that way, too cold. I’m just about to step in when I hear the downstairs toilet flush, and suddenly the whole bathroom is filled with steam. “Debbie!” There’s no doubting it’s her, but the shout is more out of principle than anything else – she won’t have heard, and even if she did it wouldn’t matter. I’m just grateful to have escaped unscathed; that was too close for comfort.

Finally, it’s ready and I’m perched at the bottom of the bath, ridding myself of the dust and dirt of the factory. It’s really evil stuff and gets so deep into your skin it’s almost impossible to remove. I can’t remember the last time my hands looked clean – properly clean. They’ve always got a faint terracotta tint to them. It gets ingrained into your clothes too. Thankfully they supply the overalls, but they have to be washed daily, and I’m sure it’s messing up the machine, there’s always a residue in the door seal. I can only imagine what the inside of the pump looks like. We get through loads of washing machines. Mum claims it’s so we can have the latest, most energy efficient one, but I reckon it’s because they give up, having become clogged with brick dust and clay residue. It’s not like Mum needs an excuse to get the latest and greatest of anything, though I’m not convinced she’d actually know how to work the thing anyway. That’s what she has Manuela for.

I’m not a vain person, I don’t have a great sense of self image, but I do like to be clean. Outside of work, at least. Trying to be clean inside work is a futile exercise. I don’t actually mind being dirty and covered in dust – that’s just an occupational hazard, but when I leave it behind I like to be properly clean. Except for the terracotta hands, obviously. I don’t go in for personal grooming, salon-style hair-care products, expensive aftershaves or moisturisers. No, supermarket own-brands will do for me, so long as it does the job, and it does. 

Fresh from the shower but with my eyes still full of soapy water I reach for the towel and have one handed to me. Now, you’d think that would be a little unsettling but it’s surprising how quickly you get used to it. Manuela is standing there, holding the towel for me. I long ago overcame the shock and modesty, and now accept the towel in the good grace in which it’s offered. I’ve honestly no idea if she does it because she thinks it’s expected, or because she likes what she sees (unlikely, but I like to kid myself). She’s done it ever since she’s been here, and if you think it’s unnerving for a 25 year old; imagine how I used to feel as a 13 year old, full of hormones and uncontrollable appendages. But she didn’t seem bothered then, and she doesn’t seem bothered now.

“Senhor Tony.”

“Thank you, Manuela” I say, and step out of the bath.

Having handed me the towel she smiles, turns and, quite literally, vanishes. I’m pretty light on my feet but Manuela knocks me into a cocked hat, she’s the absolute master.

Dressed in my usual home-casual attire of shorts and t-shirt – so what if it’s December, it’s like summer in this house the way mum keeps the heating set – all supplied by the ever-efficient Manuela, I return downstairs. I see through the door that Dad’s Mercedes is gone and so, obviously, is Dad.

“Where’d Dad go?”

“He had a call from a client, he’ll be back later.”

“No he…” Debs is cut off by a very sharp look from Mum. Both of us know not to question any further.

There’s a long silence before Debs’ youth – and hunger – get the better of her. “What’s for dinner?”

It would be funny under different circumstances, her obliviousness to what’s just happened. No, that’s unfair, I know she’s aware that something’s amiss, but she’s only 13 and doesn’t know how to handle it, so she’s reverted to type and started thinking about her own needs. Selfish, yes, but it’s just a coping strategy really. Mum doesn’t bother to answer, just walks off into the kitchen – the devil dog at her heals – to consult with Manuela (which means she just talks and gestures at her and assumes she understands), who has morphed seamlessly into cook mode. Faint smells of exotic spices emanate from within, but I long ago gave up asking what the contents are. Mostly it tastes damn good, but I have a vague fear of finding out what the ingredients are. You can be pretty sure it will be served with rice and some other suitable accompaniments. Why Debs even bothers to ask is beyond me. Perhaps, in fairness, she was more aware of what was happening than I give her credit for, and realised that this was a good diverting tactic.

I’m going to have to keep an eye on her. I have a feeling she’s a smart cookie. I mean, I know she’s smart, we all do, but I think perhaps she knows more than she lets on. And for some reason, that scares me, just a little.

