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PRETEND THAT WE’RE DEAD

now 

IT’S DIFFICULT to say how one situation leads to another.

Just try to follow me through this thing.

And if you can’t – it weren’t meant for you.

Deal?

No deal?

Screw it.

What do I care?

Go drink your orange juice and hit the gym...

This thing happens with or without you.

Never liked U2.

One minute I’m negotiating a deal... Negotiating? Nah – sealing the transaction. What deal? Three kilos of MDMA. They call it powder but it’s more like a rock. Well, three rocks, tic, tac tock.... Rocks the size of  breeze blocks. The type of gear that you only need a tiny pinch of, bomb it in a rizla paper, swallow it,  smoke it, eat it or shove it up your Harris and let the good times roll. Makes you wonder how long you’ve known the person sitting next to you. You tell that same geezer you love them like your own; you don’t love them; you met twelve minutes ago in the urinals then you nip into the coke cubicles for a swift livener and you can’t help notice back at the urinal that his Johnson was shorter than your grandmother’s thimble. You know, the one with the engraving of George the Fifth? But, hear me out. This is why the banking system broke down and we both know it. I mean, I don’t even have a grandmother let alone a grandmother with a thimble. 

The world’s full of money-hungry monsters in pinstripe suits and birds in tanning salons...

....and the rest are just trying to get there.

But this?

This was my shot at the big time. 

We’re talking good merchandise here. E for grown-ups. Made in a basement of a coffee shop in Amsterdam where track-suited chavs smoke spliff and consider semi-skilled employment. Drug running mules (mugs for the most part), but for every shipment that makes it over you’re looking at a nice little tickle... Shipped over on a speed boat this gear is gold. What all the clubbers want to get their dirty little mitts on. 

Ya kna wha ’m sayin?

Maybe not as memorable as the Adam and Eve’s back in the nineties but a notch up on Dennis the Menace and the speckled doves. The client wants the pure chemical; the MDMA.

Good  gear, top shelf.

Set up the meet at this disused railway archway, an old mechanics shop, dilapidated and abandoned like your drunken uncle, the one who talks to himself while watching the tube and cracking open can after can of super strength lager complaining about the advertisement breaks and how they disturb the flow of ‘is favorite show... Cigarette burning down in the ashtray oblivious to its semi-comatose once owner; unaware of himself, dying, dead, gone, dusted... 

This warehouse like something out of Reservoir Dogs, – waiting for the man, not Lou, this mush is named Edward Case. Known to his close friends as Ed. Never liked the Case much, but he is, to his credit, knowing of the street and knocks out retail. That’s not all Ed Case knocks out. Good in a scrap, carries around a tube of superglue for use in emergencies. Draw a line across the open wound real precise like and closes the skin together, real slow, tasty, you should see it. Wait for it to stick. Well Ed gets stuck to a lot of things. Cigarettes, booze, day-time shows. Sure. Takes to MDMA like a priest to a choir boy before tickling the cherub’s fragile ego. That’s his role; to test the gear, make sure it’s the real deal and then set up the retail chains. Met him back at the site so it should be like we’re brothers, but brothers drift apart.

Kna wha I’m sayin?

Geezer arrives with the merchandize and lays it on an old workman’s bench like a bag of groceries on a supermarket till. He’s a moody  bastard but, like traffic wardens, most dealers are. Paranoia comes with the territory. Walking the street looking out for the vulnerable. Eyes furtive surveying the perimeter for an upset client, unsupported mother, rival gang member. Unwraps it from a few layers of newspaper and there it is. 

Three huge amber colored rocks.

Beautiful. 

Ed Case arrives. 

E’s the tester. 

Ed’s boat race (face) a wondrous battlefield of conflicts and wars, some won, most lost, many abandoned like a half a donner kebab in a drunken alley somewhere south of Bermondsy. Skinny as a whippet, nine and a half stone wet,  dangerous when cornered or when the wrong word be spoketh by a sharp-suited fag with more lettuce than sense. Ed’s eyes on the finish line no interest in the scenic route. He nods hello to me and the dealer and sizes up the gear, chips  off some and wraps it in rizla paper, swallows, face like a gargoyle,  wait, wait, wait. Time takes forever. Twenty minutes. I chat with the dealer about football; we support different teams, well, they wear the same colors and perform well on the stands. 

Him: Chelsea.

Me: Millwall.

Both swung punches at different parks many moons ago but the game is the same for us now. 

Then it happens. 

Ed’s eyes light up like a pinball machine and we know we’ve hit the jackpot. Edward is starting to touch the walls, his long tongue pointing outward like an acid struck gecko on a psychedelic lampshade. 

Hand over the fifty thousand pounds in bundles of fifties inside a green weekend travel bag. The dealer geezer, a chav, about thirty with a ratty pony tail checks the cash with one of those pens you use to check  dough and he grins satisfied. 

We light a spliff to seal the deal.

And then Wham!

I’m not talking George Michael here.

Third party rocks the boat and shit – look at them. Three of them – big bastards spend their days in the gym and taking the kinda drugs that make your dick shrivel up faster than a gram of Lou Reed. 

R.I.P.

“Hand over the merchandise and the cash, Jimmy!” one of the meatheads shouts and follows it up with a comment about maternal incest.

“Screw you,” I replied.

I realized originality was not my ace card as meathead number two pulled out a shooter. 

Pulled the trigger.

Shit.

Wham!

Andrew fucking Ridgley.

Crash!

Shot in the leg. No-neck steroid injecting beef cake, mother and father issues and a baby daughter who licks out the mixing bowel while daddy knee caps dicks like me. Sawn off shot gun – thought they’d gone out of fashion.

Obviously not.

Hear another report – doesn’t hit the wall.

Hits the chav with the pony-tail and the dealer hits the dirt and stews in his own stomach acid. “I’ve got three kids,” he shouts out. 

Last thing he says. 

The meathead fires another one in the dealer’s neck and its goodnight Vienna for the dealer with the little ones back at home.

Shot in the  leg, I go down. Stay down.

Pretend I’m  dead.

L7 – You ever heard them?

Slug hurts like buggery, drugs spilled.

I hear the meatheads speaking.

Basic instructions:

Get the cash.

Get the gear.

Get the fuck out of Dodge.

It takes everything I’ve got to keep still in the pool of claret that’s gushing from my thigh.

No sign of Ed. Nutter has split the scene, probably set the fucking thing up.

Slip out of conscious.

Slip, slip, slide.

Never did like Edward Case. Brother or no.

FALL IN A RIVER

then

NOAH WATCHED the woman and the baby drowning from the edge of the canal.

It was his place.

The place where he often stopped to drink a can of Special Brew and watch the swans and the geese paddle by minding their own bird-brained business. The feverish compartments of Noah’s mind could be compared to a flock of starlings that took to the sky, twirling like bats, and then rested in dull suburban slums, rooftops, graveyards, the shed by the old canal. Wastelands behind the caravan site developed as the years fluttered by. Vegetable plots and fruit trees some unattended, some carefully maintained; what were once wastelands now bore food. Who owned them he did not know nor care, the local people were too afraid to interfere. 

Noah sometimes drank in the bird-watching hides of Sevenoaks , cider, super strength lager the flash of blue as a kingfisher, or blueflash as he called them, dove, a tiny silver fish in her bill. Not having studied ornithology nor being able to read, and being somewhat of a loner Noah made up his own names for the birds. So a Heron was a Man-on-stilts, a robin was a firechest, blackbird a night-ghost and so on.   

He envied the freedom of the water birds. Some migrated and others didn’t. This fascinated Noah – why some should travel thousands of miles, asleep on the wing, and others simply stuck to their roots. A few dullish mallards (grey-greens), coots (soots), and moorhens (red-mouthed soots), the odd Mandarin duck (regal-paddlers) bobbing up and down did little to quicken his heartbeat. This wasn’t the courtship ritual of the great crested grebes (lady-catchers.) Those male birds sank into the canal and resurfaced offering a string of weed for its potential mate. Nature was rarely romantic and often cruel. Noah poached them when times were hard, which they often were. Noah ate the roasted water fowl humming their given names as he did so. Noah had travelled. 

Gypsies do. 

The baby and the woman drowning.

Should he do something?

Not being able to swim was a certain disadvantage.

Call for help? 

Gregos – non-gypsies didn’t help.

The bench where he sat bore the impression where a brass plaque once proudly displayed the name of some good soul who had no doubt helped the community; a teacher, or a politician, or some ordinary Joe that had saved a woman and a baby drowning from a canal. The plaque had been removed by an opportunist toe-rag. Noah wasn’t a stranger to the odd liberation of salable metals, yet a name-plaque on a park bench. Whatever next? He wasn’t that bad a man. No he wasn’t the worse man in the world. It helped him to think about his comparative integrity: the nest of snakes inside his head recoiled from one another and simply stood, raised on their tails spitting venom, a strange version of peace yet the best the day had to offer. He wasn’t a bad man; for this day would be different.

The day that would change his life.

Across the canal, his one good eye had first caught the image of the rich woman, a woman who lived in  one of the houseboats that the rich folk lived in, standing with the pram. She would never look at him, nor stare at his long greasy hair, dirty jeans. The shirt had seen its last wash six months back, she was a million miles away, yet, yards across the water, and she had held that baby in a pram, she smoked a cigarette and seemed to just stare off into the distance. What was she looking at, dreaming about, he couldn’t be sure, yet sensed it as something untouchable, intangible transgressions best left alone. It wasn’t him. He wasn’t there. 

She could not see him.

Noah recognized her as a drinker – something about the way she held that pram, the way it loosened from her grip and rolled towards the canal, the pram, buggy, baby, fell into the water.

Splash!

The baby floated for some time and then sank. The mother made a sound like Noah had heard no other woman make – a deep gurgling animal sound that hit you deep inside; she stepped to the edge of the canal and jumped into the cold waters. 

Another splash.

Noah watched her struggle and surface three or four times before she went under for a period of minutes. He finished his can of beer, draining the final contents, as the woman took her last lung full of water.

Both full.

Finished.

He turned then felt something tugging on his jean leg, a small hand attached to a small arm, the baby had learned to swim; survival instinct, thought Noah. More of them should have it. The baby had chosen to live. What a remarkable day! He crouched down and looked at the boy. His cheeks were pink with the cold water; he had a long pronounced nose, almost like one of his Roman wandering kind. The boy smiled at him. He wore a blue shirt and a pair of baby GAP jeans, a silver necklace, a saint Christopher symbol bore an inscription.

JIMMY

“Well, Sar san Sastimos Jimmy, Chavo. Aren’t you one of the luckiest little mother-dies that ever fell inta the chicken soup, just wait till they cop a look at youse back at the camp. You’re a dew drop, a blessing, mother die; we’ll take care of youse like.”

Noah picked up the baby and took the little one back to the settlement. The necklace he removed and pocketed with a view to a visit to the pawnshop. 

Neither he nor any of the other gypsies would read the story in the newspaper:

––––––––

The Tonbridge Chronicle – October 15th 1995

Early on Tuesday morning a Mrs. Faith Taylor and her son Jimmy drowned in the Tonbridge canal. The pair were reported missing by the father and husband, a well renowned author and former psychiatrist who had written the famous Boy in the Window bestseller. Kent County police following a door to door investigation discovered that the mother and son were seen walking along the canal the morning of the fifth. Divers discovered the pram and Mrs. Taylor’s body but the search continues for the body of the child, aged six months, who may have, according to local wardens, washed further downstream. The search for the child’s body continues. “He may have slipped through one of the sewage grates,” a local park warden suggested.. 

THE GIFT

then 

THE FIRST word I learned to say was mush.

It’s a gypsy term that meant something like face, or brother, or mother, everyone and everything was mush. Mush. Mush. Mush. Actually it meant Man but was used more broadly. Noah called me little mush. We lived in a smallish caravan filled with useless junk. I slept on a camp-bed with springs that tore through the thin mattress and bit into exposed areas of flesh. I finally solved the problem by lining the bed with cardboard.. I would go outside and walk amongst the other caravans, play in the scrapyard with the other mushes. Everything in that site was broken. Broken trucks and cars, broken bicycles, broken prams, broken toys. Hopes, dreams, aspirations. Like magpies the travelers collected what caught the eye with little thought of any practical use. All that glitters is gold to a gypsy. One day, playing in the dirt outside an old woman’s caravan she opened the door and asked me to come inside.

I did.

There were small china plates and brass figurines of Christ on the cross. Tiny paintings of hummingbirds in gold-leaf picture frames. There was a small stove where a kettle boiled. The smell of stale pastries and unwashed clothes. She asked me if I wanted tea. I nodded. She then brought out a tin filled with biscuits and offered me some whilst she made the tea. “Made them myself,” she told me while fussing with the tea and then repeated “Made ‘em myself.” I wondered if her comment warranted a reply.  

The biscuits were sweet and crisp and when the tea was ready I dunked a few of them in it and looked up into the old lady’s brown piercing eyes, the eyes of a hawk, or a falcon – seeing eyes. “What’s your name, boy?”

“Jimmy,” I told her.

“And where is your mother?”

“Don’t know.”

“Father?”

“Noah.”

“I see. Has he been good to you, son. Has he fed youse. Taught youse?”

“’pose so.”

“And how about the other children?”

“They’re okay,” I said.

“Good. Now I want you to do something for me, Jimmy. Something very important.” She opened a box and took out a large pink crystal roughly cut  away from  rock. The crystal was clean and bright. The sunlight through the window reflected rays of light from its surface. “Just hold this for a moment and when you do think about the earliest memory that you have.”

I did.

“Do you see water?”

“Yes,” I said.

“And what else?”

“Ducks and geese. The canal.”

“As I thought,” she said and took the large crystal from me. “He won’t hurt you anymore. You will travel far from here. You belong someplace else, Jimmy, someplace far away.”

“Another camp?”

“Another world,” she said and fell back onto the chair. “Enough. When I see things I get tired. I have seen and I have told. Watch out for the man on the hill, Jimmy. Watch out for the Black Rose.”

“What is the Black Rose?”

“Not what but who?”

“Is she dangerous?”

“Like a snake, son, but, she looks like a flower. The same sun that brings out the lilies brings out the snakes. This is all. How did you know it is a woman?”

I didn’t.

Rose sounded like a girl’s name and wondered If the old woman was crazy. Thought about asking and then thought against it.

She sat back in the chair breathing heavily. I thought she was about to have some kind of seizure, so I left her there.

Never saw her or her caravan again.

Perhaps I had dreamt it.

SNAKEDRIVER

now

JOE DYLAN looked at the bottle behind the bar.

The rum was orange in color and as sweet as a child’s smile. He had had many bottles of Tiger Sweat like it since he transplanted his Harris to the tropics.

This bottle was a bit different, however. 

Inside the bottle was a game-changer.

Coiled up inside the bottle was a green pit viper.

“Okay, let’s get this over with,” Dylan looked at the American tourist in the Hawaiian-style beach bar. “First one to walk away or fall from the bar stool calls themselves the loser. That is to say, he loses. The winner, being the man standing after we cut this snake up takes home a thousand US dollars.”

“Hey man, are sure you want to go through with this?” The tourist from Illinois said. He had bushy eyebrows and some kind of nervous tick. The locals had all the money on him. What did Fun City know? They clapped and cheered as the barmaid opened the bottle.

The crowd fell silent as the drinking began. 

Joe took the first five shots in a row with the American matching him glass for glass. He ordered a beer partly to wash away the taste and partly to intimidate his opponent. 

This was no time to worry about mixing drinks. 

The American matched him with the beer and took the lead with the snake juice. They both began to sway as they finished the bottle.

“Looks like we have a draw,” the American said.

“What you gib-gabbering about? Joe slurred. “We haven’t even started. Open the goddam bottle.”

“But, you can’t be serious. The bottle’s finished.”

“Do I look like a humorous man? OPEN IT!”

The crowd  quieted as  the bare-chested local took a machete from beneath the bar and placed a beer mat over the bottle that was now empty apart from the reptiles. He drew the weapon up and after holding it above his head for a second brought it down with force in an attempt to liberate the alcoholic snake from its boozy aquarium.

Glass shattered and covered the bar. A roar of celebration from the crowd before they began to chant in pulsing rhythm:– “Ngoo, Ngoo, Ngoo!” 

For a moment Joe swore he could see the reptile move, slithering across the glass and the cigarette ash. Grabbing firmly  ahold of  what was left of his senses he reasoned the local rum, was well known to have hallucinogenic properties. The booze was playing with him.  He remembered once upon a  time lost in the jungle when everything came alive and the plants were talking to him.

Then there was the time with heroin and the dead hookers in a small hotel room. Having a catalog of diasters as reference points helped steady him through the current upheaval.    

“Now,”  Dylan said, turning to the American, “we have ourselves a match.” Clearing away the glass the bronzed bare-chested local began chopping the snake into bite-sized portions. Again felt sure he could see the chunks of pit viper moving off its own energy, some kind of coiled nerve reflex perhaps? He looked at the American and figured he could see it too. The poor bastard wasn’t expecting this. A couple of weeks by the seaside, perhaps some holiday romance and here he was drunk as a skunk with a pickled snake between him and a thousand bucks. 

“Man, I love the tropics.” Dylan said picking up a portion. Popped it into his mouth, chewed and then swallowed and watched the American. “How about you?” The American picked up a piece and following  a few moments of tentative chews he began to turn. He closed his eyes. Reached for a glass of water that wasn’t there. Veins in his forehead throbbed as he tried to control the riot in his stomach. 

But it was too late.

Joe quickly stood and side-stepped to avoid the jet that sprayed from the American’s mouth.

“Time to pay the fiddler,” Joe said as the American cleaned up. He handed Dylan the money from a fanny-pack and stumbled away into the Fun City evening. Joe kept drinking until it was him, the bar-keeper and the night insects with their steady humming sounds. A tropical storm was blowing over, rain started slowly at first and then the wind picked up and it hammered down. The bar-keeper closed the bar leaving Joe Dylan drinking a bottle in the rain.

Dylan splashed his face with dirty water and stumbled back to his mattress. The deal had been done. Ninety days sobriety was a life time for a queen wasp and the incubation period for a cockroach. What better way to end a period of sobriety than with a drinking contest?

This time he would quit the booze.

With a little help.

His connection had come up with the goods. 

Brought  it to his room without comment.

Opened the bag and heated the powder on the spoon with a zippo cigarette lighter. Drew up the solution through a syringe and hit it  in the main line. Warmth rushed through his back and the calmness returned like a long lost friend. Then he was out cold with visions:

A rose garden and a strange child – As he came close to her she disappeared, as he stepped back she reappeared. She was a girl of seven or eight years old. In her hand she held a gift, arm stretched out, palm open. The shape and texture of a diamond yet amber in color. Some kind of precious stone. It had value he was certain. Whether the value was monetary he could not be sure. Value it had. Her lips moved but he couldn’t hear the words. A sudden sense of danger,  the presence  of a dead sibling  in the corner of a child’s bedroom. Words familiar yet distant. 

He turned and saw a monster. 

It may of once been a man, the transformation into a monster had occurred, he sensed, through a life where unspeakable cruelties had been dealt to him like cards at a gambling table. One disaster after another yet the final hand had brought him wealth, a rose garden and a little girl who disappeared whenever she was approached. And then there was the red brick house and girl with freckles, she had grown into a woman and the more she spoke the more beautiful she became, her face changed as she spoke, the chin became smaller, more feminine, those lips became fuller, she became bolder and threw back her head and laughed, that hair, that fair hair, fell across her shoulder blades. There were others in the room now, three men and a woman, the men played guitars and the women sang words he could not understand. A blood stain on the floral carpet. A carpet like the ones  found in old British public houses, blood stains and a fire-place, coals crackled the last breath of death. They wore loose fitting clothes and Joe could smell that they had travelled. And the more she spoke the more beautiful she grew and the bolder he became she did too until she took him in her arms and she spoke in  educated convent school tones, a child brought up with wealth yet understanding of the poverty that brought it...  “Let’s get out of here,” She told him. He followed, a patch of woodland, a clearing, a tree-house, sunlight shone through the autumn maple leaves spread like buzzard feather sprinkling golden light on a dusty trail.” 

Dylan awoke again. Still morning. The most tragic feeling of loss. The loss of happiness, innocence, the loss of youth and pleasure. He had to have another shot to come even close to that feeling. He fell back onto the bed and tried to conjure up the dream again, but it was useless. He looked at his room, the four blank walls, the open window with the sound of motorbikes and fruit peddlers in the street. The tropics, sun scorched cities wore down a man’s concept of reality and reason slowly and surely like the waves on the beach turn the rocks into soft rounded pebbles. The telephone hadn’t rang in weeks, cases came and went but had never been this unsteady. The money from the last case was dwindling down as was his supply of junk. The fridge was empty spare a bag of sliced mango that he had bought from a toothless street trader several nights before. He listened to the beating of his heart and the faint sounds of the bars opening up, distant laughter, the clinking of bottles, the ceiling fan rattling upon every revolution above him. His line of vision watched a cockroach scurry from one end of the room to the other, he watched as its wings opened and it flew with intent towards him. 

It landed inches from his shoulder.

He swore, stood, and brushed the creature away from the bed, It rose in flight again. Out of the window, down to the streets below.

He felt that he should follow it.

Decisions were difficult while under the disguise, the mask and  serenity of junk. 

He felt he could beat it.

But he couldn’t.

The bug had gotten the better of him.  

Hit the street, find a case, the insect whispered with its wings. 

The cockroach had it all figured out.

BRICK IN THE WALL

then

THE KIDS at the site were fierce and mean and taught me how to use my fists. Noah only fought me when he was drunk, which was most of the time. He would hit me and sometimes I would hit back but he had the strength of a man. A bitter and broken man, yet a man all the same. The women were big, strong, angry women who took shit from nobody. If you had a problem, you didn’t talk to them about it. They had enough of their own problems to talk about.

Hard women led hard lives.

Men even harder.

One day a woman in a trouser suit came to the site and spoke to the gypsies. She was a Grego, an outsider. Hard woman gathered around and spoke in Romany to intimidate her. Like most societies there was a hierarchal system at the camp. This woman, from outside the camp,  had hair tied back and held a handkerchief to her nose. It was clean. The hair, that was. The camp. It wasn’t. When she took the handkerchief away from her nose I noticed a large wart on her nose. Was she covering the smell or the wart or perhaps both? It doesn’t really matter now what she was covering. She finished speaking with the elders and then they called the children over to join in the conversation. Noah was the first to speak: “This here is a social worker. Says that all the chavs ought to be going to school, that it’s the law.”

“What’s school?” I asked.

“A bad place, son, not for the likes of us.”

“How can you say that?” the ponytailed woman said.

“Truth be told. We can teach the boy all he need knows.”

“Yeah like ‘ow to make hedgehog pie, motherdie,” one of the kids called Ed laughed.

“Or ‘ow ya make a tonne offfa scrappy,” another chipped in.

“How old are you?” the woman asked me.

“Seven,” I lied. I had no idea of my age. The other kids about my size and height were seven so it seemed believable.

“Do you want to go to school?” 

“’O di I know if I aint been there like...”

“They have fields, and sports, and books, and other children to play with. Plus it is the law.” She looked at Noah.

Noah grunted. Opened a can of special brew and took a long hard drink and nodded his battered bearded face. 

Looked like I was going to school.  

They put me in a special class with the backward children, those from broken homes, with alcoholic fathers, abusive mothers, twisted sisters, travelers, the broken children whom the school chose to manage in one place – The Special Class. There I was me and the other special kids. I spoke to no one and if anyone teased me about the way I smelled and the way I dressed I’d simply deck them. Two hits. Jaw. Floor. It was too easy to be a bully. 

Impossible to be liked.

Growing up on a site you learned how to fight.

It seemed important – how to fight. 

It was, still is.

Some get by with their education and their good parenting, others like us, had to fight, fight, fight, and these were the ones that made it. The fighters. The ones that put their life on the line to just simply be accepted into a life of game show hosts, canned laughter and TV dinners. The nuclear family, ready to explode.  

Life depended on it.

Fighting, that was.

At the camp we didn’t sit round a fire and tell winter tales. We fought. We fought over the most trivial of things while all the time aware of an unspoken bond between us. A bond continually under threat, real or imagined, from the outside world. They were as dangerous to us as we were to them.  

The school had a large playing field and a hedge that grew along the fence. At play-time I’d sit in that hedge and watch the other kids, happy faces, kiss chase, bulldog, all the games that kids played.

I never played.

I hated them with their big houses, cars, bathrooms, cosmetics, clean clothes, toys, hair-cuts, visits to the dentists, their bikes, their computer games, their bedrooms with posters on the wall and their cassette collections. I hated them for the easiness in which one day led to another. I even hated their mothers too. I asked Noah what had happened to mine. “She’s swimming with the swans now, son,” he replied. 

It kind of made sense. 

I hated those kids, but, also, I wanted part of it.

I wanted to have at least a chance.  

I’d look into that normal class and hope to get there one day.

Miss Jones, a kindly Welsh teacher with red hair and horse teeth, told me: “Jimmy, if you could only learn to read and write.”

Know what I did?

I took her advice.

Read every book in the school library.

Fiction and non.

Every single volume.

Started out on ladybird books. Peter and Jane. Worked my way up to Enid Blyton – Secret Seven. Famous Five. The Hardy Boys were less of a thrill. Read books on geography and books on science. History, ancient and modern. Found some medical magazines dumped on the site. Read them. I read and then I began to write. I wrote stories, songs, poems on a notebook and pen that I stole from a corner-shop.

After a year I showed Miss Jones a story I’d written much in the style of an Enid trip with all the ginger ale and the dog that thumps its tail. 

It was thirty-five pages long.

She read it and then a dry smile danced across her lips. “That’s very nice, Jimmy. But you know that is wrong to try and cheat a teacher. Who really wrote this?”

“The library, Miss. I...”

“Ah, you copied it from one of the books. Well we call that plagiarism. Do you know what plagiarism is?”

I did.

One of those books in the library happened to be called the dictionary. 

Gave her the definition: “An instance of using or closely imitating the language and thoughts of another author without permission.”

“What’s an author?” she asked.

“An artist who uses words.”

“Well, you have been busy,” she looked at the clock. “Let’s play a game,” she said. I’ll give you a topic to write about. One page and I’ll sit here while you write it. 

“Sound,” I said.

“Tell me about your favorite place.”

I sat down and wrote. 

“What’s it called?”

“What?”

“All stories should have a name.”

“Barri Rukh.”

“What does it mean?”

“In our language it means Big Tree.”

It went something like this:

There’s a place in the woods. A clearing where the birds sing in the trees; foxes and badgers use for trails. A stream with a bridge made of stones. A tree-house where I sometimes sat. Once, I saw a kingfisher. I stopped and watched the flash of neon blue dive into the water and return with a tiny silver fish in her bill. I knew that to make one step forward would mean that the bird would fly away forever, and forever is a long time. I waited until she flew by herself. Life seemed better that way. When time is ready she shall fly. That is what time is. And that is what time will always be – something that ends without movement.  

She read it, and then read it again. She took off her glasses and put a handkerchief to her eyes. “You poor, poor boy,” she said. “You are gifted.”

Whatever happened that day I never saw the inside of a special class again in my life.

You see?

I was so special I wasn’t special anymore.

––––––––

THE POISON

Green Street Green


then


RECIPE FOR HEADGEHOG PIE  

1) One Hedgehog, plumper the better. Avoid road-kill.

2) Encase the entire animal (alive or dead) in a ball of mud or clay

3) Place under an open fire for about an hour.

4) Wait until the clay ball is broken by the heat taking with it the spines.

5) Serve remembering the Lord invented fingers before forks.

Fun City

RECIPE FOR MIND-ALTERING BENDER.


now


Medical insurance – comprehensive policy.

Local Rum – one small bottle

Local beer – five large bottles

Cocaine – one gram

Cigarettes – two boxes (40)

Heroin – two liberal shots

Ya Ba – one tablet

Valium – 20 milligrams – 2 ten milligram tablets

Vitamin C – 2000 milligrams

Vitamin B7

Water – three liters

Atarax / antihistamine – 50 milligrams

Gatorade / rehydration salts

MacDonalds – One set meal

––––––––

ROXANNE
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SERGEANT SWIFT had just finished a TV dinner that did little to fill the gap left by the disappearance of his wife and kids. The divorce papers sat on the telephone table as an angry reminder. The news was always hard to take. Another geezer screwing the woman you chose to be the mother of your child. The woman you had taken to garden centers and chose the plants withering in the lounge. Another geezer from the station. A geezer you used to drink pints with on a Friday night. Some geezer that you used to think was alright. He guessed he was more than just an alright geezer. He was better than you and all the evidence was there to prove it. They avoided each other in that cold professional way one does when one knows that one’s colleague had achieved what one could never achieve – make her happy. Swift forked the last of the microwaved Shepard’s Pie out from the piping plastic tray and onto the dirty plate. He’d heard about the latest scare about horse meat being used in his choice meals, but what was the difference between a horse and a cow and a  sheep anyway? Nothing, ney. They were all  dumb herbivores. Swift took the TV dinner into the lounge, ate without emotion, like filling a car with gas and climbed up and made it to the kitchen, placing the plate in the dishwasher. He opened a cupboard and took out the bottle of Bells. Poured some into a glass and hit it back in one before refilling a good four fingers, no ice. Outside the wind blew the large willow where a flock of starlings roosted nosily. He watched the sun go down over the church and listened to the birds chattering in the trees. The whiskey began to do the job. Warmth filled his stomach and eventually his head. He had heard about the exchange. The boy Jimmy was involved and probably Edward Case was involved too. Criminals robbing from each other would not have a big deal unless there were some financial interest. He had taken out a loan to secure the investment. Was told it was a sure thing. Mistakes were always possible. He slammed down the rest of the Whiskey and reached for the telephone. Byron picked up after two rings. “I thought this investment was solid,” Swift said. “You and I both know that this puts me in a tight position.”

“We’re working on a plan to retrieve the merchandise. Keep fackin calm,” Byron said over the crackling line. “We just need to find the kid and get him to find the cash. I’ll give you a tinkle when it all blows over, like.”

The line died and Swift put down the receiver and grabbed his coat. He drove the panda car across London Bridge and headed West through Blackfriars towards the entertainment side of town. 

A sign above a door. 

THE MILK BAR

Swift rang the bell.  
“Hello, who is it?” The voice supposed to sound seductive translated as sedated. 

“Swift. Open up.”

She buzzed him in. 


Swift walked up the stairs and opened another door. Inside was a bar stocked with Grey Goose vodka and mixers. The voice from the intercom walked over wearing a pastel blue blouse, transparent, over a black lace bra. About forty-six, but looking good fo it, she touched his arm. “Sergeant, we have a new girl, Polish, I think I can say she will be right up your alley?”

“Forget the Pole,” Swift said, “Is that posh totty still working here? Byron’s daughter?”

“Well of course, but isn’t it, well, dangerous?”

“More so for you than me, Roxy. You’re the one pimping the big man’s daughter.”

“Well, the clients, they pay, I mean they really pay,”

she smiled nervously “I am first and foremost a business woman. You’d be surprised who I see come through these doors, sergeant.”

“You should write a book.”

“The thought has crossed my mind. So it’ll be Rose your wanting, sergeant?”

“That’s her name. And give a vodka tonic and one of daddy’s little helpers.”

“Do you want Viagra or the generic brand?”

“What’s the difference?”

“Price, sergeant.”

“Of course it is, give me the real thing.”

“As you like,” Roxy repeated the order to a woman about thirty, defeated, behind the bar. “I’ll just make sure Rose is freshened up. 

PANTOMIME HORSE


now



MISS JONES, or as she was known by her few close friends, Amanda, sat in the easy chair by the window in her cottage a long stone’s throw from the tracks of Chelsfield station. The train tracks where a former student was found some months back having stumbled and fell one afternoon. She felt a stab of personal responsibility for the ill fortune that befell all of the students that studied under her tutorage.  

Amanda was past her best, Welsh, the wrong side of fifty with a shock of red hair and pronounced teeth, that the students often joked about acting out cruel equestrian pantomimes.  The red brick cottage was constructed by British Rail and left to her by her father who died suddenly (wet roads, alcohol) shortly after she had graduated from university. Ivy climbed up the outside wall and drank from the raindrops collected in the guttering. Outside the window rain continued to fall in droplets, some of which raced one another down the glass settling between the cracked painted that once covered the entire window frame. On the table in front of her sat a notebook that she used sometimes as a diary and sometimes as a record of her students. She wrote in longhand with a precise script, slanted ever so slightly to the left, a hand typical of her generation:  

...Then there is Jimmy; an oddity. Growing up in the gypsy site I first expected brute ignorance and a determination to graduate to a life of crime and immoral congress. While I do believe there lies within him the potential to underachieve he does however appear to harbor abilities with the written word that I have never experienced before in a child of his age or older; never in my twenty-five long years of teaching English to primary school children has a student so effortlessly warmed to English. Words, in a sentence, use of paragraphs, where should one stop? Nuances of language, playfulness with words; words that an adult, a graduate; degree in creative writing, rich well-meaning parents would struggle, and struggle and tie oneself in knots to manufacture. Such imagery is a rarity in a student of his age. Perhaps one should consider the possibility that he is  simply older than my other students. Perhaps the gypsies lied about his age to get him into school, they have not, after all, furnished the school with a birth certificate. But then again why would they? Their only interest seems to be in having their clan progress through the legality of schooling as soon as possible so that they are free to work or commit crimes or whatever it is that they do with their time. I am at odds with it all. Perhaps his outdoor lifestyle may have had a part to play. Children who spend time playing video games and watching movies and television have little time to create adventures and explore such real life flights of escapism. Compared to a neglected child, such as Jimmy, alone in the woods, notebook in hand, these mollycoddled modern children are perhaps missing out on the true experience. Surely children can do well in education  despite their upbringings and even achieve good grades to spite their parents or primary guardians? In fact evidence may suggest that the true geniuses were raised from ignorant stock. And what was genius if not a strand of autism? It is the want to succeed above their status that propels entrepreneurs and millionaires and football players. Artists, authors, acrobats, autistics and actors. Perhaps all they needed was the want to succeed? Directors, Dictators, Dentists and Dieticians had only the qualifications. Consider the star of the silent cinema Valentino, a poor Italian immigrant who had a gift for dance. He worked as a male prostitute before breaking into Hollywood, some said. Failed marriages, impotence and then an early death. Upon his death hundreds of women committed the unholy act of suicide. Perhaps Jimmy,  like a young Valentino, and certainly not without a talent would one day be realized - unless... 

The site...

How can one be politically correct when they are quite simply beastly, brutal, thieving barbarians.  Not one of their children had once taken to reading a single word of English until now. They have their own language I understand  from the brief snatches and by the body language they display whilst conveying themselves with ugly repulsive gestures. I cannot fool myself into thinking their strange tongue does not bristle with malice and ill intent. 

What more is curious is the boy’s features. Jimmy is the somewhat dubious owner of a  pronounced nose and also wears the olive complexion and the dark eyes that the other gypsy children exhibit. He is, however, just simply different.  

She thought about this as she drank her tea (English breakfast, one sugar, milk) and looked over her notes. It was a Friday night and tomorrow there would be no class to contend with. The continual chattering of the little voices and the rude remarks (pantomime horse) and insults that the children would hurl around like paper airplanes would be replaced by a visit to the library, a cozy mystery, afternoon tea and an early night. All those hours spent with undeveloped feeble minds promised that at some point, maybe not tomorrow, but at some juncture her own mind would begin to slowly lose grip of reality. Of this she was acutely aware but as the lion tamer put his head into the beasts mouth for the one thousandth time the teacher must return to the classroom as to not was to starve or worse still; to enter the real world.

The wood fire crackled as she poured another tea, neglecting a visit to the fridge to add any more milk. She would be up for a while and milk made her drowsy. The weather outside was blowing a gale and the tea and the fire and the rose-papered wall paper were the perfect sanctuary from the storm. 

The lack of birth certificate that should have been furnished to the school was one indication that Jimmy was not from the site. But none of the other gypsy children were registered. 

Yet, something had to be done. She walked over to her desk and took out a pad of self-addressed writing paper. She wrote a letter:

To The Social Services

Child Protection Department.

Dear Sir/Madam,

I am writing as a teacher at a primary school at Green St Green school. It has come to my attention that one of our students, a particularly gifted student, in my opinion is living with the travelling community. I have reason to believe he is not one of their clan and the fact that the ‘family’ who consists of one elderly male, who at first impression appears to be constantly intoxicated with alcohol, has not furnished the school with a birth certificate leads me to further doubt the parentage. In any case the boy, James Taylor, seven years old, is in a high risk situation and it would therefore calm my concerns if you and your team could look into this matter as a matter of urgent importance.

Yours Sincerely,

Amanda Jones.

Green Street Green Primary School.   

GOING BLANK AGAIN


now



SO THERE I am.

Casualty.

Hospital.

The nurse is some sweet little thing from Thailand or the Philippines or somewhere with tropical palm trees and warm sunny beaches where the women treat the men with respect before they steal all their money and leave them with a dose of the dripping cock – that’s if she hasn’t chopped it off with a carving knife - dabs the alcohol on my knee – stings, I mean it stings and it feels good at the same time like a shot of brandy on a Sunday morning. She smiles like the Cheshire who got the cream. We could be good together, her working the night shift while I do the rounds. Come back in the morning whilst she’s zipping up her nurses outfit, come up from behind and unzip it, bend it over the sink and give it a good seeing to. I’ll get over there one day, the Far East that is, and see what these Orientals can do to a man’s luck.

Apparently that’s where my father went, the real one that is, went to a place called Fun City and wrote a novel, leaving me mother drowned by the canal and me as well, by his reckoning.

The problem was I wasn’t.

Dead that is.

Well, not yet.

The nurse gave me a shot of something and the room swallowed me into the most peaceful of places.

The bird’s eye view of a neon city....alleyways and arcades, plazas and dancing girls. A beach, a harbor, a fan rotates in a lonely room, a man crashed out in the zone, the camera closes in on the beating of a mosquito’s wings in slow motion as the creature hovers above a thigh, lands, and sucks the blood, slowly, carefully... 

––––––––

SUNDAY MORNING


now



JOE DYLAN’S hand slapped his thigh and took the bloodsucker into the next one. Crashed out on a mattress on the floor of a ground level hotel that called itself the New Hotel. Well, it may have been true thirty years ago... Moved down in life since The Flamingo case. Down hard. Head a nest of snakes. He didn’t need an aspirin. He didn’t need a shot of Tiger Sweat or even a codeine pill. He didn’t need God. 

He needed an exorcist. 

Crucifix. 

Holy water. 

Pea-soup. 

That or a shot. 

The demons inside were eating him from within. Last night there was a woman and a bar. There was usually a bar and often a woman. Some women took crystal meth and humped furniture. Enjoyed it. Joe once saw a bargirl bite a lump of wood from a two-ply door in half. The world was crazy. As were women. Some finger-painted. Some took off their clothes to protest about the exploitation of naked women. Some thought about the wisdom of magic and the beginning of it all. Some read books. Most did. Some wrote poetry. Dripped candle wax on their naked bodies performing ancient translucent rituals. Some shouldn’t even think about it. Some should. Men were equally insane spouting political nonsense to blinkered herds. Body-building in their lunch hours while destroying empires in their feeble minds. The trick was to not slip, not be tricked by the simple solution. The most simple solution was so simple that the simple couldn’t understand it. Without each of these slips his life would be much simpler and much, much, much more colorless. A slip. He just wanted someone to hold on to, one to fill a hole with artificial love. 

He paid her. 

The moment he awoke at 1am she had left. The first time he had been abandoned by a lounge singer. Normally they were like cats. 

Getting old, man. Getting old and ugly. 

Next door in the apartment he heard the sounds of a man and woman having intercourse and after the grunting and thumping had stopped he wondered if it was her. Had she simply gone next door. Good lord I’m not even a good customer. A fucking cash hungry nymphomaniac. 

Anything was better than this. 

The sound of laughter. 

She kept laughing. 

Everybody laughed. They laughed but they never meant it. 

Lady Death laughed while she probed your prostate cancer. Milkmen laughed, policeman whistled. Bricklayers read tabloids and laughed at the stupidity of politicians. Life was simple. Never trust a man nor a woman unless they were drunk, dead, laughing or dying. 

The woman kept screaming. 

Screams of pleasure were scarcely different from the screams of pain. She was in heaven and Joe was in hell. 

Soon it would be Christmas Day, a day like any other.

There was only one answer. 

Celebration. 

The celebration would be an ounce of smack that he bought wholesale rate from a Russian who owned a certain section of Fun City. He had been clean for ninety days and had attended the meetings. That was two days ago. A different place. A different world. The message was always the same.

Don’t pick up.

Whatever you do don’t pick up.

Right.

Dylan picked up spoon and heated up some powder with the water. 

Like switching cabins on the Titanic.

Used the syringe to suck up the solution and hit a vein in the forearm. He fell back onto the mattress and slumped into a deep dream: he was back in England, London, the sound of church-bells and the smell of bacon frying from an Italian cafe, pretending to be British, why pretend? the punch-ups after a Friday night, the gang, Millwall, the firm, the financial brokers, , the hung drawn and quartered, Crutched Friars, London Bridge, pie and mash, double, and yes, and yes, and yes the drunken lawyers, drunken brokers, strong women, Hamleys on LSD, ducks on the pond swam, swam, swam inside a pool of nostalgic mush. His head hit the pillow. 

Fell into it all. 

All of it. 

The whore was history.

Weren’t they all?

Somewhere in the distance a baby cried.

Then stopped crying. 

Joe had left the city five years back and had no plans of returning back to the land of his birth. Clients were careless with money in the tropics. It might have been the sun that made them crazy, it could have been the brown thighs. It could have been the cold cans of coffee and a roadside stall selling barbequed chicken. God knew what made them crazy and He wasn’t telling. Craziness was common in a place where vipers hung from coconut palms and five year old children sold bubblegum on the streets at two AM in the morning. A fool and his money were easily parted. Usually this was why they hired him. To try and recover the money or the innocence they once had. He took cases as he saw them and now and again gave himself some down time to recover and rid his mind of all the tricks and turns in the city. Joe’s mind was a nest of snakes. You ever had that feeling? Snakes. The years and the work had aged him, but what the hell, Dequincy lived to a ripe old age as did Burroughs and Hubert Hunke. Street hustlers and writers had a lot in common. Lived off their wits and sold stories. Joe had time for neither. But one thing was clear as crystal. A shot now and again helped a man sort out the demons from the diamonds, at least that’s the way he thought about it.

But thoughts were like raindrops.

Little raindrops, some landed, others didn’t.

Stood. Legs shaky. He looked at himself in the mirror. He looked like what he was. He looked like hell. A man down on his luck, aged heavily, with dark rings around his eyes and skin trembling with anxiety. Joe was shaking. Shaking. What the hell had happened. The missed meetings and the bar were what had happened. Jesus. How did Christ get involved in these things. Jesus. His eyes wandered towards a notice put up by the apartment staff.

No Drugs and No Prostitutes. 

Morning rose and he opened his door at the same time last night’s screamer did. She was an Arab. Despite what they tell us we’re all the same. We have intercourse with one another, we love and we hate. We do these things together. Sometimes we do all three within the millionth of a second.

The way it’s always been. 

Joe nodded good morning and went back into his room.  

––––––––

SISTER MORPHINE
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THE NURSE had these big brown eyes that stared into mine as I opened. Not sure how long she had been there. 

“Lucky you only take one of the - what they call them...?” she says.

“Fuck knows...Ball bearings, lumps of lead?”

“Yeah. Little bit.”

Now her voice is causing a bit of motion in the pajama department. So sweet. Innocent. Whatever drugs they gave me, I’m taking an educating guess on morphine, is bringing on a whole new state of being. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” must be the shock, I’m looking into her big brown eyes and I’m slipping into some kind of...

“You can walk again two or three day must rest.”

dream

“Right.”

Erotic...

I sleep again for an hour or maybe a week or a decade lost again in some strange faraway city where brown-skinned women shriek with laughter from bars under a tropical sun, a man painted as a clown smokes a cigarette as a dwarf mounts the back of a motorcycle. I fall in and out of these feverish visions until I awake fully: 

Screw it. 

I’m fifty thousand pounds down the hole and all the smiles and resting in the world and all the limps and ball bearings can’t change that. Somewhere in the ward a Christmas song plays and the sound of a grown man crying. If word gets out that I got turned over by a bunch of gym freaks, well, I can kiss the street goodbye. Ed would have been out of the picture, but the problem is the cash weren’t mine. I was a middleman for a geezer who is the most crazed looking animal since Geoff Goldblum stepped out of that fly-making machine.

***

then

First time I met Byron I as seven or eight years old. Well it might have been eight or nine, I wasn’t sure then and I’m not sure now. At that age, whatever age it was, an older man with a big house and a fast car can make an impression on a youngster. I wasn’t quite aware why I was invited. Some kind of mockery perhaps? Or perhaps Byron had to meet each and every one of the clan. Perhaps that was what the King of the Gypsies did.

Noah gave me the directions back at the site. Between gulps of special brew:

“Take the bypass up until the island where the motors swing by, turn up on your right heel, swing it, ya see, swing it, and through a village they call Pratts Bottom,” he laughed. “You can read, then read, son, read the signs. Up that hill, they call it Rushmoore, ‘bout five hundred steps and you’ll see a grand gaff with fifteen stone horse’s heads lining the front wall. That’ll be lord Byron’s gaff. Says he wants to see you, son, and when the big man wants something then it better be done and be done fast.”  

His directions were spot on. 

One thing we were good at is directions.

Politeness and gratitude, forget it.

Knocked on the door and it was opened by an elderly lady who I took to be some kind of maid or servant. Hair grey tied up in a bun. She had the face of a shrew or perhaps a dormouse. A friendly rodent jumped straight from the pages of The Wind in the Willows. “You must be Mister Jimmy, come in.” Her voice was invested with the kind of pain a child never understood. 

She led me through the house. Paintings of navel battles hung from the walls in gold plated frames. Grand open fires. I was told by Noah that he was some sort of lord and no piece of furniture, or painting, no stretch of carpet made me think otherwise as I walked into that huge mansion. Every piece of furniture, every plate, vase, carpet was worth more than both of us, Noah and I, owned. We walked into a blue room with blue books on blue books shelves. I was drawn to them. Leather bound cloth editions with bright gold gilt lettering along the spines. Some of the authors I recognized, Dickens, Hardy, Dylan Thomas, Graham Greene. Other’s I didn’t: Raymond Chandler, McCain, James Hadley Chase, Jim Thompson.

Footsteps.

Heavy.

That voice.

The first time I heard that voice my heart stopped beating. To say it sounded like thunder would be a cliché, but it’s all I have. I remember the first words he said to me as clearly as my first piece of ass or my first trip to The Den.

“Those fingers best not be sticky boy ‘cus those books ain’t for stealing.”

I spun around. A bear-sized man with a limp. His nose had been smashed in like some kind of freak you see in a low budget horror movie. “Sit down, son,” he said.

I sat on one of the blue sofas in the blue room careful not to stain the blue cushions too much with my filthy trousers. Between us stood a coffee table lined with motoring magazines. “Never went to school meself,” he said without looking at me. “But inside you have time, see? Never serve time, son. Let time serve you. Went down for fifteen years. Prison library. I read my way through that library and then when I finished I needed all I knew. Also learned a fair few things from the other prisoners. You know what tax is, Jimmy?”

Byron walked over to a globe drinks cabinet took out a bottle and poured himself something amber into a bulbous glass. He took a smell of the liquid and then slammed it back, “Tax, boy, you know what it is?”

“It’s the money the government take from you if you make money, if you buy something, or if you die, sir.”

Byron laughed. More of a roar. Think of a lion laughing – that’s it. “At your age I didn’t know what tax was. Inside they taught me about it. How to avoid it. How to grow a money tree. Why am I telling you this?”

“I don’t know, mush, I mean, sir.”

He refilled that glass.

“Because the school tells me you’re smart. When you’ve finished your education I could use someone who is good with his fists and smart. Tell me boy, you ever knocked out another kid?”

“Yeah.”

“Smoked?”

“Tried it.”

“Gambled?”

“Penny up the wall.”

“Kissed a girl?”

Said nothing.    

That laugh again. “Stand up, come outside and meet my daughter. And there’ will be no kissing...”

I followed him past a small room with an antique rocking horse and an old wooden toy box. This room led to two large French patio doors and beyond that a lawn and then a Rose garden filled with thousands of roses in bloom. The flowers were white, red, pink, blue. 

One blossomed greater than the others.  

I first saw her from behind. She was wearing a hand knitted sky-blue cardigan and a red skirt with tights and laced up Kickers shoes. She was playing with some flowers and talking to herself as we approached.  

Now some people will tell you that an eight year old boy can’t experience love at first sight.

Some say that love is something that only adults can experience and enjoy. Bullshit. In my twenty-one years on this planet I’d never been hit so hard. Hit with a feeling of admiration and attraction. 

A & A. 

Admiration and attraction is what love is. That is all. During adulthood stuff like money and cars and houses and kids confuse the A & A. The A & A had never been as intense as it was that afternoon. 

Byron called out her name and she turned.

Double A.

Blonde hair, blue eyes, and a smile that knew my fear. She sensed who I was and why I had come there which was pretty smart considering I didn’t have the faintest clue.  

“This here is Jimmy,” Byron said. “Show him around the garden. Daddy has a few phone calls to make.”

“Hiya,” she said holding out her hand.

I nodded.

Couldn’t touch the hand. 

Like pissing over a Picasso.

“Well,” she said. “You want to play or not?”

What did I want?

What does anyone want?

To play, I guess.

I followed her past the rose garden and into a wooded area. There were badger trails and mole hills. The sound of a green woodpecker hammering into an elm. We watched the rabbits in the farmer’s field.

“Sometimes he shoots them,” she said. “It’s barbaric.”

The use of the word barbaric sealed the deal.       

It was one of those beautiful late summer evenings that you think will last forever. The trees were shedding some leaves, changes of color and the scent of freshly cut grass. Those smells that stay with you forever, and hit you now and again when you least expect it. Times like when you are coming down from an all-night binge and the birds begin to sing and you suddenly realize that it is morning and the game’s up.   

After the grand tour of Byron’s estate we sat down on the grass in the spot we had originally met. She said her mother had left her and all she had was her father. As we sat on the grass she made daisy chains.

“Why do you live there,” she said.

“Where?”

“In the camp. You are...”

“What?”

“Different. Look at your face. You are not one of them,” she said wrinkling her nose.

“And you?”

“Ah, I’m no Gypsy. My mother, was, well....My name is Rose,” she extended her hand.

I shook it. Felt like I had earned it now. She wasn’t a piece of art, she was human, motherless, like me.

“Jimmy,” I said.

Her hand was warm. Her fingers gripped mine. 

“You’re cute,” she whispered.

“Cute?”

“Never-mind. Boy’s don’t understand anything, anyway.”

She got that right. 

The thing that bothered me.

Wasn’t Rose a gypsy name? 

Byron walked over with a fat cigar in his hand. I could sense some adult feeling of anger or rage. Cigar smoke will always spell fear. Snooker halls, working men’s clubs, I just can’t be doing with. That type of energy, I now see as envy, but I couldn’t grasp it. It seems my childhood, like I guess everybody’s was spent amongst adults who were operating on a different level. A level not to my advantage and without awareness of my intuition. He bent down to my face. 

Said

“You ever fuck around with my sweetheart, son, I chop both your fucking legs off.”

The brandy on his breath suggested he was serious.   

The sun fell below a row of evergreens as the words registered. A flock of starlings, a dark cloud, flew towards the trees to roost. 

I stood and made my way back to the camp, every hundred meters or so I stopped and smiled. Gazed up at the trees and the setting sun.

If a shrink were to ask me if I had had one single  happy childhood memory – that’d be it. 

––––––––

VENUS IN FURS

now

DYLAN FOUND the energy from somewhere to get up out of the bed once again and struggled over to the bathroom. A large plastic bucket filled with cold water and smaller plastic tray inside. He scooped up the cold water and splashed it over himself. Legs first. Then he went for it. Bucket of cold water over the back and down the chest. Water torture, he screamed as the cold dirty water brought him partially back to life. Then the shampoo. Rinsed into a lather and applied. Threw another bucket of cold water over himself and yelped like a street dog that had been trodden on by a sumo wrestler. Once he wore a suit to work and had a hot, relaxing bath every night. Once he was innocent. Once he was suckling on a nipple. Checked his teeth in the mirror. Not quite a derelict graveyard but no Colgate commercial neither. He brushed his teeth and looked in the mirror more closely. Wished he hadn’t. The last few months hadn’t been kind. Next to the hotel mirror the sticker about whores and drugs and no visitors allowed in the room. Who made these rules? Those with sense he gathered. He shaved and toweled himself dry. The once muscular arms had thinned. His stomach was larger. He was becoming one of them. One of the guys who end up as Fun City casualties. The guys who rented rooms on high floors and one day took a jump. A jump to somewhere better; the final answer. 

Freedom.

The Big Sleep.

He dressed in a pair of cargo shorts and a polo shirt and decided that he needed to see the street. Or the street needed to see him. Whichever way it happened they needed each other. He found his keys and wallet and walked outside. The sunlight hurt his eyes. Where were those sun-glasses? Left in a bar somewhere no doubt and picked up by an opportunist drunkard who left them in another bar to be picked up by another crook. The beat goes on. On and on. He walked along the cracked paving slabs towards the Beach Road. An oily black centipede crawled along the sidewalk and slipped down one of the cracks into the sewers below. A man with a huge red bulbous alcoholic nose walked past, large paunch, with a hooker on his arm. Bars lined the streets with tourists sitting on beer stalls nursing bottles of beers and talking to the bargirls who latched on to them for drinks and tips and maybe something else. Maybe a trip to one of the islands, a monthly bank remittance, a car, motorbike, a house in the sticks all bought and paid for.

He made it to a bar called The Friendly Frog in the Coconut Shell, or to its local’s, Gop’s bar; if you drank twenty shots of Tiger Sweat in a row without passing out you won a T-shirt.  Dylan already had the Gop T-shirt or at least he had won it for drinking the shots. He ordered a Bloody Mary from a large Scotsman behind the counter. 

Drank it. 

Went down like a sack of rusty nails. He remembered an incident with the barman some weeks before but the details weren’t clear. The man served him without comment nor commitment. For this he was grateful. The best way to serve a broken man in a bar is quietly with no conversation and no intention of conversation to come. A young woman, attractive, early twenties sat opposite him chewing bubble gum and blowing bubbles, eyes scanning the horizon. She had good skin and a symmetrical face and Joe figured she offered service both sexual and pharmaceutical. She glanced over to her left the way a lizard watches the flight of a fly. Joe glanced over to where she was looking.

Then he saw him.  

A fair haired tall man wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a pair of sunglasses walked over to Joe.

“Man, you look like death.”

“Thanks, Hale.”

James Hale was one of those Fun City characters that hung around on the edge of sanity but never seemed to crack it. He had a healthy sense of adventure and knew which way the fortune cookie crumbled. Brought up on the mean streets of South London, like Joe, he was escaping from something here in the tropics. Quite what Hale was escaping from Joe was never sure, but whatever it was it were ugly enough to keep him smiling.

“Any new cases on the horizon?” Hale asked.

“The horizon is foggy. Thanks for your assistance in the last one,” Joe looked sourly at the glass. “But there’s nothing new. I’m cooling off.”

“I’ve been branching out myself. Keeping my ear to the ground,” Hale bobbed about as he spoke as if he were coming up on some kind of chemical stimulant. His shoulders jostled and shook as he spoke. “The sad lonely old man back in the west wants to keep tracks with their loved one here in Fun City.” He took out a Samsung smart phone. “So easy now. All you have to do is make sure they have a phone with GPS or work out which dating sites they use and you can track them down to their exact locale.” He said the last word with a peculiar flourish as if it were new to his vocabulary. “I’ve stopped doing the lost girlfriend gimmick,” Joe said. “It’s pretty much the same story every time. Now give me a good divorce and it’s worth it. Where there’s cars and houses and swimming pools at stake the punter tends to pay more.” Joe looked at the glass, and wondered what it was that kept drawing him to it like a sugar ant to a forgotten popsicle. The twelve steps were a distant memory in another life-time now. A thousand light-years away, “When I see people killing each other to be the first to buy the new iPhone I feel that we’ve reached a new low. Bottom feeders, soulless consumers, cretins following the herd in the quest for the unreachable. The low-hanging fruit usually hangs low for a reason. It is easy to feel liked by attaching the recent gadgets to yourself but remember, Hale, there are some that see through these shallow tricks.”  

“Well, it’s all bread and butter, mate,” Hale said. “Anyway, I have to move. I’m all tied up. I have a six o’clock appointment with a dominatrix on the dark side of town. I love this city.”

“Business or pleasure?” Joe smiled.

“Both, although I guess every geezer’s version of pleasure isn’t being tied up on a rack and being whipped by a cat of nine-tails with bull-dog clips clamped to your nipples. Try something old something new, something borrowed or something blue is my motto. Some guys like it darker, you know what I mean? Venus in furs, like.”

Joe knew, said:

“You have a client who thinks he’s being cheated on by a dominatrix?” Joe managed another painful smile.

“It’s a crazy world,” Hale smiled. “And I love every moment of it. Anyway, must dash.”

Joe watched his friend bounce down the street towards his appointment with Miss Whiplash. The City had him, that was for sure. It had him good.   

CLUB TROPICANA


now



BYRON held the mobile with two digits – thumb and forefinger. The gypsy king had three fingers missing from when he was playing with a shooter as a nine-year-old. The old man was a poacher, ran in the blood. His nose had been broken so many times it hardly functioned as a hooter – just a mashed up piece of flesh on a  face speckled with burst blood vessels and a muscular jaw like that of a pit bull. The dog, that is. His old man was part of a proper firm back in the days when a bank job was like a trip to the ATM. His body was a maze of prison tattoos covered by a white linen shirt and pressed black trousers. Lived in a seven bedroom mansion on Rushmoore Hill, just outside the Metropolitan Old Bill’s due restriction, but close enough to hit the town in thirty minutes in one of his seven sports cars. Byron was listening to Bach and reading the rag when the phone rang.

It was dark outside.

He was on the karzi.

“Byron?” the caller said.

He was named Byron for three reasons.

One: He was a fucking Lord

Two: He didn’t mince his fucking words.

Three: The club foot.

Left foot – no fucking toes. Now the psychologists have a theory that being bullied as a kid may lead to the victim becoming an aggressor in later life.

Fingers and toes, son, fingers and toes.

The psychologists were fucking spot on.

“What you mean they stung the little cunt?”

“Took the cash and the merchandise,” Elmo said.

“You fackin what?”

“Everything, I swear.”

Byron eased the rest of the turd out. It made a splash. Felt good for a second. Like victory. As long as man could squeeze out turds there was still hope for mankind. “I want to find out who this mob are – di’ ya get a butchers what they fackin look like?”

“Big, body builders.”

“Fackin security, no doubt. No fucking manners.” He got up, wiped. Tissue paper held between his thumb and finger. Added. “What about the boy?”

“Jimmy?”

“Yeah, that’s the lad. Wouldn’t like to be in ‘is fackin plimsoles right ‘bout now. Give ‘em forty-eight hours. Tell him to be creative.” Byron pulled up his strides and flushed. He looked back down in the bowl to see if there was anything remaining – he felt manly when there was. This time the toilet bowl was as clean as a whistle. The old man was losing his touch.

“How’s he gonna come up with fifty grand in two days?” Ed asked.

“As I say, tell the cant to be fackin creative. I’ve known Jimmy since he was a knee high to a fackin grasshopper. He has a ’ed on ‘is shoulders I’ll give ‘em that. Knows how to think and if he has an incentive he’ll get the money or the merchandise back. And if he don’t then I’ll shoot the cant, chop his fackin legs off and throw the ‘em in the canal where he came from. How’s that for an incentive? Where are ya now?”

“Outside Wolf’s gym.”

“Well, get yerself in there, san, and start asking some fackin questions. Use your fists and your fackin wits if you’ve still got any about you. These geezers’ main line of business is selling steroids shipped over from Asia. The coke and the MDMA they just sell on the side. I’m guessing business got a bit slim and they decided to take a risk on jumping you two muppets. What happened to the supplier?”

“They shot him. Got Jimmy in the leg too.”

“And what’s the likelihood that they’ll grass up when the boys in blue come knockin down the doors?”   

“Nah, they wouldn’t do it. Both of them know who you are, Byron.”

“Let’s fackin hope so, san, for yours and my sake. Get yourself in that gym and cause some fackin havoc, sanshine. Get lively.”

Click.

Edward Case pocketed the Nokia. He always was a bit tasty. ‘Ed Case they used to call him. Still do as a matter of fact. Once, few years back, back at the site, it took three paddies to knock seven shades of shit out of him but he had stood up and fought back with nothing short of blind fury. He’d been battered, beaten, back-stabbed, buggered. He’d seen the barrel of a gun from the wrong angle more times than your average civilian. The fear of fear was worse than fear itself. Get in there. Get busy, leave fear to old women with tumors the size of watermelons. Hunchbacks, cripples, the lonely Librarian with a note pad and a pen and a reason to tie the knot. Of the noose, that is. Leave fear to the schoolgirls with mad crushes on popstars they will never meet. It’s not the size of the dog in the fight it’s the size of the fight in the dog. 
Have it. 

Bare knuckle boxing was his game. He picked up a cool monkey after that bout.. The next bout he got floored by a Polish fighter – the Pole fought with his left and as every boxer knows and  your drunken uncle  knows, as his girlfriend’s knew, nobody likes to fight a lefty. You have to train for it. Ed had little time to train. Hated gyms. These steroid injecting weight-lifters couldn’t be much more than the Pole or the Paddies. He opened his bag, opened a quarter of Vodka and took a bite. He put the bottle back in the bag next to the tube of super glue. Next he slunk his back against the narrow alley leading to the gym. Took out a syringe loaded with speed and hit it into the main-line. The rush was out of this world.

Took out the brass knuckle duster and slipped it on his left wrist.

The metal felt cold. 

Cold and deadly.

He waited for his body to float back down to earth and then buzzed himself into the gym. Took the stairs, two at a time. Stopped on a landing and took another hit of the Vodka. Brought the speed back to the surface.

Fucking weight-lifters.

Checked his bag again. Super glue, bottle of vodka. Knuckle duster. That was all. 

When you get in as many scrapes and have as many bottles and glasses racked over your noodle sometimes you aint got the time to get  stitched up at the hospital. The job was difficult but so were girls, hand-gliding and snowboarding in the alps in spring.

Super Strength Glue.

Super Strength Pain Killer.

Originally designed by the military for stitching up wounds without stitching. 

He walked into the gym. Wished he hadn’t. Geezers lifting weights. At least a dozen of them all over one hundred kilos without an ounce of fat between them. A music system played a song: Club Tropicana.

The speed was pushing him forward into the middle of the gym where he stood looking at each of the gorillas in turn. Two he recognized from the heist.

“You looking for a membership?” one gorilla asked.

“We don’t accept fecking pikeys,” said another.

“Nah I’m looking for the powder and the wedge youse cunts fukin half-inched from us.”

The sound of weights crashing. Six or seven stood around him.

“What fecking powder?” Gorilla number one asked.

“Well, you and I both know we aint talking about the ones you boys take that shrivel up your dicks and make your biceps twinkle. Maybe the birds say they want a bit of muscle, but they also want something more than a fecking acorn, chav. MDMA. That’s the fecking gear.”

“You fucking what?”

“You heard me,” Ed Case said taking a swing at the nearest gorilla, who stumbled back and knocked over a stand of weights. 

A moments silence followed.

Edward Case felt the glorious shower of victory for a second.

Ed should have taken that time to attack the others.

He didn’t. The speed and the booze had his sense of time all mangled up.

He felt like laughing. “Who’s fucking next, then?” he said. He swung at one with the brass duster, felt it connect and the crack of the jaw. Took a step back and waited for a muscle-freak with a shaven head to attack. The skinhead caught him with a swift succession of blows. He kicked out, skinhead palmed his foot away.

Ed felt gravity reaching out to catch him.

It didn’t take long.  

They attacked like a pack of hyenas; two elbows cracked his shoulder blades. A blow to the back like he’d been hit by a truck. His legs couldn’t hold him. Ed took to the ground and curled up fetal. The kicks, and punches, came like routine. A routine he knew too well. One joker had even attacked him with a barbell before kicking Ed down the stairs. Tumble, tumble, trip and fall. The speed intensified the experience. It was happening. There was a blade from somewhere. Shone under the lights. Stabs and slashes, didn’t hurt, but the flash of metal, and blood seemed unreal. His mind was only on another shot. He got out of there, somehow, and took another shot, which intensified the bleeding, his heart pumping harder with the speed and the adrenalin. He sat and patched himself up. Applied the superglue to the wounds, putting himself back together best he could. He had heard somewhere that Vietnam vets used superglue to close open wounds and well, if it were good enough for the Deer Hunter it was good enough for Edward Case. He ran out of glue and headed to the nearest boozer. Shock carrying his feet forward in a frenzied motion.

Revenge rattled in his mind.

Not know, he thought.

Later,

Much later.

––––––––

GHOSTBUSTERS


now



AS BYRON put down the phone he noticed the lights outside the window. Just one beam. 

Flash.

Flash. Flash.

Some nosey cunt taking pictures of the fucking house.

He strode up the stairs. Unlocked the metal cabinet and took out the shooter. He had a license for the 12 bore. Cocked it and loaded two cartridges. Back down the stairs, slipped on his green barber wax jacket and headed out of the house, gravel crunching lightly under his feet as he headed towards the source of the flashing light.

A nerdy little geezer twelve yards away holding a camera taking pictures of the evergreens that lined the perimeter of Byron’s property.

Byron sneaked up slowly behind the geezer and poked the shooter into the small of the photographer’s back.

“What’s your fecking game, son?” Byron snarled.

The geezer jumped three foot in the air with fear propelling him upward and landed awkwardly arse first on the turf. He turned around shaking. He wore rimless spectacles, that had miraculously stayed on his head and a warm sheepskin winter jacket. He took in Byron’s smashed in hooter and huge frame. “I ain’t a weirdo or nothing,” Nerdy Geezer said.

“You don’t fecking wanna be, mate. Now, I’m gonna give you three seconds to explain yourself before I lower this barrel between your legs and blow both of your bollocks and your fecking bell-end, if it dangles that low, across this here fecking grassland.”

“What?”

“I’ve got a nineteen year old daughter living in that house and if I find some dirty old man with a camera it doesn’t take too much of a leap of the imagination to see what the fuckers up to and with the lord’s blessing I’ll blow his bollocks sky fucking high. One.”

“Wait.”

“Two.”

“Th....”

“I’m a ghost hunter.”

“You fecking what?”

“Honestly. I mean I’ll prove it.” He pulled out a wallet and handed Byron a card and shone a torch over it.

Bill Morgan

International Ghost Hunter

Tel 07959 896578  www.spiritworld.org

“You’re having a fucking bubble aint you, mate?”

“No. I’m quite serious – you see this land here is where the pilgrims once travelled to Canterbury. A monk died on this here spot and has been seen by many hunters over the last forty years. The house, your house sir, has been reported to play host to a ghost whose footsteps creak and his groans can be heard every April 13th. Also, and you may check this, your living room has a stain that has been damp for three hundred years”

“Feck off.”

“It is said that one of the pilgrims was hiding in a secret hiding place next to the main fire. A false wall behind a cupboard that can accommodate up to three large children or very small men. Women, it was meant for. A pilgrim was hiding inside and when startled lept from his hiding place knocking over a chalice of consecrated wine. The stain has remained damp ever since. Check when you return to your home. And be careful. The ghost of a young woman who fled with her lover and then was brought back by her aggrieved father. The girl and the lover were locked inside the secret room until they both died of suffocation or starvation. The history of that house is alive with activity.”

“You’re off you’re bleeding rocker, mate.”  

“Look,” Bill took his camera from around his neck and showed the shots to Byron. “These here, the lights, they’re what we call orbs and show paranormal activity. There is much activity here.”

“Leave it out, son – that’s the light from your flash reflecting off the leaves and the only activity you’re being seeing from now on is your arse getting back in your motor and getting out of here. Go on. Hop it.”

“But if you would let me take some pictures inside?”

“How do I know you aint the filth or the tax man?”

“My card.”

“Any muppet could ‘av one of those made up. Now gor on op it, sunshine.”

Byron watched the ghost hunter as he walked up to and got inside a Morris Minor. The engine started and Byron watched the car disappear down Rushmore Hill. He returned to the mansion and put the shooter back into its metal cabinet.

Curiosity got the better of him. He walked, dragging his club foot into the main living room and checked the old carpet next to the main fire. A three inch stain he hadn’t noticed before. Looked like a red wine stain. He never drank the stuff. Bent down. 

The stain was wet. 

Sweet Jesus.

He opened the cupboard next to the fire-case and after a small struggle he pushed open the back panel to discover a secret room the other-side. Bricked up. He put his two-fingered hand inside.

The air inside was as cold as ice.

Fackin freezing.  

OUR HOUSE


then



NOBODY EXPECTED what happened next. The social worker  came back with a  woman  from the child protection department. Obviously no stranger to the bakery cream-cake department the woman wiped the  sweat from her brow as she approached the caravan. They had a bunch of paperwork that Noah couldn’t read even if he were sober. She handed me the documents. 

Read them. 

A court order. 

The school had contacted the social work department. The social work department had petitioned the court to take me into care. The judge had agreed. Also amongst the paperwork was my birth certificate. My father’s occupation was listed as psychiatrist and novelist. 

His signature was an elaborate scrawl.

Taylor.

Rose was right. 

I wasn’t one of them.

“Where’s my mother?” I asked the two women.

“She drowned that day,” the fat woman told me.

“What day?”

“There was an accident in the canal.”

Swimming with the swans.

“My father?”

“We have tried to locate him. He closed all his affairs and bought a ticket to the Far East.”

“Where?”

“Bangkok...But he could be anywhere.”

My mind reeled back to the geography and history books. “Siam,” I muttered.

“Yes, you must come with us now. Somewhere safe. And as for you,” she looked at Noah. The courts haven’t decided what to do yet. We have to examine the boy and see what signs of abusive have been administered.”

“Never touched him. Loved him as my own. Taught him all I knew. You can’t just be taking him away. I saved the boy’s life.”

“I’m not going,” I said.

“You have no choice. You can come now or you can be taken by the police. Its better you come now, love,” the pony-tailed social worker said.

What the hell was a social worker anyway? Somebody who intruded in other people’s business. Busy bodies looking out for the evil in others and never seeing it within themselves. 

“You may as well be taking my heart with you when you go,” Noah said. “If it weren’t for me he would be dead.”

A tear travel down the old bastard’s cheek. The salt water slowly fell down and rested in the pit of an acne scar and there it remained. Perhaps forever.  

I felt numbness. 

Nothing. 

“Jimmy will be put into care and then adopted by a foster family. You have every right to go through the correct legal channels to try and gain custody.”

“Legal channels? I can’t  read nor write and youse ganna take the boy aways from me?”

“There is a team that helps you with the process. We shall send somebody down here to talk to you about it. “Jimmy,” the fat woman said. “Gather your things.”

My things consisted of three books, a stolen packet of polo mints, two t-shirts, a toothbrush, and a pair of tracksuit bottoms.

I’ve always traveled light.  

***

The care home was a kind of half-way house for the neglected, abused and unruly. I fitted in just fine. First day a kid in his early teens tried to pull down my shorts and rub his erection against me. I spun around kneed him in the balls eight times. Grabbed him by the throat. “Just because your old man’s been fooling around with you don’t give you the right to do it to others,” told it to him straight. Choked the bastard and then put another knee to his groin until he found reason.

He said nothing to the entrepreneurs that ran the joint but the word spread and the kids left me alone after that. It was a case of bunk beds in a real house. My first real house. I experienced breakfast for the first time, and going to bed at a set time. Laying there awake listening to the other boys masturbating under their duvets. I guess it was better than the site but I missed Noah, I missed his logic, his warped knowledge of nature and mistrust of outsiders. I even missed the smell of his super strength lager and the sounds of him snoring at night. I missed the walks in the woods, the trails, the birds, the foxes. I missed the freedom of being a gypsy.

I missed Rose.

The gypsy family were in my heart.    

LET ‘EM COME


now



GET BACK out on the street. Make a swift exit while the sister is looking the other way. Nurses, doctors try to pull me back. Fuck ‘em.

Notice some police uniforms lurking around.

Not in the mood for talking.

Some Indian doctors saying something as I hobble down the ward.

Sorry Gov’.

Don’t speak Punjab.

Wouldn’t mind giving that yellow nurse another shot, mind, but the ground is moving. 

Just.

Hit the street.

Make it to the off license. The bird behind the counter has a pair of Bristols that you could spend a week exploring. Maybe it’s the drugs that’s giving me the raging horn but it seems that everything is worth a good poking. You put a skirt on right now, I’d fucking do you. 

Ample bosom says,

“What do ya want?”

Tell her like it is:

“A smile, a pack of Bensens, copy of The Sun, and a small bottle of Bells.”

She does her thing. Apart from the smile.

I give her one of mine. Hand over the dough.

Take a look at the paper, nothing about a robbery, as if there would be, check the sports section.  

Burnley at home.

The leg hurts, hurts like a bitch, but I’ve never known life without pain and I don’t miss the game. And I know the drugs to quell it.

Hail a black cab and tell him to pedal it to New Cross.

It’s Saturday.

And that meant one thing.

––––––––

AMBULANCE


now



ED SLID along and propped up the bar and waited for the barman to serve him. He looked like an extra in a zombie flick. Blood drenched his shirt and jeans. Cuts and bruises on his mug. 

He waited a long time.

The barman walked over. He looked like a geezer who could handle situations. Half a beard and a shed load of trouble. Prison tattoos and personality to earn them. Ex-football hooligan or player. He leaned over the bar his huge face next to Ed’s battered mug.  “You don’t need a drink, son, you need a hospital.”

The barman made a call, speaking in a deep gravely cockney voice and Ed sat there the speed and the vodka rushing through his blood stream. 

The lights of the ambulance outside reminded him of an all-nighter on Brighton Beach. 

The paramedics came in the pub and took him by the arm and led him to the ambulance waiting outside.

He heard one of the paramedics say.

“This patient has been patched back together with some kind of adhesive.”

Paramedic two replied. “Yeah, superglue, they used to use this method in combat zones. Works quicker and faster than stiches.”

“Good heavens, what do we do?”

“Nothing, just keep him comfortable – the doctors will apply a solvent to remove the adhesive and then stich him up.”

Been stitched up already, thought Ed. 

––––––––

WHITE RIOT


then



FROM THE school library I found the public libraries. Bromley, Sevenoaks, Tonbridge. It takes a long time to work your way through those monsters. Bromley is enough for anyone. The supernatural section took a good few weeks and that was the smallest section.

Bounty would look at me reading in the lounge and pull a face. “What you want is to discover something real rather than keeping your nose in those books.”

“Fuck you, Bounty.”

Bounty was what we called him owing to fact that he was a black boy being brought up by white folks. Like the chocolate bar he was white on the inside.

Bounty was five years older than me, which when you’re nine is almost a life time. 

“You ever watch the game?” he asked.

“What game?”

“The football. The match, what you talking about ‘what game’”

“What’s all the excitement about?”

“Put down that book and I’ll show you.”

We slipped out on that Saturday afternoon. 

He told me the old stories about how Millwall were in the first division for the first time in their history back when he went as a kid. After one hundred and three years and sixty-one seasons in the football league the Lions were in the top tier of English football. At the time this meant little, but looking back it was something astonishing, he explained. As we walked from Burmondsy station we passed a gypsy site. A sudden feeling of loss and sorrow. Then we were away to the ground. The odd supporter would call Bounty a ‘fucking nigger’ or something to that effect but it didn’’t seem to bother him. He would talk about the good old days and about Sherringham’s skill in front of goal. Cascarino’s height and presence in the box. Hurlock’s fearless defending.  But current squad with Tim Cahill, Steven Reid, and Dennis Wise as captain and manager. Bomber Harris as striker were a nice tidy squad. A team that took them to the FA Cup final. The thing that struck me that day most of all was the crowd. Fearless, unforgiving and brutal. The language was out of this world – even for a boy who grew up in a gypsy camp. The anger, the frustration, the joy, the sorrow, every emotion spilled over onto the terraces of Cold Blow Lane.

Often the anger spilled outside the ground. 

Every club that came to visit us either brought as little fans as possible or if they were one of the London clubs or say Leeds, or Cardiff they’d bring the firm. While we were only grunts we’d get involved now and again. I once saw Bounty cut a Palace supporter’s face open.

After the game the Palace fan was only a small geezer wearing glasses. He was drunk and chanting as he left the stadium. Bunty ran and lept on him, a flash of metal and there he lay on the pavement. 

Bounty trotted back over, a smile, “best move sharpish boys”, he said.    

We went every other Saturday. Home games and the odd away game the scraps after the game were ordinarily not planned until that is we met Mad Frank who introduced us to the Bushwacker firm and some of the baby firm who we were to run with for a couple of years.

The meets after the game became more regular. The scraps got scrappier. The older firm would buy us cans of beer. Got drunk for the first time before the match. What was once a lively football stadium became a coliseum. That first beer buzz was like somebody somewhere turned the lights on in the stadium. The game was on.   

Mad Frank was about eighteen and would invite us to the meets after the game. Frankie dressed smartly, mostly clothes he’d nicked from clothes shops. “Just go in the changing rooms, take a bag with you and fill it up, no fucking bother.”

Frankie led the younger crew with an iron fist. He was the first to go into battle and would put his own safety at risk to help any of the younger mob. This violent streak was not restricted to humans. He was  violent with animals too. I once saw him jump up into the air and punch a copper-mounted police horse on the nose. The horse reared back and we legged it through the smell of fried onions, burger vans, graffiti, piss-soaked alleyways, back to the station. 

“Jimmy, we got a meet with the Zulu’s this Thursday, cup draw. You in?”

I nodded. These were Birmingham lads. 

“Don’t tell Bounty. That geezers a liability. Nothing wrong with a good old punch up, but I don’t like blades, never have done. You saw what he did to that Palace geezer’s face. I’m telling you Jimmy, be careful of that cunt. He’s unpredictable.”

––––––––

NO ONE LIKES US

NO ONE likes us

No one likes us

No one likes us

We don’t care

We are MILLWALL

SUPER MILLWALL

We are MILLWALL

From the Den

That’s how it goes.

Fucking original ah?

“Shit, your breath smells like you been drinking whiskey.”

“Yeah – and yours smells like you been talking shit.”

Bounty.

You had to either love him or kill the cant and throw him in the fackin canal. But we liked the canal. As kids we played there. Bounty was in the care home too. He was black, I was a gypsy. We used to sneak down to the canal and smoke. The ducks like it. It was a nice place, the canal. 

‘No one likes us, no one likes us.’

We don’t care.

Fuck knows. You get attached to a club and it’s like a bad wife or mother – ever disappointing you and leading you in the wrong direction but you know better than to stray because loyalty is what counts on the sites and the estates and without it you’re properly screwed. 

And we don’t care.

The younger crew jumping up and down fueled on pills or powder. Probably the  pills I lost in the deal. Yeah – it’s the perfect crime. Find out where a drug deal is going down and turn up with the shooters. Not like the dealers or the buyers will go to the filth. I almost envy the body-builders that shot me in the kneecap. But it hurts, hurts like a bitch. And the slags are out of reach.

And Byron probably got the news already.

‘No one likes us.’

The old boys stand there in their flat caps and even, get this, the odd sheepskin jacket. Henry is playing a blinder crossing from the flanks but there’s nobody on the end of them. Dunne is sliding in like there’s no tomorrow clearing up at the back and tearing forward with pace. Used to be a sprinter before he played football full-time.. Jimmy Abdou is there strong and secure  in the back line. He goes in for every challenge, fearless, unperturbed.

‘Millwall till I die.’

If you haven’t been then you don’t understand it. It’s not like Spurs or Palace or Arsenal, you understand. It’s the  Den and you don’t know what it’s like until you been there, had the grotty Lion-burger (extra onion, watery sauce) and seen your team go a couple of goals down.

The singing. Oh yes, the singing.

There’s a sudden new song. To the tune of London bride is falling down:

BYRON, BYRON IS OUR FRIEND, IS OUR FRIEND,

IS OUR FRIEND,, IS OUR FRIEND,

BYRON, BYRON, IS OUR FRIEND,

HE KILLS COPPERS!

Throat goes dry and hands clammy. 

I feel my balls rise up a notch.

Up by the top row he sits, Ed Case next to him. Byron’s wearing a business suit and drinks from a hip flask. Ed is surveying the rows. I pull my hood up. 

“Don’t look now, Bounty, but e’s up there.”

“So what you gonna do?”

“Don’t look. Keep your eyes on the game. He give me fifty large to do the exchange.”

“What happened?”

“Third party. Some body-builders took the merchandise and took the cash. Dealer got shot dead. I took a bullet in the leg. He’ll want paying.” 

“Bank job?”

“Too risky. Fucking cameras everywhere.”

“Bookies?”

“Bounty, this is no time to place a fucking bet.”

“No you pillock, you raid the bookies – they always have the cash and minimal security – breeze in with a fucking shooter and Bob’s your mother’s brother.”

“Where do I get this so called shooter.”

“How about this?”

Bounty pulls out a weapon from his jeans.

“It’s a fucking cap gun – a fucking air gun.”

I said more out of hope than real experience. 

“I know that, you know that – but does the bookie know that?”

“Give it here.”

And then we watch Burnley take a run down the flank, cross over a ball into the box and the striker nods it in and we both know that we’re fucked.

TEENAGE KICKS


now



BYRON was outside on the front lawn smoking a cigar when he watched his precious little Rose walk up the gravel driveway to the mansion. Except she wasn’t so little anymore. Nor precious. She’d grown up into the kinda woman that would dig a few graves just like her mother had. She wore a tight black top, leggings and her hair was tied up, make-up smeared – been out all night, another one of these fucking raves. Popping a couple of pills no doubt. MDMA powder...

Drugs was something they never spoke about.

“Where do you think you’ve been?” he growled.

“Out.”

“Out where?”

“I’m nineteen, daddy. I go wherever I please.”

“Not while you’ll living under my roof, sweetheart,” he said. He thought for a moment. “What’s his name?”

“Who?”

“I’ve just got back from the game. You’ve been out almost twenty-four hours. TWENTY-FOUR HOURS. So you go out all night and there’s no fella involved. Just give me his name love. That’s all I need.”

“Maybe I’m into girls?”

“Not if you take after your mother.”

It was a sore subject – his wife, Rose’s mother, had walked out when she was just six. Byron had employed a succession of maids and au pairs to bring his daughter up. She went to a private catholic school.

University was a sore subject.

Everything was sore with Dad.

Byron had learned everything he had needed to know on the streets and in the prison library. His little girl deserved better. She was all that he had.

For her it would be different.

She made a face at her dad and barged past him and up three flights of stairs into the space that was more of an apartment than a bedroom. She had her own bathroom, living room, bedroom. She placed a record on the turntable – Future sound of London. Papua New Guinea. Opened a drawer and found what she was looking for: a blister pack of six blue tablets. Vallium 10 milligrams – the perfect way to crash from a night on the speckled doves.

She laid down on the bed under the covers, her fingers found her center and she began to play with herself. The dull rush of ecstasy reaching out for one final dance, a wave of relief, maybe the last.

Finally she came.

Downstairs Byron found it impossible to understand why they needed to listen to their music so loud. Jimmy hadn’t been at the match. He had to formulate a plan. Find out where he was and when he found him, let him know that he had been found. 

Now where was that bag of grass she’d been saving for a rainy day?

––––––––

SCOOBY SNACKS

LADBROKES, Old Kent Road.

“We go in and fucking start swearing like a couple of fishwives. There’s nothing to it. Just act like yourself,” Bounty said smiling like the cat that got the Dairy Lee. 

“Watch it, Bounty.”

“Why?”

“Do you think before you fucking speak or does it just come out like that, Bounty. Tell me truthfully, have you ever had a nice fucking thought about anyone?”

“Only your mother.”

“My mother’s dead.”

“Exactly.”

I know he’s fucking with me. 

It’s part of the routine, get hyped up before the job.

I hope. 

“Right. That’s it. We’re going in.”

Door swings open and its full of Muppets on fruit machines and watching horses on television screens running around the tracks scribbling down numbers on little betting pads. Some mouthy bitch in a tracksuit is arguing with a chav in a hoody. Talking about food for the baby and cigarettes. What a great fucking society we live in where government spongers gamble their hand-outs and squeeze out kids to claim more benefit. I hate the pair immediately but we have a job to do. We make it over to the booth and I grab the kid behind the counter by the scruff of the neck pull him towards me. “Right youse, hand over the fackin lira.”

“I, I, I...”

Spotty bastards got a stutter can only be eighteen years old, wearing a sweater with a fake Lacoste badge on it. “The deutschmarks, baby. Hand it over.”

“We, only keep a small amount here. C-C-C-“

“Cant,” Bounty eloquently says.

“Company procedures. For a big win we go to the bank.”

“I said Fackin show me the fackin dollars before I stick that weapon,” I say nodded towards Bounty who stands, legs slightly apart with the Glock trained on him, “so far down your throat you’re be auditioning for a part in Kenny does Old Kent road.”

His face makes an expression like he just squeezed the turtle’s head down the bowl.

I slip over the counter and have a look in the till – about a grand in cash by the looks of it. “Is that all there is?”

“I p-p-p-promise. Take it. Take it all.”

Bounty aims the weapon and fires.

You ever seen a geezer’s jaw separate from his skull?

You don’t want to.

Claret everywhere. Fucking horror scene.

Jesus. Danny. No.

Chav geezer comes up to us. “Used to go to school with that cant.”

“Well fucking doing something about it you useless cunt,” his chav girlfriend says. “Thought you always talking ‘bout ‘ow fucking hard you ares.”

“Fucking hard?” says Bounty. I’ll show you fucking hard. He aims the weapon at the kid’s stomach and fires him a kidney shot. The floor grabs the chav and he lays there flapping around in his own stomach acid. “As for you mouthy bitch,” he grabs her by the hair and brings her to him. She screams, spits in his face, calls him a fucking nigger.

“Thou protest too much,” says Bounty and with one hand manipulates her jaw open and with the other inserts the barrel of the gun into her mouth. He looks down at her boyfriend. “How deep she take it, boy?” 

The chav  spews up bile on the floor  

I want to say ‘no.’

Jesus. Christ. Bounty.

Bounty takes out a roll of masking tape from his back pocket and wraps it around her mouth. Spins her around. Her hands grip the betting booth. Pulls down her tracksuit and there’s no underwear and a lot of bush.

Jesus. Bounty. Christ. 

I turn away and listen to the chorus of grunts of pleasure as Bounty finds his rhythm and whimpers of pain from the boyfriend as he burns in his acid.

“You like it don’t you, ya fackin like it.”

Bounty. Christ. Jesus.

Its over in a few beats.

Bounty, spins back around shooter in his hand and points it at the rest of the old geezers. Some of whom are smiling – like they had just watched the latest crime flick.

Some of them probably got off on it. 

Saved it in the spank bank. 

“Shit. Let’s fackin do one.”

“Looks like we got little choice.” Bounty says turning to the rest of the punters. “When the law asks we were a couple of guys from up North. Yorkshire accent trying our luck. You think you can remember that.”

A few nods. 

A fat guy gives him the thumbs up.

“If not we will fucking find you,” Bounty adds.

I take the money and stuff it into the bag like a scene from crime-watch.

“Let’s fucking do one, like now.”

Then the bookies and the streets are behind us.

Along with the plan.

I learnt one thing that day.

Never trust Bounty with a cap gun.

––––––––

LONDON CALLING


now



Crime-watch.

Don’t have nightmares – please sleep well.

Miss Jones recognized Jimmy, well the boy that acted his part. 

Valentino. 

Taken into care. 

The child was all she could see, that gifted child running out the bookies with a negro and a bag of cash. 

A robbery.

Rape. 

Crikey!

The large seven bedroom house she had inherited from her father’s wife and she had somehow made her own. A house full of memories, books, ornaments she recalled as a child. The old rocking horse, a gramophone. She puts away the groceries in the large kitchen larder that stood next to the oil Aga oven that she rarely used. Along with the house came the money. Money that her father, following her mother’s death, had piled away in the house. Hidden to avoid inheritance tax. Hidden from her step-mother. He was a wise old badger, her father, Irish and good with money, unique in many ways. She walks over to the study and sits at the desk. She shakes the mouse to bring the computer screen to life. She logs onto the national records depart online. Ancestry being her main hobby since she had given up teaching and moved to the large old house in South London. It takes little more than an hour to find what she needs. The birth certificate. She opens a drawer and takes out a business card and calls the social worker who she had spoken to all those years ago. A few more phone calls, shifts from one department and then she finds the social worker and tells her about Jimmy. The social worker sighs, it was a long time ago, but she can remember the name of the town his father had gone to. A town name like that was not easy to forget. 

Fun City. 

She turns on the television to catch the local news again. Two men robbed a bookies, one raped a woman at the crime scene. 

Miss Jones begins to cry, slowly at first and then weeps. She recovers with a stiff gin and walks back to her desk. She could call the police, tell them the boy’s name. But he belonged with his father not in a prison cell.  Instead she looks on the internet and finds the website of a cheap private detective.

JOE DYLAN

INTERNATIONAL PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR

Joe Dylan, private eye, was nursing a Bloody Mary in Fun City’s Blackout bar. The alcohol was dying inside him like a hungry animal. It was his tenth and he was beginning to reach that stage where hungoverness parked her ugly ass into drunkenness. He downed the glass and spoke to the barman. “Give me another.”

“You’ve had enough, Joe.”

“My money not good enough for you?”

“Your money’s fine. Drinkers are good business for a bar. Drunkards are bad business,” the Scotsman said. He was a huge brute and Joe had not the time nor the energy to make him see sense. He had switched to the booze to take the edge off the skag turkey. Kept drinking since he had met Hale. Figured he was in a better place, but that’s what drinkers think when they’re drinking. There was also a better place. A new bar, a new girlfriend, a new part of town, another town. There was always somewhere better, but with the bottle a new place was never better than the bottle in hand. 

Never a smart move.

The geographical they called it. 

The phone call pulled him out of it.

He hardly remembered he had it on him. An old Nokia, he thought for a moment of Hale with his smart phone and his GPS, his new list of clients, clients that would have once of been his. 

Well, Hale was welcome to them.

The phone kept ringing.

Ding a ling-ling.

Picked it up.

“Is this Joe Dylan Private Investigator.”

The call had that crackling sound of a long distance overseas call. A job. “Yeah,” he slurred.

“I’m calling from England. We have a young man named James Taylor here, and well, it’s a long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

He was sure in fact, that was all he had. 

Time.

She kept prattling on.

“It appears that his father left the child under the assumption that he was drowned in the Tonbridge Canal. We have reason to believe that his father a Mr Taylor is living in the area you cover. And I thought maybe you could find the father. Tell him about this, erm, situation and bring the child and father back together. Reunite them.” The voice was educated. Hard to place. Partly Irish and partly Southern England, London.

“You do, huh?” Joe said.

“Yes.”

“And what do you want me to do about it?”

“We want you to come over to the UK and talk to the young man, he’s, in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“I can’t explain over the telephone. But I can deposit five thousand pounds into your bank account and arrange a flight to London.”

“London?”

The concept hit him like a slap around the face.

“Yes.”

“No. Too many ghosts.”

“Ghosts?”

“It’s a long story.”

“But the father must know at least. At least you can find him”

“I could find him,” Joe said. He could just take the five grand and live it up for the next few months. Find a stash and hole up in the apartment until the monsoon rains stopped. Or he could return to the city. “Give me your email, I’ll send over the banking details.”

She gave it to him. He noted it down on his hardback pocket note book and switched off the telephone.

Looked at the brute behind the bar. “You’ll regret not serving me that last glass, big boy. I just won the lottery.”

––––––––

THERE’S NO OTHER WAY

THE CASTLE pub. We count out the money.

“Nine hundred fucking quid.”

That’s four fifty each?”

“We buy some coke knock it out and reinvest.”

“I know you – you’ll stick half of it up your hooter?”

“And you?”

“I’ll snort the other half. Helps me think.”

So we buy an ounce of coke and head to the West End.

What would you do?

Begin a career in graphic art?

Go to university?

Get a degree?

So an ounce of coke it was. 

––––––––

CAUGHT BY THE FUZZ

SERGEANT SWIFT switched from the animal porn he had recently uncovered and looked at the betting shop footage. There was something similar about the two. Just  animals. Yet he compared it with images from Millwall football violence – they looked familiar but it was hard to tell. A chav and a black. They weren’t exactly in short supply. Like dogs and horses at the tracks he gambled away his paycheck at they all looked the same. He needed evidence and nobody on the scene was talking. 

Now this.

Swift was anything but. The large body of a pie and real ale man with large fore-head and features heavier than a street whore’s crack habit. His hands were small, legs short. Pace wasn’t his strong point.

He stood and made it to the door of his basement apartment turned the key and out into the cold damp London night, streetlamps dully lit the street casting long shadows of parking meters and the perimeter fence of the church and the surrounding graveyard, tombstones, naked skeletal trees, dark fearsome hands.  

He decided the Golden Goose might have the answer. The pub was one he used often in his younger years. Sometimes it helped. A pint that was – to clear the memory. And the job came with the tiredness. It was strange that alcohol acted as a stimulant not a depressive for Swift; he needed a bite here and there to get through the day. He watched the film again in his mind and flicked through the local records from memory. Neither of them had a record, a prosecution, and there wasn’t exactly a lot of people speaking.

Across the bar a thin pock-marked red faced Irishman mumbled to himself making gestures both patently obscene and incomprehensible to the complacent cigarette machine. The drunk moved up to Swift and pointed one boney finger at the copper’s nose.

“You,” he said and then began to laugh hysterically in a mocking splutter of old cigarettes and tired whiskey. “Haven’t got a chance,” he carried on in his patter. The rank smell of stale animal sweat and broken dreams.

“Move along, old man,” Swift said, flashing his warrant card.

“Oh, a pig,” the drunk said. “A pig that will be pricked by a Rose,” again that laugh, mucus bubbling in the back of his throat.

Swift downed his pint and grabbed the drunk by the collar dragged him out of the pub and out onto Fenchurch. Slammed him against the wall. 

“What you talking about?”

“Oh nothing sir, sometimes I see things, a gift, a seer, they called me, sir, no offence. Woodlands, a Rose. A flower of a girl. A shame about your wife, sir. And with a friend, too.”

Swift let go of the man and stumbled back towards the panda car. A sudden dizziness took ahold of him.

He made to the car and reached into the glove-box. Took out a bag and opened it. Vallium blue. Ten milligrams. Let the tablet dissolve on his tongue. Washed the taste away with a good hit of Bells from a pint bottle. 

Gypsies. 

Drove east along Fenchurch, Houndsditch and took Petticoat Lane, a left, a right, another left.

A curry. 

Brick Lane was not what it once used to be. It had changed for the better. Especially since the law allowed him to stop and search any suspect without a reason.

Drove the police car and got out into the hustle and bustle of the street. Noticed two youths sharing a joint. Walked over flashing his warrant card.

He smiled slowly and compassionately like he’d just caught his own son masturbating. 

“Lad’s, hand it over now and they’re be no grief.”

The kids were from out of town, up north somewhere, and one said to the other, “Just give him the gear.”

A bag was handed over. About an eighth of skunk. 

“Now move away from here and don’t let me see you in town again.”

Walked back to the panda, opened the glove compartment and took out a pack of rizla. Swift rolled up a joint of neat skunk and smoked it down to the butt.

Now he was ready for his curry. A Madras or, to hell with it, a Vindaloo would do.

Extra hot mate.

As he tore a piece of nan bread and wiped it into the sauce a thought occurred to him.

What if Byron had arranged for the meatheads to steal the merchandise and the cash and he was simply playing the police and Jimmy?

Things began to make sense as he drained the rest of his Kingfisher and paid the bill.

––––––––
BABY JAMES

JOE WALKED up to Taylor’s apartment room. It didn’t take long to find him. They were on a case together concerning a seventies pin-up model once known as The White Flamingo, her wayward son, and the murder of four of Fun City’s women of the night. The call should have come as a surprise but surprises were limited in Fun City. The city was located in the Far East and had a climate that was hot all year apart from the months the monsoon came and flooded the city, washed away all the filth and the dust down into the drains where the rats and the pythons dwelt. The town was one long beach road with a filthy beach and sickly looking palm trees spread along a boardwalk. It wasn’t the swimming nor the nature that millions of tourists flocked to Fun City for. The tourists were mainly Western, Americans, Europeans, Russians who spent their hard earned currency on cheap hotel rooms and companions to accompany them inside these squalid dens. The companions were farm girls and boys from upcountry, transsexual prostitutes, old toothless hookers. Everyone had a price in Fun City. A city built on money, greed and the pleasures of the flesh. How Taylor and Joe found themselves there is another story.

The door opened. Taylor looked like he had just awoken. A man in his fifties with a pronounced Roman nose. His long hair was matted and his eyes squinted as if the light offended them.

“Do you want the good news or the bad?” Joe said, easing himself into the apartment. 

“With you, Joe, the news is always bad.”

“Well depends on which way you look at the news. But whether its good or bad I recommend one thing.”

“What?”

“That you sit down before I tell you.”

Taylor slumped into his lazy-boy chair and Joe took the psychiatrist’s couch that sat in front of a row of books, two of which Taylor had written.

“I had a call from London,” Joe said.

He told him about the teacher, about the gypsy camp, the school, about Jimmy. 

“Jimmy lived?” 

Taylor massaged his temples, found it difficult to swallow, stood, dazed.

“Still living,” Joe replied.

“I can’t believe it.” Taylor took a walk towards the drinks cabinet and poured them both a stiff one. “To think all this time I’ve been...”

“You weren’t to know. Those gypsies aren’t the type to play fair. Those hoops are too small for the pins at the funfair. The big-wheel is all rusted. The goldfish die after three days. I once had a sister who...”

“Forget your sister,” Taylor growled.

“Look. They probably couldn’t even read the newspaper reports. Probably use newspapers to wipe their assholes. Line the elephant cage. Whatever.”

“I can’t go...It’s too,” Taylor struggled for the word. “Emotional.”

“My assignment is to go see the kid and bring him back here. If the money’s real. If you want me to go...”

“Promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“You tell me what kind of trouble he’s in. Bring him here. Once he’s here. We will leave town together. I have money, the book...”

“The White Flamingo?”

“It sold. I can take him anywhere, Switzerland, France. Anywhere but here or England.”

“I hear you. But for some this town is a difficult one to leave. The kid might want to stay.”

The monsoon rains began to fall slowly at first and the sky cracked open and the downpour begun.

“Let’s hope he can swim,” Taylor said looking out the window.

“Tell me Taylor, how does it feel to be a writer?”

He let the thought dance and swirl in his mind like lit  baileys on top of a B-52. “How does it feel? It feels like you’ve been on a ten year drinking spree with nothing but shaky hands, insomnia, and a deep urge to drown oneself in a river of sludge. It’s like trying to mold a statue from a heap of manure and then setting fire to it and listening to the chattering and mumblings of thousands around you. It’s like carving a sand sculpture and then watching the tide wash it away. The doing it is the best part. The lonely hotel rooms, the cafes the pubs, watching those around you and spying on them. The ending is like selling a deformed baby to the highest bidder. Then some mad scientist gets to experiment on him. Many say the shit smells bad. Some like the smell of it. But if one out of ten likes the smell of that burning crap then you have yourself a bestseller.”

“And then what?”

“And then you try to go on that ten year drunk and make out with beautiful women who only want a piece of intelligence or money or warmth or a father for their child. You ask me how it feels to be a writer. I ask you how it feels to be a man?”

“You just described it.”

“Thanks. Now find my boy whilst I disappear for a few days into a bottle of whiskey and a novel or two. The thing with being a writer is that you have to read. And reading gets in the way the same way drinking gets in the way. If I had my way I would spend the next year in bed reading, telephoning out for pizza and sucking Tiger Sweat out of a tank.”

“I’d rather you write than drink if it is okay of me to say.”

“You’re so clean cut yourself? Shooting up every-day and pretending to be kind of bullshit private eye. Get on the plane and find him. Bring him back here.”

“What if I can’t?”

“What do you mean?”

“I think you do. What if he’s dead?”

“Buy some flowers. Just find out the truth. You know when I was in my late teens I left home and went on the hippie trail.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“This was back in the days when Afghanistan was somewhere you didn’t bomb. Anyway, five years I was away for, never once telephoned home. Arrived back bolder, with more energy, wanted to tell my parents about the whole adventure. Wanted to tell the milkman and the old lady at the post-office. Well the milkman – the last time he went abroad was to kill Nazis and didn’t like it much.”

“And the lady at the post office?”

“Deaf as a post. But that’s not the point I went home. And you know what happened,” he took a long hard bite on the juice.

“Tell me.”

“I knocked on my front door and it was answered by a man I’d never seen before. This man was obviously gay. I mean that in a totally non-homophobic way. What I mean was he was as charming a man as I had ever met, therefore I came to the somewhat juvenile conclusion that he wasn’t wholly one. A man, that is. Well dressed in a pressed pair of trousers, a brilliant white shirt and I swear to the Lord above, a cravat. I promise as the day is long he may have even had a monocle, but the image fades. Mid-thirties, hair side-parting, warm smile. He invited me in. And it was like walking into a different house with all the furniture had been changed. The older man told me, they, my parents, had moved away three years back, he didn’t say where.”

“What did you do?”

“We sat on the sofa. We spoke about French literature, he had known Celine and Jean Genet. Had met the beats in Paris. We had drinks, and he tried to seduce me. I told him to back off and you know what the old goose did, he backed off. Offered me my old room back. The room that looked over the garden and onto the berry trees where the chaffinches  fed in the morning. The birds would wake me through that open window. The old goose, George, that was his name, had books on ornifology  – once I saw a crossbill feed on that tree.”

“A rare winter migrant.”

“Impressive, Joe, you know your birds. Anyway, things improved over time. Got me enrolled into university, George did. Took me on like a father, he would have occasion parties where women would sit naked and meditate and guys with long hair would read poetry standing on the coffee table. You see my childhood before this was terrible – am I talking too much?”

“Carry on.” Joe looked at the drinks cabinet and then headed toward it and poured himself a large one.

“My mother had a condition. A condition whereby she would make me sick to garner sympathy from practitioners in the medical profession.”

“Munchausen by proxy?”

“I’m surprised again, Joe.”

“I’ve read enough to cover the basics.”

“The Boy in the Window?”

“A fantastic book, Taylor. You should write another like it.”

“Well I plan to when Jimmy returns. I hadn’t, however, heard of the condition. Not until I moved into the old family home with my new homosexual father and his band of artist libertine friends. This is why you must bring Jimmy back to me, Joe, do you understand?”

Joe nodded. Walked towards the door, opened it. The rains had stopped if only for an hour or so. Outside in the street an old pinched-faced woman swept a tiled driveway. The type of driveway you could have eaten your dinner off. It wasn’t the floor she was sweeping. It was something else, something much deeper, more painful, something she could never clean, Joe figured. Either that or it was Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. His or hers, he couldn’t be sure. Both doomed. But there was a difference. This was his last chance. Perhaps she hadn’t gotten one; a chance, that was. Or perhaps she swept that chance away like the dirt on her tiled driveway.

Lost forever.  

––––––––

NIGHT-CLUBBING

A LUMP of charley in my sky rocket like the rock of Gibraltar and me walk into the club and order a couple of beers, the last line wearing off, light a Bensons, and get a bit of the buzz back. The Area – Railway arches, fucking railway arches, but the vibe is fine, John Digweed on the decks and I head off to the  cubicle for a livener before returning back to the bar and hey fucking presto Danny’s got a couple of birds either side of him. They seem like rich gash and lapping up his one liners like the cunt’s spouting Yeats. But they’ll be interesting once they get to grips with the rock in my pocket and then it’s all plain sailing. Shooting the shit. 

Bird calls herself Rose.

Rose.

Then it fucking hits me like a slug of lead from a twelve bore.

I say that with authority.

Jesus H. Christ.

“Are you okay,” she says.

“You don’t remember?” I say.

“Remember what?”

“The Rose Garden. We were eight or nine years old.”

“Oh. My. God,” she says in one of those  posh accents. But it’s okay, I’ve come full circle. And the voice isn’t really annoying. It is Rose. “Jimmy!”

We embrace. What the fuck is that, embrace? We hold each other. Two fucked up kids on drugs holding each other and holding onto the memory of a long summer afternoon. Her hair is blonde, but cut short with a fringe that falls over her eyes. She is wearing a tank-top and she has a tattoo on her left shoulder. Ask her about it. Here’s a hint, boys. If a girl has a tattoo, you ask about it. You tell her you like it.

Telling a girl you like her tattoo is like telling her you dig her poetry or her herb garden. It’s telling her you like a choice that she has made. A bold daring choice that will stay with her forever. Tell a girl you like her eyes or her lips and her tits she will think you’re liking shit she had no decision about. Stick with the clothes, the tattoos, the make-up. The stuff they’ve thought about. The stuff they’ve decided to do. 

Trick works a treat.

“It’s mandarin,” she says pointing to the Chinese pictorial. “For Rose.” 

“Like the ducks Noah used to poach,” I say. “Regal-paddlers.” She laughs. Maybe she gets it. Maybe she doesn’t. But she laughs and when she does the room brightens up and the warm glow of chemicals bring us closer.

Closer than before. 

“What happened to you?” She asks with a hint of concern and a healthy dose of curiosity.

“Taken into care. Left home. Hit the street and found myself bumping into beautiful strangers.”

“Strangers?”

“Well almost.”

“You didn’t say a word that day, Jimmy, but you didn’t need to.”

My heart sang, fucking swam with joy.

“You like it when I don’t talk?”

“Shhh,” she held my hand and there we sat at the table watching the dancers and the posers and the kids trying their hardest to be fashionable. I let her speak about the problems of having a rich daddy and how she quit university due to her party lifestyle. Well, I can live with that. She spoke about the shallowness of her friend’s obsessions and she spoke about the Rose Garden.

How it meant something.  

She suggests we get up and dance. She pretends not to notice the limp. We sit back down and mong out on the coke and the MDMA that she has in her purse – look a little bit similar to the ones I had nicked but I let it slide.

Shit load of pills in the city.

Pills and bills.

Thrills and spills.

She leaned against me like a cat craving attention. Slender body, alert, upright, proportionate. Her nose was symmetrical and her mouth large, perhaps too large yet inviting, the mouth, that mouth, you wanted to listen to, kiss, believe in. She wore a red dress a size too small and her breasts ached to be free from it. Perhaps she had had a boob job, it’s never polite to ask. Last time we met we were kids. One thing was certain. Rose was now ripe, hanging, falling from the tree.

She weren’t the only one falling.  

“So how’s business?”

“Import and export, Daddy calls it.”

“And Mummy,” I ask.

“She was exported years ago,” she glanced towards the dance floor. “I told you this before...”

I don’t push it. “Do you still live in...What was the name of the village?” 

“You’ll laugh if I tell you?”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’m homeless,” I say truthfully. 

Technically I was. Hospital was the last residence.

“No, a big strong lad like you, homeless. I’m not having it.”

“Well, almost. But where do you live?”

“In a village.”

“What’s the name of it?”

“What?” She shouted over the music.

“What’s the name of the village?” I shouted back.

“Pratts Bottom,” she said.

I laughed.

She laughed,

The city laughed.

I remembered who her father was, but the danger seemed remote, inviting even.

“The Old Man’s out on business tonight, should be gone a few days,” she said.

“Well, Rose, my dear, lead the way.”

She did.  

––––––––

0X4

SO WE go upstairs her rooms on the fourth or fifth floor of this mansion and she had the floor to herself. Parents minted and too busy spending it to take a look at the beauty, real beauty, they’d produced. I’m so wired on the gear and the pills I forget where I am.

But then I become lost in a painting, a Constable, I think, and then another, an expressionist, small, framed and signed by the original artist. A man who, being a Jew, was kept hidden in a cramped closet and brought paint and materials by close friends. 

Runaway fathers, and dead mothers; moments like this were like velvet gloves, worn by a stranger, the hands of a blind beggar in a frozen East End gutter. A man couldn’t see his own luck but he could at least feel it. Lake poets rose to, and demanded more of, those velvet gloves and closeted artists and cursed the world for the frailty and brevity of their passing. Moments like these were why German Jews painted portraits of half-forgotten prostitutes inside closets under fear of persecution. Why babies learn to swim without being taught.

Or perhaps I had taken too much of the gear to keep a clean slant on the angle. No, conscious told me, he was right, usually, conscious, and he was just about to say something when she spoke. “Have one of these.” She hands me a pack of Valium, blues. “And one of these,” Viagra, purple.

I neck both.   

She takes off her clothes, and man, it’s like every particle has been designed for the art of sex. I mean she’s had her lips done, her tits stand out silicon proud, her legs are long and curvy- you don’t buy those. Legs are legs. You know what I’m saying? Her parents made her. I think back to that Rose Garden. The Rose Garden made her. The loss of innocence. The A & A. She is perfect. No art gallery, library, no pornographic magazine or French art film had me prepared for what I was now seeing in front of my own eyes. She was perfect, large full breasts, hung slightly above a thin delicate waist and wide Godzilla-bearing hips. It couldn’t be real, it had to be a dream or perhaps an evil mustached man who drove a Bentley to his Hampsted practice and took beautiful women and made them more beautiful in return for cash. Yes, wait, that was it, there must have been a surgeon; a richly talented well mothered surgeon who took a golden retriever for walks near the river near his Suffolk mansion and made common Roses into rare Orchids. The type that flower that blooms only once every hundred years and when it did, by God, it was a miracle.. My mind was now mush or slush, or that and the valium had brought me out from a cocoon of doom into a tranquil garden where birds sang, butterflies flew and flowers bloomed once every hundred years.  Such beauty must truly cost. How had she paid for it? I say.

“How did you pay for it?’”

“The body?”

“Yeah. The mind I can deal with later.”

“How did I pay for IT.”

“Yeah, the tits and the lips, baby, how’d happen.”

“You like it?”

“It’s perfect, fucking A. A&A”

“What does that mean?”

“Admiration and Attraction.”

“Is that all I am to you? A sex object?”

“Right now, yes. Before, no. But right now you are sex. We are not children anymore, Rose. A&A is the formula for love.”

She throws a pillow across the room at me. I use a forearm to deflect it.

She laughs, rolls over on the bed so that she is laying down on her front facing me. “A&A, hey? My father cut off my allowance when I dropped out of university. I went to work in one of the strip joints. You couldn’t believe the money they pay – just to, you know....A&A”

I did. Visited a few in the East End back when I was serving C. Strippers were often the most honest girls in town, especially with a gram of Charles inside their snozzle.

“Well I used the cash to make my body,” she pushed her tits together and smiled. “You like it?

“Yeah, baby.” The C, E, V, D,

“I figured if he weren’t going to help me, then I could help myself. It’s amazing how stupid men are with money.”

“Tell me about it,” I said. Almost said ‘Baby’ again but stopped myself. She stood up from the bed and then sat on the sofa opposite me and her long red fingernails travelled down. She started flicking herself. “You like it when I do this?”

I didn’t know what to say. Said:

“What do you think about, when you’re doing it?”

“All kinds of stuff. Crazy shit. You know, once I was on a bus, going to school, the bus was packed and this man came up behind me. You know what he did?”

“No.”

“He rubbed it up against me. He was, you know, excited, through his trousers, onto my back I could feel it, hard, rubbing against me.”

“What did you do?”

She kept playing with herself, eyes now closed. “I liked it. He kept rubbing that thing against me and then he stopped because he must of, you know...”

I did.

She opened her eyes. “Take off your clothes. I want to see you do it too.”

I played the game.

“That’s great. Now close your eyes.”

“Why?”

“I want to see you dream.”

There was no need to.

“Hmmmm.”

She kept flicking herself and she said, “Now, come inside me – I want it inside me.”

I stood and took the four steps. She opened herself and I entered.

She began to moan and I knew I was in a trap. 

A trap I couldn’t escape from. A trap that I couldn’t visit more than a month at a time but a trap all the same. Some women were crazy and the crazy ones were better than the sane ones at night at least. The trouble a man had was he couldn’t stay with a crazy one without going crazy and a sane one bored him crazy. It was a trap, with no way out. So it’s a choice of a quick glorious painless death or a sow painful decent into a death of boredom. Freud called the orgasm the little death.  He may have had a theory there. Things were much simpler as a child. The danger made it simpler. There were only a few who could switch it off now and again. 

“You know why I had to quit working there?”

“I think you’ll tell me.”

“One day he walked in.”

“Who?” I asked

“Who do think?” she replied with a wicked smile

THE RETURN

JOE HATED airports.

Last time he’d waited in departures he’d decided to forget the flight and stay in the city. This time it was different. He had the five thousand in his account and withdrew enough for half a dozen glasses of wine and something that resembled a sandwich. His Samsonite was packed with four changes of clothes and a package that his better instincts told him was a gamble. An ounce of junk hidden inside a hollowed out copy of a hardback novel.

The novel?

Crime and Punishment.

The truth was he was still chipping away and the London street value of that was enough to start a new life somewhere. Or else it might buy him some security.

He had a few drinks after checking in and boarding pass in hand waited his turn at the immigration queue.

The hair on the back of his head stood on end. His stomach knotted, hands clammy. Stood behind a caravan of Arabs and  felt a little safer. 

As he approached the x-ray machine, he took off his shoes. Took his cheap Nokia and wallet from his bag and put them in the plastic tray along with the Samsonite. 

Walked through the x-ray machine. No bells no alarms no whistles. The crowd in front were being body searched. The airport official, about twenty-five, spotty, was talking to a colleague as his Samsonite went through the x-ray machine. He watched the image, could make out the rectangular image of the book and the pouch inside. Head  turned. Heart hammered. She turned back around to watch the screen but the bag was through. The Arab in front of him was having his bag searched. 

Joe picked up his bag and wallet and hurried towards the exit. And then he heard a voice.

“Wait!”

He spun around. An airport guard in a tight fitting uniform, forty-something, face like a gorilla, held up a hand and pointed at him “You!” he said and then pointed at Joe’s feet. He looked down. The guard smiled and eyed Joe suspiciously. “You forget wear shoes,” he said. 

Joe looked down. 

The guard was right. 

Shoeless.

The guard walked over to the plastic tray and picked up Joe’s suede brothel creepers. Lifted them up and inspected them.

“Why  you in big hurry?”

“It’s my son,” Joe blurted. “He’s waiting for me on the other side.

The guard smiled and handed him the shoes.

The laces took forever to tie. All the time the guard looking over him. Another guard had joined him now. They shared a joke together.

Joe could understand the joke but he didn’t smile. He tied his shoes and thanked the guard. 

Walking through the exit and into the departures. Duty free shopping arcade smell of designer perfume. Joe felt a huge wave of relief. His heart began to slow down to something resembling a normal rhythm.

He walked past a shop selling electrical goods and thought about James Hale with his smart phone, GPS, said under his breath.

Wanker.

Chose a white iPhone and paid the woman the money. She opened the box to check it worked and showed him a few tricks the phone could perform.

Felt like a child at Christmas.    

Hit a bar and ordered a quick succession of gin and tonics. It would be a few gin and tonics on the flight, a sleep, and then the fresh October air of Heathrow airport. The tube to London. The City Lodge next to the square mile and a telephone call. The most difficult call he would have to make.

––––––––

THE LIONS MOUTH

BYRON UNLOCKED the front door and stepped inside. First thing he noticed was Rose’s coat on the coat stand in the hall.

Home for once.

He called out her name and began to climb the stairs slowly, his club foot swinging behind and then in front of him like an awkward burden.

He had a surprise for her. A pair of diamond earrings he’d acquired from a fence for a quarter retail. He’d been a bad parent. She deserved something special.

A special treat.

He felt guilt. The old man felt guilt that he had left her care and upbringing to a bunch of strangers who were now off the scene. It was hard bringing up a daughter without a mother around the house to do the things that mothers do. This was true but there was another side to the coin. Daughters needed fathers more than sons needed mothers. Both required the opposite sex as a primary carer. Basically a kid needed at least one decent parent.  In order to operate in society leaders had to be followed. He had been there. That was the important thing. He had been there. Many others would have fled the scene and left the details to the state. Byron had done well as a father, he had given her the best education he could afford and had let her have her freedom. She may have been trouble but all women were, and he had pushed her to do it. Pushed her into working in the club.

Or had he? 

Had Rose simply manipulated him?

The diamond earrings were simply a way of expressing his gratitude. No, not gratitude, perhaps admiration was a better word.

“Rose!”  

He heard sounds inside the room.

Sounds like she was watching a porn movie.

––––––––

LONDON RULES

THE COORDINATOR looked at Joe across the desk. The office was much the same as before. The purple dead flowers, the painting on the wall, the photograph of his kid on the desk and the piles of files stacked on the floor next to the filing cabinet. “So this is what the tropics does to a man?” he said looking at Joe. He took off his eyeglasses, polished them and then put them back on. “I should have never have sent you out there on that case, Joe. Men go to the tropics and things happen. Women, booze, drugs, disease...”

The coordinator was a man with more chins than a Chinese phone directory and his head was now completely bald. He looked a little like Alfred Hitchcock. The girls in the office called him Humpty after the guy in the children’s song. But the coordinator hadn’t fallen off the wall. 

Joe had.

Fallen hard.

He had bounced off more hotel rooms than he could remember. He had once worked a simple job here in London. Checking up on cheating husbands and employees with their hands in the till. The Bluegreen case in Thailand had both freed him and trapped him. He was aware that the last time the coordinator saw Joe was almost three months clean, thin, white-skinned. Now he had a paunch, a habit, and a face that was red most of the day and night. The five years he had been away had taken ten. 

“I’m not looking for an assessment, sir. I’m looking for a person. Should be easy enough to find. I’m prepared to pay for your help.”

“I won’t charge you a penny, Joe. Shit, I thought you were dead.” The fat man stood up and put his arms around Joe, patted him on the back. “It’s good to see you. Who’s the missing person?”

“Name James Taylor. Born Tonbridge 1993. His mother died in a drowning accident. The father thought he died too. Turns out he was raised by gypsies. I know the father. He is eager to have him removed from the country. I have yet to find out what the pressure is, sir, but I believe it’s real.”

“Okay. That’s all I need. If he has failed on a credit card, been arrested, or generally screwed up I should be able to find him. On the other hand if he has paid his taxes and has a mortgage we should be able to find him. Being raised on a camp isn’t a good start. Give me twenty-four hours.” 

“Thanks.”

“Thanks for what?”

“Thanks for not kicking me out the door.”

“Well, you have twenty seconds before I do just that,” the coordinator smiled.

Joe left the office and walked over to the receptionist. Mary had not changed as much as he had. A little bit more weight perhaps but she was still a fine looking woman. 

“Hello, stranger. What are you doing here?”

“Just some business. I’ve been away.”

“I heard. What brought you back?”

“I missed you, honey. Real bad. Look I need to use the toilets.”

“Charming. You know where they are.”

“Thanks.”

Joe entered the toilets and checking nobody was in any of the cubicles quickly opened his shoulder bag and took out the ounce of herion. He hadn’t touched it in over three days. The codeine pills had taken the edge off the withdrawal. He thought about taking a farewell shot and then thought against it. Why get back on that train. He knew each and every station it stopped at. He opened the door to one of the cubicles and stood on the toilet seat. The suspended ceiling was paneled with square plastic tiles. About the size of a pizza box. He lifted up one and placed the ounce of junk inside.

For security.  

FORTY

THE BEAST

“HE’S HOME!”

“What?”

“Don’t speak. Just put your clothes on quickly. There’s a way out through the window.”

“The window?”

“Quickly.”

I found my jeans and pulled them on. Next the shirt. Shoes. Where the fuck were my shoes? 

A knock at the door.

“ROSE!” The voice said.

Knew that voice from somewhere.

Then through the drug haze it dawned on me.

“Just go,” she whispered. Then as an afterthought writes her number on a rizla paper. 

I pocket it.

Carefully.

Shoeless and coatless I opened the window. A blast of October wind. 

“Open the door, sweetheart, I have something for you,” there was a slight pleading in the old man’s voice. A voice I recognized from somewhere.

Somewhere – shit.

Made it out of the window onto a ledge. Below a twenty foot drop, a tree, an evergreen, if only I could...

The door clicked open and I could hear the old man. The voice familiar. 

Then it twigged.

I jumped, made it onto the evergreen slid through the branches landing in a heap on the lawn. 

Mary mother of God.

I’d just put me fucking neck right in it.

The ground was wet and muddy. Stood up, leg hurt like a bitch. Check my jeans pocket. Thank Christ the wallet’s still in there with a couple of twenties inside, plus a few wraps of Charles, and Rose’s rizla. Cold air sobered me up. Make it out onto the road and sprint barefoot in the rain to the nearest telephone box. Line up a fat one inside the telephone box and use a twenty to hoover it up. Call Beeline taxis and stand inside the phone box smoking cigarette after cigarette until the cunt arrives in a Datsun.

Takes one look at me, shoeless, jacketless, a limp.

“Jesus – you look like you’ve ‘ad a rough night, son.”

He looked like he’d had more rough nights than me in the past but I let it slide. He’s the one with the motor, right?

I get in the back and tell him an address in Bromley. A squat I used to serve up to back when I had my own gaff.

Lost the gaff when the coke habit got heavy.

But that’s another story.

You wanna hear it?

No.

––––––––

THE SQUATTERS

SARAH OPENS the door to the squat. “Jesus, look at the state of you,” she said.

“Charming,” I say. “Where’s the hospitality gone in this country?”

“To the dogs,” she says, more like a question than a statement. Sarah hated dogs – preferred cats.

Horrible fucking animals.

Let’s get something clear about Sarah. 

Sarah was one of those girls who had everything going for her before something went wrong. That thing was brown. It started out as a romance affair and ended up in marriage. They went to the cinema together, visited the zoo, art galleries. One perfect day after another. The open parks and city squares. Mexican restaurants. Exhibitions. There was a man along the way who died in a car crash. Fell asleep on the nod at the wheel. Once she got chipping, she chipped, chipped away at that stone until she unclothed a gargoyle. Gargoyles are ugly and spit out filth. Statues she dug especially, flunked her fine art degree with dishonor. Parents lost faith. Basically good looking, with her mousy hair, thin nose, and thin unassuming figure, but she would never turn heads the way a girl like Rose could despite her heart of gold and golden soul. She was also under constant suspicion from the fashion police with those striped leggings and the woolen cardigans she always chose to wear throughout the year. But who was I to talk? A fucking vagrant. An artist living in squalor. Would you Adam and Eve it? “You’re not coming in,” she said, barring the door with her bird-like figure. “No fucking way.”

“Just for a day, Sarah, Sarah, baby. I need somewhere dry.”

“You remember the last time?”

I did. 

Said, “No, I don’t.”

“It was after one of the games. I don’t get this thing with you and Millwall – it’s like the football gives you a license to act like an idiot every week.”

“Well, that is pretty much how it works for most geezers. Besides all this resentment – Tis too starved an argument for my sword.”

“Shakespeare?”

“Yeah.”

“You kidding me?”

“You thought I never read? Listen Sarah, I won the junior poetry prize three years in a row. Never told a soul about it. I met the mayor and read on national radio. Won a prize. Several prizes.”

“You’re bullshitting me.”

“I bullshit ye not.”

Neglected to mention the fact that I swore on national radio at the age of eight.

My poems were raw back then.

A sudden downpour of rain.

“I thought you couldn’t read.”

“Alice, I’m vulnerable out here. A drowning poet.”

“Well come in, but be nice to people this time. Make a few apologies.”

“I never apologise,” I tell her.

“Well, young man, it’s time to start.”

Young man, she called me, young man, as far as I could recall I was born a year before her. 

Young man.

I follow her through to a room, the living room, bare floorboards, with a couple of rugs and a sofa that harbored its own eco-system of trash. Two geezers with beards and joints in their hands are linked up to a gaming system playing a skateboard simulator. There’s a sound system playing Ride, a shoe-gazing 90s outfit. I recognize the song , a decent track and it seems to fit the scene. A bird with dreadlocks sits on the floor cross-legged with her eyes closed in some sort of yoga-move. She opens her eyes and begins to speak. “Just got back from India. Seven months.”

“Reverse culture shock,” I say, having heard some weirdo use the expression in the White Horse once. 

“Yes. Exactly. Have you ever been?”

“Well, I’ve been to the Bengal Star a few times, and the Bombay Brassarie.”

“It’s a different world,” she says. “It’s,” she struggles to find the right word. “Spiritual.”

“I’ve had some spiritual mornings after the night before.”

“Gandhi’s revenge?” One of the beards says. Calls himself Jamie. He struggles with the gaming control pad as his skater performs a 360 mute grab transfer from a wooden half-pipe into emptied out swimming pool.

“Big time.”

“Have a blast on this,” Beard One says. I take the spliff from the beard calls himself Jamie, have a hit and then hand it to the yoga girl next to me. Christ I hate spliff, like to feel in control. Or out of it on my own terms and conditions.

His skater stacks as he loses balance on a tricky hand-rail smith grind before he hands over the controller to Beard Two who begins his run with an impressive manual roll kick-flip to manual before entering the pool on the board in a crouched position, poised to ride the concrete transition. 

“Never had too much time for smoking the green. Makes me think too much,” I said.

“That’s the whole point, man,” says Beard Number Two.  “You ever play Sonic the Hedgehog?”

“No. I grew up in a caravan,” I tell him. “I ate hedgehogs for breakfast.”

“Well, Sonic the Hedgehog, the underwater level. It’s the hardest level, man. And it’s the penultimate one, man. It’s not even the last level. You know what that tells us?”

“To get out more?” I venture.

“No. It tells us. The hardest level is often the one before the last, I think philosophically. Its lightest before dawn, would be another way of putting it.”

I let the thought dance as a matter of courtesy. 

“It’s a metaphor for life,” says Beard two. Hell, these two are like ZZ Top if ZZ Top were born up in Bromley and raised on pop tarts, game consoles and strong Dutch weed. “That’s why those at the very top, the big corporations and leaders of nations government of otherwise. That’s why they make it so tough to get there. It’s not the rise to CEO of an oil company that’s difficult, it’s finding yourself applicable for selection. Now some may have cheats, family in government office to take the USA example.”

“I don’t need to think too much, brothers. Saving the world starts inside. I can’t think too much. You want to save the rainforest? Not me, man. Not when I have enough to think about anyway. I mean if all you have to worry about is saving the universe then it probably helps you sleep at night. But when fifty grand in the hole and you have a few hours to get the cash the last thing you need to be thinking about is the corporate corruption in the third world. And the...”

“Are you in trouble, Jimmy?” Sarah gasps. Her eyes widening as she scratches her arms

Trouble?

Does Fred West own a shovel?

“Trouble, I got turned over. I’ve got to come up with fifty grand within the next two days and to top it all off I ended up shagging the big man’s daughter. Had to make a sharp exit hence the lack of shoes and a coat.”

“That’s heavy,” says one of the beards, not sure which one but he delivers the sentence well. For a moment I’m in San Francisco.

“Does she love her father?”

The question came like a bolt. It was the hippy chick smoking the joint. 

“She hates him from what I can tell. What’s that got to do with anything.”

Beard Number One speaks “I think I know where she’s going, am I right Sam?”

Sam, the bird with the braids and the India trip, eyes closed in the lotus nods her head. “Does he love her?” she says.

“He treasures her,” I say. “No way!” Beard Number One says in an annoyingly American accent. Does dope make you speak like an American? 

What is that all about?

“Yes.” Sarah nods reading my thoughts.

“Look, I might not be fucking Einstein but would somebody try to explain to me what is going on here?”

“It’s easy, Jimmy, you silly thing. All you have to do is kidnap the girl.”

What was she talking about kidnap the girl. Sarah was a nice wholesome girl. I’d met her father once. We spoke about badgers. The beauty of the small beasts who fed on earthworms, and now, here she was, telling me to kidnap the one woman that had made a connection. A sexual connection. Maybe it was Sarah I needed, not Rose. Maybe I needed no one. Maybe that was the answer.

Badgers.  

“But when he finds out...”

“He’ll never find out. Not if you do it the right way.”

For a moment there, I had the seeds of a plan.

And a rizla paper with a telephone number.

Things were happening in that room. It may have the smoke or it may have been the risk of danger, it may have been the suns alignment with the planets. Sarah sat behind the braided girl on the floor and began to massage her back, little grunts of pleasure rose from her, tiny gasps as the tension released. She lay down and removed her top and Sarah began to work on her back, next she removed the underwear and the two beards and myself were looking at a third beard. It seemed her India guru left out the part about shaving. On her back now Alice’s long tongue flicked and teased. One of the beards got up and sat beside them and played with her breasts. I didn’t know what to do, as the other beard came over and began to remove Sarah’s underwear – she didn’t stop him. I watched them go at it. Now and again Sarah would look up and smile mockingly. The hippy chick’s eyes remained closed in meditation. I sat and watched for a few more minutes before finding my way into a disgusting kitchen. The drugs were wearing off. I found a dirty glass and filled it with water from the tap, drank it. Tasted like hell. Took a peak back into the living room they were both paired up now, fucking like rabbits. There was an old rotary job affixed to the wall. I took out the rizla paper and looked at the number. I must have looked at number for a good twenty minutes while listening to the sounds of the four love-makers. I took out the wrap of Charles and mapped out a line and hoovered it up. Picked up the telephone and rang the number. 

Dead.

The line had probably been cut a decade ago.

––––––––

STUCK IN THE MIDDLE

THE GLASS of Pinot Gregio rose to Rose’s lips. She took a long drink. “There’s something about him – that interests me,” she said.

“Well, what was it, apart from the cocaine and the limp?” her best friend Jane replied looking across the pizza restaurant, Bromley, the usual crowd of tracksuits and jeans and women trying to out-dress each other. “Doesn’t seem like one of life’s winners to me.”

Rose knew that Jane was right, but there was something about Jimmy’s honesty, his shyness cloaked with bravado, that she admired. She felt a connection, and a connection was something she had never really experienced. At least not with a member of the opposite sex. There were horses, P.E teachers, there was the guy that chartered the boat on the trip to Ibiza. This was different.  “How was your guy?” she asked.

“Bounty? A complete nightmare. I tell you he was useless, all fumbling, and twitching and when it came down to it he had the smallest one I’d ever seen. And you know what they say,” she lowered her voice, “about black men?”

“Yeah?”

“Well it ain’t true.”

They both laughed.

“I mean really, I tried not to laugh, but how the hell he expects to ever satisfy a woman with that is beyond me.”

“What did you do?”

“What would you do?”

They both knew the answer and the laughter rose again as the bottle was drained and they ordered another.

“You didn’t really, did you?”

“Well, it’s not as if it’s the first time.”

“I’ve never tried it...there.”

“It’s okay, I mean as long as he doesn’t go telling all his friends about it.”

“Yeah, as if he would, right?” Rose smiled.

“I’ll just say he’s lying. You know what they are like. Always making up stories about who they’ve shagged and what they made them do. As if they think, that we, don’t you know, enjoy it too.”

“It’s what their mothers tell them, I guess.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry about what?”

“You know the stuff that happened with your mum. I guess you never had anyone to teach you about it.”

“That’s where you are wrong, darling. My Swedish au pair taught me everything I needed to know. Believe me. She spared no details.”

“Pray tell?”

“She told me all men are basically stupid and if you make yourself hot and cold you can drive them crazy.”

“Hot and cold?”

“Turn them on and off like an oven. Keep them working for it. Use it, she said. A woman must use it.”

“So you did have a motherly chat.”

“The best.”

“No fatherly chat?”

“Don’t go there.”

“And this other one, Jimmy?” 

“The thing with Jimmy is, we met as kids, you know, there’s a special bond there. Grown-ups are so fucked up. We’re fucked up. The guy over there flipping pizzas is fucked up. The taxi drivers. The mothers and the fathers. What happens to us? But when you have that innocence. Those long summer afternoons, it seems, somehow, you, know, somehow, pure. We were friends as kids. I like him.”

“Are you living in the past?”

“I think so.”

The pizza arrived and they tucked into the olive, tomato, the mushrooms and spinach. Piano music played pretentiously as they both pretending to be vegetarian, pretended to enjoy the pizza. Neither were impressed by the food. The wine and the conversation. “There’s one thing about Jimmy that I haven’t told you,” Rose said. “He grew up on the site.”

“What site?”

“Green Street Green. The gypsy site.”

Her friend dropped her fork. It rattled on the tiled floor of the restaurant. “For God’s sake, Rose, stay away from him as far as you possibly can. You know what those people are like. They’re animals.”

“But he’s different. His mother died and his dad left the country, they were all he had.”

“Believe me. If he has spent more than one year with those animals then he will turn into your worst nightmare. Trust me on this. A guy hangs around with dogs is going to be infected with fleas.”

Rose lifted up her glass and drank.

To a flea circus.     

––––––––

HOME ALONE

Perhaps most of us are fluctuating in an adjustment between the imaginary world, broken memories and wish fulfillment the reenactment of pain-full real-life situations in solitude, on the page or in our minds in order to somehow solve the mystery of our own unique painful predicaments. Like music from our youth, the familiar melodies, like memories, strangely comfort us when we revisit them through liquor and wonderment. After all, any artist will tell you that the devil has the best tunes.

I guess any father would wish his son to be not only successful in his life but also to have some degree of happiness. How can we ask, however, such things from children of the street. They grow up nervous, weary, paranoid and vicious. As if a threat is always one step away ready to bite to wound. Strangers are not to be trusted, if that stranger happens to be the man that left him for dead. In the canal, mother dead.

I have tried with meditation and dreams to reel back the spool of time, yet there is a block there. Like Jung observed there are two personalities or complexes. One: here and now and two: back then.

My mind will not let me travel back then through relaxed states or through the brute determination of self-will (what a stupid notion) to travel back.

I awoke this morning to a nightmare scene placed in an alternative childhood. I am at the top floor of a council estate as a gang of street kids approaches. I want to run, need to escape yet I cannot, paralyzed with fear they approach as they attack I awake in sleep paralysis, unable to move for several minutes.

My heart beats furiously although my mind is aware of the condition, which I have had since a child and was in fact one of the reasons for my mother’s over-bearing care. What got the whole cauldron of misdiagnosed conditions bubbling. As a baby I would lay still for hours, never crying, eyes wild open, observing the world with terror. 

Then as normal motor senses returned I ease my mind by asking simple questions about how Jimmy was cared for. How was he fed and clothed, educated?

Six months old. How was he nourished as a child? Would the gypsy community have access to baby milk formula? Or perhaps one of the women on the camp had also given birth and he had suckled from her. So was the milk that fed him a metaphor for that what nourishes me. As I raise the bottle, hungry for poison, tired, defeated, laid he in my bed, bottle beside me. Perhaps tomorrow, I will feel stronger.     

M. Taylor

JOIN THE HIGH SOCIETY

JOE WALKED from the office and hit a café near Liverpool Street Station. Once a working man’s joint the place had turned into a tourist attraction run by Poles. Five years before builders ate there – now American tourists use it as a pit-stop on the grand old tour of quaint London Town. And it was a town now, the traffic flowed, the streets were clean, rich bankers rode bicycles and jogged around the city. The need to establish oneself by polluting the city in a car to earn face was something of the past – the east. He had to admit the place was cleaner and the service was fast and efficient. A cup of tea and a bacon sandwich served on thickly sliced bread, he ate greedily. Paid, stood, and his legs carried him towards Ledenhall market. Suits circled the financial center like vultures circling a kill. He was dressed in a pair of black jeans and an overcoat. Dressed like a man who spent his time in bookstores. His first stop was the Lamb Tavern for a pint of ale. His thoughts turned to James Hale and how he had failed to make it back to London. The suits drank and spoke about business. None of them could suspect that Joe knew every nuance of the insurance game and considered the majority of these players, with their big houses in the country, mostly amateurs. He had been at the height of his game and then had lost out to the herd. This bothered him on an intellectual and financial level, but spiritually, he had made the right decision to leave the West – at least back then it made sense. The truth was a man could be happy anywhere and the more money he had in his pocket the less it all meant. He had an idea that wealth was a complex condition that could only be analyzed clearly through episodes of acute poverty. Poverty such as coming down from a drinks and drug bender with nothing in your pocket but time. But this was just an idea. And ideas were like raindrops. They came and went and meant nothing to a man in a box underground with nothing but a bunch of flowers and memories, good, and bad, held by those that knew him. That is why he admired Taylor, took the case. 

Art lives longer than life.

The London ale was so magnificent he ordered another. Golden, amber, sunburst, absolute richness alien to the cheap Asian lager he had tolerated back east. He had a job to do. Took the tube from Bank to Convent Garden. Walked through the market, through Charing Cross Road and Leicester Square as the October sun lit up the city. It was magnificent. As he hit Trafalgar Square the sun was bright overhead. Artists sat on the steps and sketched pictures of the architecture, the Lions, the column, and the blue chicken that had sprung up from some post-modern artist’s wildest dream. 

LUMP

I MUST have looked at that rizla paper more than a thousand times. Stared at the telephone number. Having a ruck after a game of football is easy. Performing armed robbery is another piece of piss. But telephoning the girl you want to spend the rest of your life with. 

Different fucking ball game.

Found the answer in a bottle.

A bottle of Bells. More or less downed the son of a bitch and then dialed the number from a telephone box across the road from the squat. 

Was half-expecting Byron to answer. Instead I got this well-educated, ex-catholic school girl who I recall making daisy-chains on a summer’s lawn, saying:

“Hello?”

“Hi. It’s Jimmy.”

Heart did a few summersaults and I bet hers was as cool as a salamander’s. But you never know. Some hide fear better than others, some have been through it all so many times it doesn’t mean a thing. The less you care the luckier you are in love and poker and pit fighting, I guessed.

“Hello, you. I’ve been thinking about you. Why didn’t you call before?”

Thinking

About me.

I was stuck for an answer. ‘I was too scared’ wouldn’t cut it. Instead said, 

“Been busy.”

“Too busy to invite me out for a drink?”

It was that easy. 

––––––––

A WITCH’S HAT

JOE KNOCKED on the door of the grand old Victorian house. Amanda Jones opened the door. Her back was stooped, like she was in discomfort from some incurable condition. 

“Joe Dylan, from the East. You hired me.” 

“Please, come inside.”

The house hadn’t changed much since the seventies. Pictures hung on the wall. Those awful prints of children looking longingly at dogs, three ducks flew in formation across the living room wall. She showed Joe to a single-seat chair. He sat and took in the room. A plant slowly dying, a writing desk, a gramophone. It was as if the place hadn’t been touched in decades. Miss Jones spoke: “You have travelled so far. Can I get you something. A drink?”

“Whatever you’re having is fine with me.”

She moved slowly as if the distance to the drinks cabinet was uncharted territory, poured two gin and tonics into slim-jim cocktail glasses. She trundled back to where Joe sat and he looked at the glass and raised it to his host. She gingerly sat in a chocolate Chesterfield and took a small nibble on the liquid. Joe slammed his in one. For a moment wished he hadn’t. He got up and refilled his glass. 

Bombay Sapphire. He drank to the British Empire and the East India Trading Company, or at least that was what he told himself.

“Tell me about the kid, anything out of the ordinary, anything that would separate him from a crowd. Did he walk funny, wrinkle his nose when disturbed. Did he have any interests, or dis-interests. Did he like women, boys, did he like to dress up in military clothes and play in the dirt, or did he stay inside a shaded room, curtains drawn escaping into some dull thriller where the hero gets the girl and saves the planet?”   

“The thing is,” she said, “the boy is special.”

“Mentally deranged?” Joe ventured.

“Quite the opposite. Gifted. At school he was a great writer. He won poetry competitions one after the other. We took him to read on the radio.”

“What happened on the radio.”

“He swore, insulted the DJ.”

“That’s too bad."

“But he is talented at writing.”

“His father is rather good in that department.”

“Strange. Do you think it is genetic?” she asked.

“I know that musical ability is. Three generations of my acquaintance are pitch perfect. I can’t tune a ukulele. But writing. I don’t know. My idea is that it comes from bad experiences and loneliness. I guess the writer spends a lot of time alone. Perhaps all writers are on a mission to find the missing part of their lives. He reads a lot. The father has dug himself into a hole with his writing. Wrote two best-sellers, that’s why I’m here. To find him and take him to his father.”

Amanda turned on her television set and played a video. The Detective watched the footage.

“I guess this is more than research for a novel.”

“You guessed right. The police are on to him. My suggestion is that you find him and take him out of the country.”

“Agreed. But where do I start looking?”

“The site has moved on. But there is one gypsy I know has stayed in the village. The government found him housing. His name is Noah and acted as Jimmy’s father for the first seven or eight years.”

“You have an address.”

“I do. Also I have something he wrote as a child. This may be of some little help, I don’t know,” she began to cry. “I just don’t know.”

The detective read it.

There’s a place in the woods. A clearing where the birds sing in the trees; foxes and badgers use for trails. A stream with a bridge made of stones. Once, I saw a kingfisher. I stopped and watched the flash of neon blue dive into the water and return with a tiny silver fish in her bill. I knew that to make one step forward would mean that the bird would fly away forever, and forever is a long time. I waited until she flew by herself. Life seemed better that way. When time is ready she shall fly. That is what time is. And that is what time will always be – something that ends.  

It was Taylor’s kid alright.

“Listen, lady. I need you to do two things. One should be possible the other I’m not sure about.”

“I’ll do anything I can to help.”

“I need a witness to sign it. And then I’m going to fast track its application. What I don’t have is a photograph – anything recent and passport sized. If it’s not passport sized I can cut it. It just needs to look like him. Enough to get through customs.”

“I think, maybe, I’m not sure, but he stayed on through until he was sixteen. That would be at the secondary school, but I did ask for a picture once. From the school.”  “Could you find it?”

“In this place. Heaven knows. Let me see upstairs. Help yourself to more drinks.”

“Joe did just that and watched the flames crackle in the fire. He could have lived this life. The big house in the city. Regret was a terrible animal caged with booze or meditation. He chose booze and refilled his glass. She came down the stairs wobbling slightly with a secondary school picture that looked about 35mm by 45mm. Else he could cut it.

“It’s the only one I have.”

“It’s important, Amanda. And if you could just sign. I’ll do the rest and we can get him back to his father. His father is a very famous author. Wrote The Boy in the Window. Was a best seller here I believe.”

“Oh,” she nearly fainted there and then. “I loved that book.”

“His father is a good man, please sign the application. And I’ll take him away. He won’t go to prison, madam. And you will see that the application has been dated before any of this happened. The robbery and everything.”

She signed the application and handed it back to Joe.

He caught a black cab to the coordinator’s office. Told him the story and passed over the application. “Do you think it can be done.”

“Are you kidding? I could lose my career.”

“68 Hazlebank Road. Tall, dark haired woman. Lives alone but accepts gentleman visitors. Ring any bells?”

“Jesus, Joe, you been spying on me,”

“I’m a detective,” he said. “How is your wife nowadays? Would some photos cheer her up?”

“Joe. Dylan. After all I’ve done for you. You’re one nasty sneaky bastard, I’ll give you that.” The fat coordinator said. Any way my wife and I have an agreement.”

“Does that agreement involve smuggling and distributing Grade A heroin?”

“What?”

“There’s a large lump concealed somewhere in this building. One phone call could have this place searched by the filth. And believe they’ll find it before you do.”

“I’ll get you that passport.”

“Good.  And, sir?”

“What?” He said with his head in his hands.

“You taught me everything I know.”

––––––––

THE END

One of the many tragic effects of alcohol consumption, even to the casual user is the loss of memory or the black-out. The memory center of the brain or the hippocampus is suppressed in activity during heavy drinking bouts leading to loss of, erm, memory. After years of progressive alcohol consumption the brain shrinks affecting all regions and can ultimately result in Korsakoff syndrome, a neurological disorder wherein the sufferer experiences amnesia, terrible confusion, anxiety, and the confabulation of truths in order to build a wall of fantasy around the addict. Hallucinations, whether they be visual or audial have also been observed in individuals with ‘wet brain’ syndrome.

I once treated a man who kept a naked women inside a water bed filled with formaldehyde. How he got her in there I never asked. She was young and beautiful, preserved, immaculate. Cane Hill, he was taken and never heard from again. 

My own relationship with the bottle has increased since the knowledge that my son, thought to be dead, some twenty odd years ago has resurfaced. I have spent hours simply looking at the clock until the time comes when I permit myself the liberation of a visit to the drinks cabinet to relieve the pain of withdrawal. I have even considered the use of opiates to quell the thirst, but having observed the behavior of one of my patients and friends having used this method I have vowed not to travel down that road.

Following the death of my wife I did have a long relationship with barbiturates. A tougher drug to quit I have never known. 

It was around this time that I began  psycho-analysis  with the dead. Channeling into those chattering voices in the night by quija board, tarot cards, crystals. Asking questions, all eliciting confused, trapped responses. Seriously considering that there be a stage between life and death I contacted a woman I thought to be my wife. She spoke of swans and the grass being greener on the other side. I never found Jimmy. One particular presence was a man who spelt out the words in broken English. I traced him back to a Polish Jew who had lived in the house years ago. Then of course the fascination turned to fear and the only thing to do was to relocate as far away from my demons as possible, to a city where devils dwelt both in dream and in waking form: Fun City. 

All the problems of alcohol, yet socially acceptable as, for one thing, there is no smell to taking a tablet, or for that matter a shot. Alcohol gets inside you and attacks the body in the most awful ways. My kidneys hurt to the touch, my hands shake. 

Last year I lost a son I never knew I had and this year I am looking for one I thought had died. I must get rid of this awful addiction before we meet. Last week I experienced a seizure. Came to on the living room floor, the bottle still in my hand. If this is not a sign of addiction Lord knows what is.  

M. Taylor.

PART TWO

HERE SHE COMES NOW

TOOK THE 402 bus to Knockholt and met her in the Three Horseshoes Pub. She looked amazing. Blonde hair, shorter, she had one side shaved with the fringe hanging down almost over her eyes.  

Tired rose-printed wall paper and a landlord with a face as red as the dullish pink roses on the wall.  Rose was different.  Heavy eye make-up. Dark mascara. You ever see a miracle, something against the odds? Luck came in small doses and when she came you had to try and keep her. Obviously this was impossible. For every thousand men and women that got together maybe two ended up happy together and those were the ones having affairs. No bird can be caged without remorse. Birds had a habit of flying and that was the thing. She smiled wide as I approached the table. She had on a pale blue pullover that reminded me of the first time we met. The Rose Garden.  Designer perfume wafted as she leaned over and sniff-kissed me. I had made a bit of an effort myself. With the remaining cash I’d bought a shirt, jacket, and a pair of black jeans, along with a new pair of Adidas. We both talked about how dilapidated the pub had become. How it were different when we were kids. We talked about the furniture and the unhappiness of the old punters swigging pints at the bar. 

Went to the bar. Old Tony pulled a pint of lager for me and a glass of wine for Rose.

Rested the glasses on the table. “So the old man didn’t suspect anythink?”

“Anything,” she corrected me. “No. He is however very interested in catching up with you, young man,”

Second time in twenty-four hours a girl had called me a young man. 

“He told you about it?”

“No. But I found out through a reliable source you owe him. He is not a nice man.” 

Now seemed as good a time as any. Said, “How much money does your old man have in cash?”

“I’d say too much. Money never made anyone a better person and my old man’s a bastard.”

“How would you feel about disappearing for a few days and in exchange for going home being considerably richer?”

She let the idea swim for a while. Then said,

“You really are a thieving bastard.”

“Why?”

“You fucking stole my heart and now you want to steal my body and sell it back to my father.”

You ever felt your heart somersault? Well that’s what happened right there and then. My ticker did a triple jump pike dive from a fifty foot diving board. Belly-splashed right there in the pub.

She drained her glass. “You are joking?”

“Why would I joke?”

“I don’t know. It’s a strange idea.”

“He’s a strange man. And well, I don’t actually feel like dying. There may come a time and a place. But this isn’t it. With your help I can get the money and repay your father.”

“With his own money?”

“He’s not stupid.”

“I know.”

“So how are you going to convince him it isn’t you that has kidnapped me?”

“That part I haven’t figured out just yet.”

“There might be one way.” She looked me up and down.

“How?”

“No. Forget it. Plus there’s nothing in this for me.”

“That’s where you are wrong, my sweet little Rose. There’s a big sum in it for you. The ransom is 100k. I take 25k you take 25k, the rest we give back to Byron.”

“You really are a thieving scum bastard.”

“I know,” I said draining the rest of pint.

“The thing is,” she lowered her voice, “I love it.”  

––––––––

LOSER’S BAR

JOE MADE it to the The Bricklayers Arms, a white stone public house that had probably stood there at the T-junction of Badgersmount for the last three hundred years. Walked up to the barman. He had a pint of lager in a pint and a rolled up cigarette in an ashtray.

“I thought they banned those things in pubs now,” Joe said to the landlord looking down at the unlit roll up.

“Banned what?” The landlord said.

“Smoking.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that cigarette in the ashtray.”

“Look, sunshine,” the landlord leaned over the bar towards Joe. “I may have a cigarette in my ashtray but I’m not smoking. I’ve got boots on my feet, but I’m not walking neither. You hear what I’m saying?”

“Well how about walking over to them there optics and pouring me a double Vodka, ice, coke. And whatever you’re having yourself.”

“You smell like pork to me.”

“What?”

“Old Bill. Filth. Feckin police don’t get served in here.”

“Look, I’ve done time. Done crime. I aint no copper mate and if you don’t pour me that drink then I show you just how much respect I have for the law. I used to break up bars when I was younger. Still get the urge from time to time.” Joe looked around at the medieval weapons mounted on the walls. The stuffed fox and hare in a glass case. A book case stacked with worthless first editions. “As I say, have one yourself. Else I break the joint.”

That got his boots moving. The landlord poured the drinks and slammed them on the table. “Sorry, mate. Sometimes we get heat.”

“Well, I aint it. Spent some time away if you know what I mean.”

Landlord nodded. But he didn’t know what Joe meant. 

“Looking for an old friend. Name’s Noah. Lives out back and drinks here. It’s been a long time. Can’t say I recognize him.”

“Not surprised,” the landlord nodded to an old birdlike man drinking in the corner of the pub. “Old git won’t go to a doctor, doesn’t trust them. He’s got a lump on the side of his face the size of a grapefruit. If that aint throat cancer then I don’t know what is.”

“What’s he drinking?”

“Whatever, whenever, and as often as he can.” 

“Give me a pint and a whiskey.” Joe slammed a twenty on the table.

“All together that’s twenty-one pound eighty,” the landlord said.

“Keep the change,” Joe muttered.

Joe moved over to the old man and put the drinks down in front of him. The man gave off a smell like a polecat kept in a poacher’s shed for a week without a sniff of a rabbit. A dank animal smell, a smell you could eat. The smell of a man who hadn’t bathed in weeks and woke up holding onto the bottle and didn’t let go until it was to time to sleep. Drunks and babies were much the same: both relied on the bottle and spoke the truth when it was in their hands. 

Out of their hands they screamed.

Joe sat down next to the old man. He was stick thin  terminally ill, the cancerous growth on his neck seemed to pulse as he looked into the lines of grain in the wooden table. Each grain, groove of wood a network where a thousand spillages had given it a waxy varnish, layer upon layer of poisoned veneer. The table was the least of his concerns. Joe figured he had days to live, but that’s how one always figured with the old and deathly – they just carry on until a sudden unexpected final curtain call. Joe knew a guy they used to call Jonnie Walker who simply laid his head on one of the bars in Fun City and simply died. It was either the best or the worst way to go.

“Noah?”

He made a sound like a cornered dog, somewhere between a growl and a bark and a yelp. Joe sat down on the chair opposite and put the drinks on the table. Noah looked at them. “These are for you, my old friend.”

“Well, son,” he took the whiskey first in one and then half the pint. Joe watched his neck budge as he swallowed. The tumor, cancerous, hungry, thirsty for death or glory. “Can’t say I know you. But what do I know? I got, psychosis, cirrhosis, and Saint Vitas  dance. I’m syphilitic, alcoholic, and sometimes pathetic. The doctors told me I’d be dead a year ago.” A hint of a smile in the old gypsy’s eyes. “You see, Mush, doctors can often be wrong.” He finished the rest of the pint. 

Joe motioned to the barman to order another round. 

“Jimmy, Noah, do you remember Jimmy?”

“Leaves fell that day like golden rain, he swam to me and then they took him from me. The only thing is love. Love a disease just like any other, like the lump I carry on my neck. Some cannot see the hump on one’s own back. I can. I can see it well. They took him from me. The Gregos. The boy was gifted. Swans took his mother. She’ll be swimming with them now.”

“And who took him?”

“Them,” he said with a glance toward the pub door as if to say anyone outside the bar were evil. Perhaps they were. Joe didn’t push it. 

“Did Jimmy have somewhere he liked to play as a kid, you know a special place?”

Noah studied the grain in the table until the new drinks arrived and he set about them. “What’s it worth?”

“He’s in trouble. And a hundred quid.”

Hands trembling, “Give me something to draw on.”

Noah drank slowly and put together a map. “He had a tree-house there. Built it together. The Birthday Woods, Rushmoore Hill. It was there, the camp or the scrapyard. But he used to like the woods, watched the birds. He grew up with them.”

“He grew up in the canal.”

Noah eyed the stranger suspiciously. “You aren’t police are you, although I get from the look and the smell of you, you aren’t. Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“Nothing that can’t be fixed. I’m on your side.”

“Aint nobody on my side apart from the bottle.”

“I’m buying,” Joe said.

“I guess that makes you alright. Aint no copper that would pay for a drawing by an old man anyway. Least of an old man like me. Can’t even read or write. Never got the... Here..time...” 

Joe picked up the old man’s drawling. Looked like a spider had crawled across the page with ink dipped feet. It would have to do. For now. He left the dying man five twenties on the table.

“Bless you, and beware, the man on the hill.”

“The Hill?”

“Lord Byron. Rom baro - a leader, the big man in our language. If there’s trouble then he’ll be up to his neck in it, that’ll be sure. Travel safe. The man on the hill won’t stay down. Like his roses, the winter won’t kill him.”

Joe Dylan left the pub feeling like he’d left an open casket funereal.     

––––––––

I PREDICT A RIOT

THE PLAN was simple. She had to keep to the plan.
She rang the doorbell to the flat. Waited there looking at the courtyard, the skeletal  trees and the panda car. She waited a full five minutes before the door opened. Sergeant Swift stood there breathing alcoholic fumes all over her. He squinted his eyes and said one word. “You?”
“I need one last favor,” Rose said edging her way into

“So do I. The wife’s left me,” Swift said.  
She had been blackmailing him for a few months and promised to stop on condition of one last favour. That favour was to let it be known, secretly, through a Mason’s Lodge meeting, of which Byron was high up, that I had been arrested and detained on a football hooligan charge. They hadn’t pinned the bookies on me yet. Putting my name on the police doorstop was a risk considering our little episode in the bookies but I could see no better way of taking me out of the list of suspects for the kidnapping. Plus I had been at the game that day and there was a tear up after the match against Coventry.

Told Rose to meet me at the Knockholt Pound – a stretch of grassland near the pub. I had a place in mind. It was an old hay-barn, in the middle of nowhere. I wrote the note, the old fashioned way – cutting out type-face from a newspaper and sent it second class to the mansion. 

“You don’t have a car?” she asked.

Shrugged my shoulders.

“Well how are we going to do this without one?”

She had a point. 

“You’re a gyspy – you know how to steal one, right?”

I’d never done it. Told her.

“They used to just tow the motors to the scrappies.”

“We need a car. Wait.” 

She walked over to a blue Datsun and tried the door, it was open. Sat down in the driver’s seat and removed the casing below the steering wheel. Clicked two wires together. “Okay, now we have a car,” she said.

“Who’s kidnapping who?” I said,

“I’ve been asking myself that very question for the last twelve hours. I’ll drive.”

The car lurched forward. The roads were empty, I directed her to the barn. “I used to come here as a kid. There’s electricity and light. Running water. But the main advantage is that we can see any cars approaching for miles.”

“We do the exchange here?”

“I haven’t figured it out yet.” 

That night we made love. That’s right. I said it. Made. Love. It wasn’t fucking, it was a tender progression of exploration leading to an inevitable climax. We curled around each other like snakes for warmth, protection, comforted by the memories and the innocence of our childhood.

Afterwards she said. “That was nice but I like surprise sex. Does that surprise you?”

“What? You mean like rape?” I said playfully.

“You know I don’t mean that.”

“Then what do you mean? Us geezers, we...”

“Geezers?”

“Men. Lads, boys, well me anyway, when I look at a bird with a fine body walking down the street I wonder stuff.”

“Stuff? Birds?”

“I’m not making myself clear. I was on national radio once.”

“What did you do?”

“I read a poem.”

“Read it to me.”

“No. Anyway, I was on radio and the DJ asked me if I liked the record he was playing. It was the Beach Boys. I said it was shit.”

“What happened?”

“I never read on radio again, but I met the mayor. The school thought I had talent. As a writer.”

“What happened?”

“Well, the teacher said, when you meet the mayor or whoever you have to say ‘yes sir’ ‘no sir.’”

“And?”

“I swore again.”

“Shit, Jimmy. What do you think about people?”

“People. I don’t like them.”

“What do you think about women?”

“Women?”

“Yes, Jimmy. The female of the species, people like me.”

“I think lots of things. Most of it crazy. Yeah, like how she likes it. What position she prefers and whether she screams the bloody rafters down at night.”

“I’m not that loud.”

“Ask Mr. Barn Owl up there.”

“He flew away, they hunt at night, stupid.”

“Of course they do,” I said “they’re bloody owls. Anyway if I see someone, someone like you I think does she scratch her fingernails down men’s backs or does she grip her legs around them and clutch on.”

“I don’t do that.”

“Right. The thing is no two are the same but most, when it comes down to it are very similar.”

“Maybe you’re just not that experienced,” she said. “There’s only two things I think about when I see a man.”

“Yeah?”

“How fast is his car and how big is his wallet.”

“Well you fucked up tonight, honey. There must be a third thing you think about?”

“Yes, but you can tell how big that is by looking at his feet, his fingers, how thin he is, the Adam’s apple. A woman knows.”

“But you make mistakes?”

“Not me. But my friend who went with your mate Danny did. Big  man like that and hung like a hamster.”

“Danny?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that explains a lot.”

“Explains a lot about what?”

“Believe me, Rose, you do not want to know.”

“Tell me.”

I told her. We all make mistakes.

Morning broke, as they liked to say, how does the beginning of a day break? It rises or falls it rips the heart out of you and leaves you holed up in a barn. The sun rose over the fields. Each day was a new beginning. Not a breakage, more the kiss the promise of something better to come. Unless you were hungover, and I guess the guy that wrote that line about mornings being broken probably was. Drunk and hungover, lived for the night, religious, lost. Blackbird had spoken. Rose rose. She didn’t speak, sat up, that body, man, you wanted to eat off of it, take it places, walks in the park, picnics, beaches, away games in the cup. She took off one of her diamond earrings and placed it carefully in my ear. “I want you to keep this.”

“Why?”

“To remember me by.”

“Where are you going?”

“Nowhere...”

“Then why...”

“In case something happens, Jimmy. I want you to have something, personal. Last night was special. I mean it meant more to me than any other...”

“I couldn’t take it from you,” I said. Removed the earing and gave it back to her.

“Shhh....”

We slipped back to sleep as the sun rose a glorious orange outside the barn. The next morning as I stared at her sleeping I noticed that earring. A beautiful diamond earring in each. I took one. Insurance. Pocketed it.

Some shit’s in your blood.

When I awoke again she was gone. She had left a note, with a map. A patch of woodland where the exchange was to take place. The time was to be midnight.

One Daughter. 

One hundred grand.

A clearing in the woods I knew well.  

UNSOLVED CHILD MURDER

DEAR SIR,

LORD B. I HAVE YOUR DAUGHTER. SHE IS WITH ME NOW. YOU WANT HER BACK THE PRICE TAG IS ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND POUNDS IN CRISP CLEAN UNMARKED BILLS TO BE DEPOSITED AT A TIME AND PLACE. I WILL BE IN TOUCH. I AM NOT JOKING, I HAVE KILLED. I CAN KILL ANOTHER. HOW MUCH DOES SHE MEAN TO YOU BYRON, HOW MUCH?

––––––––

MAGIC AND LOSS

BYRON HAD read the letter seventeen times already and his gut told him that only a smart kid would risk such a move. A smart kid like Jimmy.

But Jimmy was in the nick.

He had heard through the lodge, through a copper. It didn’t make sense. 

His next thought was that clown Ed. He drove to the hospital where Edward Case was being kept under observation. Lined up to be sectioned under the mental health act as a nut job, or as they said, psychotic drug dependent male with violent tendencies and self-harm issues.

In other words.

Grade A. Nut-job.

“Haven’t seen him since the other day. We got turned over. He took a slug in the leg. Figured he was still in here,”

“In the hospital?”

“He walked out. Bounty went with him to the game. That’s the last I heard about him.”

Byron figured he was telling the truth.  Ed sat up and started to remove his IV, loosened the bandage and then yanked the needle from his wrist. An alarm rang and an orderly walked in to Edward Case’s private ward and  into his Edward Case’s fist. Byron swung a right that put the orderly out of action and said, “Jesus, Eddy. Let’s fly.”

“I’ll help get him, Byron. I know the type of places he likes to hide. Jimmy was like a brother.”

“Okay put you fackin strides on sharpish and let’s go.” 

They drove back to the mansion in the Aston Martin with not a word exchanged between them.

Byron sat down in the living room staring at the red stain on the carpet. As Ed paced the room. “Lend me the motor. I’ll find ‘im.”

“Wait, I’m thinking.”

The Ghost Hunter.  

Byron picked up the card.

It was worth a go.

Bill Morgan

International Ghost Hunter

Tel 07959 896578  www.spiritworld.org

The bone rang three times before the ghost hunter picked up.

“Hello, this is Bill.”

“Bill, this is Byron. I feel we may have got off on the wrong foot.”

It was a line he often used. Use your disadvantages as  advantages... 

“Sorry, who...”

“You was taking photos,” Byron struggled to find the words. “Photos of ghosts outside my gaff. The thing is, my daughter’s gone missing...”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I can’t call the filth.”

“Excuse me?”

“The police...I need to find a way to find her...I’m clutching at fucking straws here...”

“I have a friend, she uses crystals.”

“What, she on the fucking meth, rocks, what you fackin getting at here mate?”

“No, no, no. It’s like a dowser. Ancient crystals. I’ll be over in twenty minutes. Are you at home?”

“No, I’m at the top of the Eiffel fackin tower throwing tiffany diamonds at passing bloody pigeons.”

He put down the phone.

Ed Case paced the room several times before saying, “Fackit I’ll find him. I’ll pay Bounty a visit.”

The corner of Ed’s eyes noticed a pair of secateurs laid on an Edwardian table. The tool used for clipping his rose garden. Perfect.

“Mind if I borrow these?” he said.

“Bit late to be plucking Roses,” he said and then thought about his words. “Fack it, take them and take the motor.”  Byron threw Ed the keys. 

Listened to the door open and then close.

Walked to the drinks cabinet. Poured himself a large brandy and lit a cigar. Looked at that stain on the carpet. It had grown wider a couple of inches, perhaps some kind of rot in the timber boards beneath the carpet.

Perhaps.

––––––––

RUN, RUN, RUN

JANE STARED at Rose in disbelief. The same pizza restaurant, the same ordinary crowd. She told her friend the whole story. From the night they met with Bounty, about the betting shop. “There’s only one thing to do,” she said.

“What?”

“Go to the police. Then run! You are in this up to your neck now. You want to kidnap yourself. You know about the murder, about the drug exchange. Go to the police and tell them everything, you might just get away with a slap on the wrist.”

“It’s a lot of money. Think what we could do with that kind of money. Leave the country. Go back to Ibiza.”

“Then when the money runs out and the old man finds out the truth. What happens then, Rose?”

“He will never find out.”

“It’s your decision. But I told you from the start never get involved with anyone from those camps. They are not like you. He gets arrested. Makes a deal with the police. Says you were in with it all. What happens then, Rose. I love you. You’re a friend. Please do not do this. There is more to life than money.”

“Like what?

‘“Family, Rose, family.” 

HARRY’S CURCUMSITION

BOUNTY LOOKED at himself in the mirror. Naked. A full length mirror. She was right, Jane was right, bitch, that bitch was right; it was nothing more than a small black acorn. He took another line, drank another glass of putrid red wine and snorted a long line of cocaine from the coffee table. His room was filled with old pizza cartons, empty beer cans and ashtrays overfilling with joints. He looked at it. The thing that his uncle had told him was so beautiful. The thing that had made the betting shop girl stop laughing. The thing that Jane had laughed about. That ugly monstrously tiny thing that had led him from one disaster to another. 

A knock at the door. Another knock. And the door came crashing forward. 

“Edward, you could have fucking waited a bit longer. I’m just getting dressed.”

“So, I see, sunshine, so I see. But this is important.” Ed walked over to the coffee table and drank a big slug from the neck of the bottle of wine. “Ah, that tastes like shit, Bounty. You been shopping at that discount corner shop again. You know how I feel about that bloody place and the Pakis that run it.”

Bounty made a move to the bathroom as a heavy weight smashed against the back of his neck. The neck of the bottle was still in Ed’s hand. The glass smashed into a thousand pieces. He didn’t know if the stain on the carpet was blood or the rot-gut claret from the corner-shop.

“A wee word in your ear, son. Won’t take a minute.”

Ed grabbed him from behind, held Bounty’s hands back and looked at his full frontal reflection in the mirror. “Jesus Christ, Bounty boy, what the feck do you do with that?”

“Please...”

“I mean I thought you brothers were supposed to be hung. In more ways than one. But look at it...”

“Please, Ed...”

“No feckin wonder your parents abandoned you, son. How you supposed to carry on the family line with a pecker the size of a feckin walnut?”

Ed opened the secateurs and positioned them over Bounty’s cock. “Now I have two simple questions. Answer correctly and you will still be able to piss with that thing. Answer incorrectly and say goodbye to your little friend. And I mean little..”

“What...”

“First thing you should know before we start this little interrogation is that I have no time for rapists. Look at me, as like, the Bounty hunter.”

“Wha...”

“That little stunt in the bookies was well out of order. Now some people say that all rapists should be castrated. But with you Bounty, it hardly seems worth it, does it now, son.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Well, it’s all in the past, Bounty. Any you know what?”

“What?”

“I’m a forgiving man. Shame her old man isn’t. I’ll pick a few hundred from a whip round on the housing estate if I take your cock back as a trophy. Can you hear me there, Bounty boy?”

“What do you want?”

“I want to know is what happened to your two friends?”

“Wha...Oh no...” He felt the metal brush against him. “Please don’t do this.”

“Where are they, Bounty?”

“I don’t know!” he cried.

“Wrong answer. But I’m a gentleman so I’ll give you one more chance. Where are they. Jimmy and Rose. Those two little love birds are trying it on with the big man. A little kidnap and ransom idea.”

“I know nothing about it, Ed. I fucking promise. I saw them at the club, two nights ago, then he went with her, I went with her friend.”

“Name.”

“Jane, she lives near Tubbingdon Road.”

“A little vague.”

“Orpington, she lives near that crescent.”

“Telephone number.”

“She didn’t give it to me.”

“I’m not surprised.” Ed Case smiled over Bounty’s shoulder, his awful grimace in the mirror looked down at Bounty’s member trapped between the teeth of the rose-clippers. “It’s hardly worth chopping off.”

“Thank you Ed. I’ll do anything, honest. But Jimmy, we know he’s homeless, he switched off his phone the last couple of days.”

“You’ve been most helpful, Bounty, but as I say. I can’t stand feckin rapists.”   

The serrated blades of the secateurs made a clicking sound as Ed’s fist squeezed the handles tight. Danny screamed. Blood gushed out from the rose-cutters and Bounty’s small black penis fell to the carpet, quivering for a moment with nerve reflex.

“Be seeing you,” Ed said as he walked back through the broken door. “Take care.”  

Bounty picked it up. He held it in his hand. Blood gushed across the mirror.

Ed walked towards the door and then remembered.

The super glue.

Fucking A.

He walked back towards Bounty and took the quivering member from his hand, drew a line of super-glue around the perimeter and holding his arms back stuck Bounty’s penis to Bounty’s forehead.

“Feckin dickhead rapist,” Ed said pushing his victim away and making with haste towards the door, a wide grin on his boat.

Stunned by the humility of his condition Bounty stumbled down the stairwell and stepped out into the middle of the road. He didn’t have to wait long. A passing ambulance hit him head on and he flew backwards twenty yards the quivering member still attached to his head. 

He came to in the back of the ambulance. Two paramedics were looking down at him. He tried to speak but his mouth was too dry and he felt faint, as if he were rising up out of his body. 

He heard the paramedics speaking.

“Good Lord.”

“It’s okay, the other day we have a man stich himself together with superglue and today we have a man chop of his own dick. You ever felt like you’re in the wrong profession, John?”

“If we don’t do it. Who will?” his colleague replied philosophically.

“Did I tell you about that time I worked in a crematorium?” John asked his partner.

“No.”

“That was a gas. We worked the night shift. The bodies used to pop up with rigor mortis. We used to dress them up, the bodies, in their funereal clothes and sit them around this big old table and set up cards and bottles of whiskey, like it was some kind of zombie dinner party.”

“No shit. Why did you do that?”

“We took pictures and sold them to this sicko who hung around the place. He would pay fifty quid for a good shot. He liked them young, you know traffic accidents, shit like that.”

“Some people are crazy,” John’s partner said.

“Aint that the truth,” said John.

Bounty blacked out again not knowing if he imagined the conversation or if this was what happened when you died at the hands of Edward Case.  

––––––––

THE RIVER MAN

BYRON OPENED the door. Bill entered with a woman who smelled like she kept more cats than it were reasonable to keep. The kind of woman that nurtured cats She wore a loose-fitting hemp blouse and a long flowing skirt.

Fackin crusty.

He thought but didn’t say it.

“Liz here reads the stones,” said Bill. All we need is a map of the area and an item of hers. Something precious, a piece of clothing perhaps. It would be better if it hasn’t been washed. A worn piece of clothing.”

“Watch it, sunshine. I’m fecking telling you...”

“You want to find your daughter or not?” the woman, Liz, said.

“I’ll see what I can find.’ Byron ushered them to the living room while he walked up to Rose’s upstairs room – he found a pair of leggings carried them like they were a part of her - a dead dismembered part of her.

A part that he had personally severed.

Easy, old man, Byron told himself, easy.

“Ah,” Liz said. She opened a silk purse containing crystals of different shapes and sizes and laid them on the coffee table. “Do you have a map?”

“A-Z?”

“Yes,” said Bill. “Let’s start with the local area. 

Byron went out to the car got the map and came back and laid it on the table. “This alright?”

“Perfect,” they chimed.

“Okay. Let’s get fecking on with it.”

She laid the map on the table and arranged the crystals at different locations explaining, “one crystal is for the heart, the other for the soul, one is for wealth.” The pendulum begun to move towards the red crystal. “The heart. She is being held captive by somebody she, she, has an affection for.”

“Stockholm syndrome,” added the ghost hunter.

“Fuck that shite,” Byron looked close. “That’s the old barn by the Birthday Woods, just over the hill. Wait. I’ll get my shooter.”

“But we must call the police,” the White Witch said. 

“Police, my fackin asshole. This shit’s personal.”

“Tonight. We’ll get the asshole tonight.”

––––––––

PART THREE

THE MAGICIAN

Suicide is such a wonderful bird of flight, soaring, looking on down those who chose looking for profit. Not to. The jump, the pill, nobody there to pull you back. Plenty there to profit. 

For me the ground is best.

Safer,

Oh, much safer,

Than those who,

You knew,

Here,

Are,

Gone.

The real horror and wasted over years and views over smoky roof-tops, balconies, the boathouse on the canal, where the black swan ate lumps of stale bread thrown from Jimmy’s tiny hand. His first word was bird or brrr. He laughed and giggled as the ducks and geese paddled along the canal. The opposite pathway a cyclist rode past, waved and smiled. The fear of his crying, the impossibility of discovering the small creature’s motivations. Anxiety of parenthood the natural urge the willingness to comfort, to nurture, to never, ever neglect. What might have been done is lost, abandoned, spent. Years ago, a dirty canal, a woman with a child and dreams. I should never have treated her like that, told her those words, spent that night in a hotel, silently brooding over my escape. This special horror and dreadful regret rages around me like a fierce storm, banging at the doors and windows. Outside no choice or road to travel, just the ghosts of my past closing in with a mocking sense of entitlement, a bony finger pointed at their creator. Years ago a boy reads a book in a ghostly library. Outside the rain lashes down. The boy makes a decision to fly or to fight. Or both.  

M. Taylor.

THE HARDEST WALK

ROSE WALKED into the police station. The desk sergeant was flicking through a copy of Country Home. His eyes peeped above the magazine and studied her. He liked what he saw.

“What seems to be the problem, love?”

Rose smiled her best smile. The kind of smile that got things done and got them done in a hurry, “I need she  to speak with the officer in charge of the rape and robbery on Ladbrokes.”

“Of course, do you need a WPC present, I mean were you also....”

“No. It’s nothing like that,” she managed another smile, more pained this time. Rose

was ushered into a room with two chairs and a man with hair the colour of cigarette ash. Her heart stopped as she clocked the face,

He was writing on a pad of paper as she entered the interview room. 

Swift looked up and smiled as he sat her tenderizing her in his mind. “Thank you sergeant, I’ll take it from here,” he said and as the desk job closed the door he looked at Rose and said, “Well, well, well. What do we have here then?”

“Cut the bullshit,” Rose said, “You have just as much to lose as me.”

“I was on duty. An undercover sting operation. What do you make of that?”

“I’ve come to give you some information.”

“Whoah. We have plenty of time, here.”

Swift felt a twinge in his trousers. The beers drank last night were wearing off and the void had left a terrible urge to reproduce, or at least relieve himself from some of the tension he felt bubbling away inside.

“I have information, about the drug robbery and about an attempted kidnapping.”

“Right. Are you willing to go on record. To make a statement that may be used in a court room?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Then start from the beginning.”

She did.

Swift licked his lips as he hit record and began to write down her statement. 

“And you sure this is everything?” Swift raised an ash-colored eyebrow. He felt a surge of electricity course through him. 

Her lips were full, breasts generous.

“Yes.”

“And, may I ask if you are still working as a high class hooker for Roxy?”

“No,” she lied.

“And I guess it wouldn’t be too good if Byron got to find out about your alternative career?”

“You wouldn’t...”

“Well I’d hate to have to do that...But it’s all in the line of duty...” Swift said unbuttoning his black trousers. 

––––––––

KIDNAPPING AN HEIRESS


now



I KNEW the right tree. 

The tree house. 

Didn’t need a torch to get there. The moonlight was enough, that and this animal sense of direction inherited from the years and the years as an unkempt, feral, traveler; a gypsy boy. 

An oak. 

Solid. 

Used to climb it as a boy and take eggs from nests. The night fell and I began to feel the same kind of fright that I had that first day of school. The fear of being watched by those with unclear agendas. What if she didn’t show? What if Byron showed first and I had nothing to give him? 

No daughter. 

No MDMA. 

Nothing. He would tear me apart there and then...

Flashlights. Two of them. I could hear the voices of two men. The sound of police radios; my balls rose up a notch. 

Mouth dry. 

The other side of the clearing two voices and two torch lights. Two groups of two either side of the clearing. The other voices I recognized as Byron and Ed. 

Where was Rose?

The four men met in the middle of the clearing.

“Nice night for a stroll, officers,” Byron said.

“Likewise. Your daughter is safe. All we want is some names. Who supplied you with the gear and who intercepted the hand-over.”

I held my breath as a silence grew between the four men. A sudden gust of wind blew the leaves from the tree-house.

“The only thing I want to know is where my daughter is. I don’t know nothing about any drugs or money. She ran away from home. I’m out here in the fackin wilderness looking for her.”

“She’s at the station. Made a full statement. She’s safe. Now if you give us Jimmy, we might be able to come up with a deal. A dead drug dealer is one thing. A woman raped in broad daylight in a betting shop is quite another. And by the way, what’s in the case?” The officer motioned towards Ed, with the bag holding the cash.

Looking down, things sprang into action. The case came up and hit one of the officers under the chin. He fell backwards and Ed mullered into him like a starved whippet. 

Byron looked at Swift. Saw him go for his radio and snapped into action grabbing him by his collar and head butting him squarely on the forehead. Byron brought out his shot gun from inside his overcoat and finished both the coppers with head shots. 

“Fuck,” I didn’t mean to say it. But they heard it. Torch beam followed the sound of my voice. 

“Okay, Jimmy,” Byron said. “Come on down. We won’t hurt you. We missed you Jimmy, we missed you real bad.”

Climbed down the tree. Walked up to the pair of them, hands held up. “Look I can explain...”

Byron slapped me. A slap, administered the right way was worse than any punch. 

The ground caught me. 

The dirt and the dust caught me.

Caught me off guard.

I looked up. He had the barrel aimed at me. They say that your life flashes before you at moments like this. Well. It don’t. Death flashes before you. 

Dark and unforgiving.

––––––––

JIMMY JAZZ

JOE WATCHED as Jimmy stood up straight with the gun aimed at his head. He had to hand it to the kid. He had guts. Some would get on their knees and beg for forgiveness or pray to an imaginary deity.

Not Jimmy. 

He stood there with the flashlight and the barrel pointed at his noodle and grinned. 

Joe stepped forward into their beam of light. “Excuse me for crashing the party.” His hands were held up defensively.

Byron swung the gun in Joe’s direction. “And who the fuck might you be?”

“I’m a private asshole all the way from Fun City. Name’s Joe Dylan. This kid’s father and another interested party have retained my services to bring him back?”

“What that fackin pikey, Noah? Everyone knows that he hasn’t got two copper coins to rub together. The kid owes me fifty large ones and then has the audacity to kidnap my fackin daughter. Noah doesn’t give a rat’s arse about Jimmy. I’m gonna shoot him and then as you’re a witness I’ll have to put your fucking lights out too.”

“Not his real father, Byron. Natural father. It’s a long story and I don’t want to go into the details. But I’ve been retained to bring the kid back and that is exactly what I intend to do.”

Edward moved forward, “Rub him out. We’ve already got two dead coppers. How’s another private facin dick gonna  make any difference – we feed them all to the pigs at the farm the way we always do, init.”

Joe spoke: “Not so fast my furry friend. Byron, tell your kid to shut his trap for a second. Listen to what I say. Listen very carefully.”

Byron nodded at Ed and his shotgun moved from Jimmy to Joe. From Joe to Jimmy.

The Detective continued. “You just shot two coppers. I have it on camera,” Joe showed them the smart phone, “and have already sent the footage to a reliable lawyer in the city. In addition I’ve been doing some homework on you, big boy. You have quite a history. Before I became a private dick I was a fraud investigator. I even swapped hats for a while and cleaned money for people just like you.” Joe pulled raised his hands to indicate he was about to reach into his bag. Byron nodded. He pulled out a file from his shoulder bag. “This here is a record of your tax avoidance schemes for the last fifteen years. Seems that you owe the inland revenue somewhere above the tune of three million nicker, mate. It’s all here in black and white and also with my lawyer in the city in a safe. Now all this can simply vanish and go away if you give me the boy.”

“How do I know you aren’t bullshitting me?”

“You can take the risk, Byron, but it’s a risk only a fool would take. Plus there’s one extra detail. I know where your daughter is and seeing as this case has taken a lot of time and money I’m going to pick up one of those bags of cash. You keep the other. Jimmy, open the bag and check it’s the real thing.”

––––––––

TICKET TO RIDE

I STOOD frozen as Byron lowered the weapon. The stranger, Joe, put an arm on my shoulder. “Open it, son.” I counted the dough, looked like the real deal. Zipped up the bag and picked it up. “Okay, empty the weapon, Byron. There will be no more fireworks tonight. I suggest you get rid of the evidence here before the station begins to wonder where they are.” Joe motioned down to the two police officers, dead meat in the woods. Byron cocked the shotgun and the cartridges fell to the ground, hidden by the grass and the bracken. 

“This is not the last you will hear of this, sunshine, not by a long fackin chalk. I got connections, Sunshine, connections.” 

We backed away slowly and then once passed the clearing hit the trail that led out onto the road. Joe had a Nissan, on hire. He threw me an envelope.

“A passport, and don’t ask me how I got it.”

“Where we going?”

“Fun City,” he said.

TANGLED UP IN BLUE

THIS GYPSY blood, although it weren’t mine, I had it, and with it you have to keep moving, keep traveling, keep pushing through the clowns, jugglers, con-men, bastards, thieves, women, keep on keeping on  jumping through the hoops, cleared immigration at Heathrow. 

Sat in the airport pub crammed with travelers. Pub Irish, themed, plastic, staff Polish. Joe ordered a pint of ale for himself and a lager, Belgium, for me.

“I really miss this stuff,” he said taking a long drink on his pint of London Pride.

I took a sip on mine. Stella. Said: “What can you tell me about where we going?”

“You look like him,” Joe said.

“Like who?”

“Your father. He’s an intelligent man. Thoughtful. Perhaps too thoughtful. He likes to brood, but, most writers do. He lives in a town called Fun City. You ask about it? Best not to ask, kid. The place is a neon jungle, Jimmy. Now, I’m guessing you have your wits about you and you’ve burnt by money, women and drugs. Have you ever lost everything? You been burnt by a woman, Jimmy? Run over by a truck?”

“Today,” I told him.

“Tell me about it. This could be important.”

I told him about the plan. About Rose and Byron and how she hadn’t shown at the exchange.

“Listen, Jimmy,” Joe said. “I have trusted men and been disappointed by them and I have mistrusted women and never been disappointed. Do you understand?”

“Carl Jung, a quote from Jung.”

“Exactly,” Joe said. “You and your father will get along just fine. Trust nobody, and you will be fine.”

We drained our pints as the flight was called. 

We each had the five one large ones in a bag on our persons. 

“It’s the limit,” Joe told me. “Doesn’t weigh as much as all that, but it’s not exactly comfortable.”

It wasn’t. 

The rest of the cash was strapped around our body. Some of it we had in the carry-on bags and some in the suitcase in the hold. Shit, we could take risks.

The flight wasn’t just awful it was unbearable; I was coming off all kinds of drugs. I didn’t know which one was doing what to me. The Valium Joe administered did a bit but not enough. Would I die like this? Where would the death certificate name the place of death? 

Where was Rose?

How would I make it in another country?

Questions.

Questions, questions, questions.

Rattled around inside my noodle until I let the V weave its message and dreamt a strange dream – back in the caravan. 

The old woman and the crystal.

Beware of the Black Rose,

Snake,

Flower,

A snake hiding in the flowers...

The sun that brought out the lilies..

Make it to the airport, Fun City, man the heat, the heat, the heat, and Joe shoves me in a green and yellow taxi and I lay in the back seat, shivering and sweating, while he sits in the front casually talking in the local language to the driver. He was all teeth and sunglasses smiled back at me in the back seat as if he knew something about detox. Perhaps he did. The city felt like the sun was just above it with an intense brightness that shone down and sucked away the color away from everything. Once brightly painted shop signs were now dull and ancient-looking. The heat having dried the paint and robbed it of its sparkle. The driver looked at me as if he knew what it was like to displaced and disorientated coming off all manner of illegal substances and shivering like a cornered rat. How long we drove I don’t know but I noticed the scenery. Noticed it change. Concrete blocks and dusty shops became rocks, and shiny golden temples, and then a mountain, two mountains, black out. Wake up in a city by the beach. Sickly palm trees and motorbikes. Men drinking beers in a bar trying to work out the last ten twisted years of their lives through the bottom of a glass darkly. I watched, and I watched. I watched a mangy street dog cock his leg and piss against a van. I watched a flying cockroach land on the taxi window, thinking the glass were sky. I watched a woman begging in the street with broken teeth and dreams too broken to be contemplated. I watched the full latitude and magnitude of human degradation as the taxi rolled through Fun City until it stopped at what may have been a bar or hotel. I was reeling with a sense of anticipation riddled with hate, remorse, homelessness, loss on an unspeakable scale. On the distant dirt beach a homeless Westerner collected bottles and cans presumably to be recycled.

Meanwhile a woman who could have been a man snatched a gold chain hanging around a tourist’s neck.

As Charley D. Said.

We gotta  pick a pocket or two.  

“I think we better get the meeting over with first,” Joe said. 

“Give me some time to rest,” I told him. “Time to think it over.”

Checked me into a hotel. 

Slept for the next two days.

Bliss. 

Between naps I hit the mini-bar. Drunk the bastard dry. 

––––––––

A CELLULAR SONG

TAYLOR OPENED the door to his office. Joe walked in and took his usual chair.

“Well, you completed the assignment,” Taylor said tossing over an envelope. “Here’s a bonus.”

“It will take time,” Joe said. It was feeble. But it was all he had.

“You know what I should be feeling at a time like this?” Taylor asked.

“I guess you should be feeling relieved.”

“I should be over the moon. You know what I feel?” 

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“I feel nothing, numbness, like I just met another drinker in a bar who is half my age and thinks he has it all figured out. How can I relate to a person that, although he is my son, he has never been part of my life. This is the second time now, I’m getting used to it. We have never experienced the things that sons and fathers should have experienced. We have never shared the times kicking a ball in the park, we have never argued, played catch, cuddled, we have never loved nor hated. Gone to the zoo. Who taught him to swim? We are strangers.”

“Is it too late to change that?” Joe asked.

“I think he can probably swim already. Swam out the canal didn’t he? I think it is too late for any respect to grow. If you have the respect of one child out of say three, it is a victory. You see I never respected my parents. It makes these things more difficult.” Taylor looked out of the window and watched the passage of a distant oil tanker. “There are some things too monstrous for remorse. As a man’s imagination grows so does his awareness of the world outside. A world of tumbling phobias and acute anxieties. Maybe it would have been better to have stayed in clinical practice. To have stayed on the boat. To stayed away from the glamour, the bottle and that awful woman. Did you hear she is some kind of high class pimp now? 

“Who?”

“The White Flamingo.”  

“It doesn’t surprise me. Plenty of things I’d like to change about my past too, you know.”

Taylor let the thought sink in. “Yes, we all have to live with regret. The older you get the worse it becomes.”

“Except in the present moment. Use your own training, your own beliefs. In the present moment there is no regret right?” 

“The problem is I’ve lost them. The beliefs, that is.”

“Where?”

“In that canal. On the horrible, dreadful, day. I thought I had it all figured out like a ten old kid who has just learned how to manipulate his parents. What do you think it was like for him?”

“You mean growing up?”

“I mean growing up.”

“Tough, gypsy camp, care home, ran with a football firm, drugs, alcohol, crime. Probably a spell inside. Pretty average for a kid of his generation. The nineties were kind of brutal if you knew the wrong people, we’re not different apart from the years.” Joe stood up made it to the drinks cabinet. Poured two glasses. “Who could say you would have made things better? Look what happened to the White Flamingo’s kid?”

“You’re, of course, right. This place is no place for a young man to grow up.” Taylor looked at Joe directly. “There’s something about this case that you’re not telling me, isn’t there.”

“Perhaps.”

“Then spill. This was my assignment.”

Joe told him about it. Told him about the girl Rose and her father. Told him about the two bags of cash. Exchange.

Taylor let it all sink in. “He will come looking for it and so will she.”

“Let them come looking, this isn’t their patch of woodlands.”

“Watch your back and watch Jimmy’s. Have you seen Hale?”

“No. Not since London.”

“Last I heard he was playing the detective in your absence.”

“Is that a fact,” Joe said. “Guess I owe him a visit.”

He picked up the envelope and started walking, before turning. “Taylor. You want to see the kid?”

“I don’t know what I want, Joe. The truth is, I never did.”

ROLLING STONE

A GIANT lizard as long and ugly as her dad’s criminal record and just as frightening, crossed the cracked pavement in front of Rose. Vomit rose to her throat until she swallowed it. The cracked pavement that she had first tried to roll her suitcase along using those ultra-handy-airport-friendly wheels was biting like a bitch. The reptile turned its head at her and flicked out its tongue in a predatory gesture before slinking off the pavement and into a sewage inlet. 

Inlet or outlet? 

The city stank.

Raw sewage wafted up from the sewers, the heat was making her faint, the alcohol drank on flight made her dizzy. She had to find a room. Find a room and sleep it off. Later she would find a job. Then she would find the money.

The room wasn’t too much trouble. Using her basic English and with the help of a motorcycle driver in a green vest she was taken to a small slice of Fun City called the Metroland. As she got off the motorbike and hauled her luggage towards what looked and smelled like an Irish pub, she overheard a tourist on his mobile telephone. It went like this.

“Listen, I’ve been to a few places, travelled the world, but nothing, and I mean nothing compares to this. This is Sin City. Everything about it is sin and if this some people’s idea of paradise I’d hate to see hell. This makes Dante’s inferno seem like a kid’s sandbox.” 

It was late afternoon and the heat was beginning to pump out that last wave of unbearable heat as Rose took her luggage and walked up to the barman.

“New to town,” he said looking her up and down, tenderizing her in his mind.

“I need a room and a drink,” she said. 

“You’re in luck,” he smiled.

He carried her suitcase up four flights of stairs and opened the door to a large room with balcony, two wardrobes, a television, en suite bathroom and a king-sized bed. There was a fridge stocked with drinks. He gave her the price and she calculated that the same room would cost 20 times the price in London. He told her not to pay now, anytime was fine and then he closed the door. She hit the bed fully-clothed and fell into a sleep that would last fitfully for the next eighteen hours. It was only the need for food that caused her to shower, get dressed into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt and return downstairs to the bar. It was late but the Metro had shifted up a gear. All around her young brown females entertained men. Men in wheelchairs, men covered with boils, welts, wrinkled and those with nervous ticks, tasseled cowboy jackets, rugby shirts, muscle vests, hats, caps, sun visors; some were as thin as rakes, others the size of sea lions propped in bar stalls laughing and speaking some mangled version of the local dialect. Others were hunch-backed in lonely corners reading the sports section of Western newspapers. 

It was like nothing she had ever seen. At first she thought some kind of freak-show carnival was taking place and then she realized by the tired looks in the sunken faces of the entertainers and the entertained that this carnival had been going on every day and had lasted for more years than she had breathed the fresh English country air. 

Men that had tattoos covering their bodies, men who had ballooned in size, victims of the burger stalls and kebab stands. The men were not normal they stared into bars as if they were searching for water on Mars, nourishment in an alien world. They craved guides, bedfellows, wenches, harlots, a diamond in a junkyard, a princess in a paupers dress. Rejects from modern Western world, they had, she imagined, left a number of burned bridges in their wake, on this, their pilgrimage to a new life free of responsibilities, for now at least. Free from a negative equity on a mortgage, free from credit cards and personal loans, child support, houses, cars, trappings. Here they could be themselves in a world where women were actresses and the audience believed their games and for now at least the sun shone down upon their beer bellies, their prison tats and their sandals. Their sun-burned skin and small eyes that squinted in the sun and scanned the bars for the one who might be the answer to a complex riddle, a riddle complicated further by alcohol, and Viagra, and thousands upon thousands of bars each with its own diamonds and car-wrecks. The army of bloated sugar-ants, centipedes and cockroaches all heading towards that sugar bowl, pot of honey, that special one with the back tattoo and the peroxide hair. Insects, bugs, primitive creatures motivated by the act of procreation and the simulation of love in exchange for tokens of common currency. Nightcrawlers, fireflies, grubs, worms, scorpions crawling  through the all night American diners and eat-all-you-can buffets, hawkers of rubber chickens and sunglasses, brokers of massage and low profile hookers who would play the long game waiting with one long watery cocktail and a bag of sliced fruit as a prop. Men who had let themselves become monsters, for they knew that monsters thrived in the city of sin. Amongst these monsters were the two men who had the money for her escape. She walked two circuits of Metroland and then back to the Irish bar and ordered a sandwich and a glass of red wine. The wine was cold – straight out of the fridge. She thought about saying something but then thought again. A calm tropical beach in India or Sri Lanka perhaps. Australia, Indonesia, anywhere but here.

It was darkest before dawn. 

Blackness here overwhelming

But for now she had to find work.

Any kind of work.

She asked the barman.

“What are you prepared to do?” he said.

“Anything,”

“Really?”

“Well, a woman with your looks and skills could go a long way. You see that bar over there?” He pointed to a black building with bright white lettering that read THE WHITE ROOM. “There’s an English woman, used to be a model. She owns the place and others like it. Since her son died last year she decided to go public. Back in the day they called her The White Flamingo. She runs many businesses, mainly gentleman’s clubs. She might be your first port of call.”

Rose thanked the man.

She wondered why he hadn’t come on to her.

She looked at the hundreds of women walking the streets, hanging out of bars, waiting for male company. The rules were different here.  

Fun City was a different world.

She was out of their league and they were happy frying smaller fish.

THE WHITE FLAMINGO

DRINKING AT the bar. 

A cocktail blue in color with a line of salt on the rim of the glass.

She looked Rose over like a jeweler examining a precious stone. She motioned for her to sit, asking the local man she was chatting with to move away. They moved into a private room at the back of the nightclub. “The VIP room,” she said sardonically. Then added “the real VIPs don’t come here. This is, how should I say, our ‘shop window’. Her accent was home counties and she spoke effortlessly as if the words hovered like butterflies around her. 

“I’m looking for work, and then I need to find someone.”

“Anyone one I’d know?”

“A twenty year old. His name is Jimmy.”

“Well, that narrows it down to several thousand, dear. Let’s do a deal. You work for me for a while and I’ll find this old lover for you. Hmmm?”

“Well....”

“Shhhh. Have you ever worked in the industry before?”

“Yes, I did.” 

“Good. Now listen, darling, most men like to feel like they are men. If they have a good physique, biceps, make a big deal about it: ‘Man, you could crush me if you tried,’ and most men like to see their weaknesses as their strengths. So you got a fat guy. What do you tell him? You tell him ‘oh I’ve love to wrap up next to you in the wintertime.’ No man, my dear, likes to sleep next to a woman that he knows hates him. Many men, sweet pea, are quite content to know that the woman is lying. Any man worth his salt knows this is what women do. Make him feel that he belongs in that bed – his bed usually, make him feel that he earned it and make him feel that you like him. If his penis is small tell him you like it, if it is big, let him know you are scared of it – but like it. Too many young entertainers pass through my hands and they feel that they are being short changed. Well, short changed by whom? Their motorcycle mechanic husbands who beat them with a gear change when they don’t bring home the bacon? Their alcoholic fathers and whimpering mouse-like mothers? Your cliental will be different. Japanese and Chinese, mainly. They pay for the white skin and honey, they pay dearly. Stick with me and you will make that fortune you lost and together we will make another fortune. The kind of money that you could only dream about. Just don’t fall in love, and don’t fall into hate.” The White Flamingo stubbed out her cigarette in the marble ashtray and continued. Rose had not spoken about losing money. Maybe she has assumed it, or maybe she knew more about her than she anticipated.  “There’s an out of town hotel that went bust during the depression. I, well, my business partners and I, have taken it over. It will be the world first truly international house of ill repute, and you, Rose, will be its star.”

“What will I have to do?”

“Dance, mainly. And, you know, perform private solos for the three times three.”

“Three times three?”

The White Flamingo sighed. “Yes. Three inches, three minutes and three thousand. Dollars, that is. I’m getting old but I know the game. Life is just a game, and a beautiful woman like you has the winning hand at her fingertips.”

“These men will pay?”

“Look honey, I didn’t grow up a model. I grew up in a council flat and my family were so broke there was only one way out. I know the game. From the bottom to the top. From hand jobs to nose-jobs, honey, I know the game. If, and only if, you want to make a killing, here and now is your chance to do it. If not, the door is wide open. Above the money I can offer something more. Something more than money and experience.”

“Such as?”

“Protection.”

Protection from what?”

“Those who are after you.”

“Who says that there are people after me?”

“Sweetie. Everyone that comes here is running from something or somebody. In your case I think it is a man. A lover, or perhaps a parent. Am I, ahem, right?”

Rose looked at a clown across the street. The clown looked at her.

“Perhaps.”

“Chew it over. This place,” she said, her arms fanning out around the White Room, is only a smokescreen. “The real deal is elsewhere. I have many girls. But I need more. Are you in or out?”

“I’m desperate,” Rose said. She looked out onto the street. The men looked like Bernard Manning, the Terminator or a member of ZZ Top. A chemist shop had a sign that read HAPPY DRUGS and below in smaller lettering QUICK HIV. Outside a the bar the clown sadly smoked a cigarette. As he continued to smoke, looked at her, she scared him.

“Many here wear disguises,” she told Rose. “Nothing here is real. Learn that and you will be just fine. Trust me.”

Rose had little choice. 

––––––––

HONEY’S DEAD

BYRON CLEARED immigration and took a seat in the Thai Airways First Class lounge. 

Ed Case followed.

“Not so fast, sunshine. This is where we go our separate ways.”

“What d’ya mean? In case there’s somebody following us, like, init? Two trails harder to follow than one, like.”

“Yes,” Byron drew the word out slowly as if addressing a backward child. “I booked you a seat in Economy, can’t be good for us to be seen together until we reach the destination.” Byron said handing Ed the boarding pass. He passed Ed a fifty pound note. “Get yourself some fackin duty free why you’re at it, San.” 

Ed walked off, head down.

Byron ordered a brandy and waited for the flight to be called. The first class lounge was cool and quiet. He drank quickly. He had earned the right to sit in first class. Fuck Ed, flying was enough of an indulgence for him as it was. Economy was his style.

Flight called, he made his way, dragging his club foot behind him through the tunnel and into the airplane. He took a seat in First Class and admired the angel-faced air-hostess who  served him until sleep wove its magic somewhere above the Middle-East.  

A few hours later he was sat in a taxi heading to Fun City with the fifty large on his mind. Ed was quiet. The taxi drove him to the seventh road where he checked into a hotel designed like the front of a cruise ship. He took the keys and handed Ed his key to a simple room over-looking the swimming pool on the third floor. Byron was on the fifteen floor. Grande Suite. 

Fackin A. 

He checked in and unpacked and then took a long hot bath, conscious of his disfigured body and his broken face as he shaved in the mirror. He remembered the fight years ago and the sound of his nose cracking as the knuckled-dusted fist of the biker made contact. He remembered the blood and the broken pieces of cartilage on the concrete of the pub car-park. The name of the pub, he vaguely remembered being:

The Thirst and Last. 

Well, it was the first and last time he went there.

Swept back into the present by the heat of the room, he unpacked. He tried to cool the room turning the air conditioner dial up before realizing that up probably meant hotter. 

He chose a Thomas Pink Shirt and a pair of light-weight cotton trousers. He walked down the street, along the beach and found a restaurant over-looking the harbor. He ordered lobster, tiger prawns, squid and a bottle of Chilean Red. Across the harbor the city glimmered in neon pinks, blues, greens, the sound of industrial music, screams and laughter. He ate greedily and logged onto the WIFI with his smart phone. It didn’t take long to find a list of private detectives working out of the city. The list was long but he had an open return ticket and Fun City was beginning to grow on him. He saved a list of numbers and paid the bill. 

The main street was known as Walking Street, as during the night traffic was blocked either end. But this was not La Rambla of Barcelona. Walking Street at that time of night was like a circus. Street musicians, mime artists, good time girls, boxers, massage parlors and fast food joints. Neon lights and a starless sky. He found himself in a bar. Dark inside. Smoke and mirrors. Reminded him of the Metropolis or Browns in the East End. A strip of whorehouses in Hamburg and the maze of sleeze in Amsterdam. It was all smoke and mirrors and naked flesh. A local woman with long legs and the tattoo of a cobra snaking up her hips struted over and took the bar stool next to Byron. She grabbed his crutch. “Can I help you?” she said as he began to harden.

“I’m looking for a girl.”

“Well, you’re in the right town, sweetheart.”

“No, not just any girl. My daughter.”

“Oh. She came on holiday?”

“She ran away.”

“Everyone here is.”

“Whatcha mean?”

“Running.”

“Running away?”

“Yes. Everybody here is running away from something and then that something eventually finds them,” she purred into his ear. “What happened to your nose?”

“Fighting.”

“Oh, you, how they say, a hard man right. My name is Honey, pleased to meet you. And your name?”

“Byron.”

“Funny name.”

“It’s the name of a poet.”

“Are you a poet, Byron?”

“What do you fackin think?”

“I think your fist do the talking. Let me help you find her?”

“My daughter?”

“Yes. Shouldn’t be too difficult, but first you have to pay the bar to let me go with you. We sleep and tomorrow we find her.”

“That easy, huh?”

“Everything in Fun City is easy.”

“Is that so, Honey?”

“Yes.”

Back at the hotel Honey wasn’t so sweet when Byron discovered Honey was the owner of an erection twice the size of his own. He grabbed the transvestite by the hair and smashed her face into the wall until she had a nose to match his own. 

Opened the door and booted her out into the corridor, throwing her clothes out after her.

She banged on the door. Byron opened it and pulled her back inside. She threw a punch, and he rode it on the left cheek. The next one made solid contact and he fell back on the bed. The woman had disappeared. In her place was a man who had grown up fighting. Byron rolled over on the bed and stood back up. He had more weight and a better reach, swung out with a left and caught what was left of her face, now a bloody pulp.

Honey fell cracking her head on the bedside table.

She stayed still.

He closed the door.

Hotel telephone rang.

“Shit,” he muttered to himself. Picked it up.

“Just checking everything is okay, sir. We heard a disturbance,” the reception said.

“Everything’s fine,” he said.

Put down the receiver.

Checked her pulse.

Dead.    

WALK ON THE WIDE SIDE

JAMES HALE was licking some skin, brown, young, skin, when his mobile telephone rang. Hale, once Joe’s assistant had decided to do some investigations of his own while Dylan was in London. 

Put an ad in the paper.

NO CASE TOO BIG OR SMALL

The skin was tall with peroxide blond hair and a thin waist who went by the name of Dom.

Dom, my ass, thought Hale.

That bitch was passive.

He was once asked by one of those NGO types what his position on underage sex was:

“Missionary,” he replied only half joking.

He would never forget the look on her face.

“Telephone you.” Dom said.

“I got it,” Hale replied and removed his mouth from her trimmed bush and picked up the bone.

“I understand you can find people?” The voice was English, southern, had that gangster quality to it. Hale’s heart rate quickened. It may have been the Viagra. “Saw your ad in the Fun City Express,” The voice said. 

“First of all, I’m in a business meeting. Make it brief. What do you have to go on?”

“She’s my daughter.”

“Shouldn’t be too difficult. But Fun City is a big place and how do you know she’s here?”

“She’s here.”

“Okay. I need a retainer and I need to meet with you. I take it you have a recent photograph?”

“Sure.”

“Where are you staying?”

Byron gave it to him.

“There’s one more thing,” Byron said.

“Spill.” 

“I have a dead transvestite in my hotel room.”


“Well, well, well. You have been busy.” 


Hale stood and reached for his wllet gave the blond Dom a couple of notes and pointed to the door. Carried on the call: “Put the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the door and hold tight. And bear in mind I charge extra for trannie disposals.” 

The blond was pulling on her panties. Hale, feeling the V kick in pushed her back on the bed and ripped them off with his teeth..

Went back down on the blond.

Groaned softly as he worked at it.  

HOTEL LOUNGE

HALE STEPPED into reception and had a look at the girl behind the desk. Pigtails, white shirt, sucking a lollipop. Her mouth was numb as she sucked and, yes, you could make a lot of money with a numb mouth, Hale thought. Yeah. Work experience gig from a university, give it two months and she’ll be swinging around a pole for premium lettuce. Work it, baby, work it. Facial mole, cute, what he would do to with just ten minutes... Never-mind... She was dumb. Didn’t give a rat’s ass about the current political crisis and the tanks rolling around the capital. Her boyfriend and her mobile telephone mattered, selfies mattered, and friend’s opinions mattered more than world poverty and the famine in Africa. 

Haircuts and shoes were key.

Hale explained the situation to her in the local lingo. Went like this: His uncle was staying in the hotel – new to town – took a man back to his room thinking it was a woman. Well, you know how it is, things got a bit ugly as they do and the transvestite left without picking up her ID from reception. Hale knew that all hotels require locals to leave their ID at reception.

Any chance of taking the ID? 

The receptionist smiled and explained that she would have to come back and get it for herself.

Or himself.

Hale explained the situation further by putting a hundred dollar bill on the desk.

She took the money with a smile and handed over the ID. 

“Oh I forgot what room it was?” he added.

“702,” she replied.

Hale took the elevator. Knocked on the door,

Byron opened the door a crack.

“We spoke on the phone,” Hale said.

“What did we speak about?”

“A slight accident with a she-male and a missing daughter.”

“Good enough,” Byron opened the door.

Hale took a look at the smashed in nose, recognized it from somewhere,  looked around the room. “Where’s the hooker?” he asked.

Byron nodded towards a suitcase. “In the bag.” 

“How the fuck did you manage that?”

“I used to work in a slaughter house. The head I managed to separate.” Byron lifted a towel from the bedside cabinet. Underneath the towel the transsexuals head, or at least what was left of it. The jaw had been removed leaving a large gaping hole from beneath the nose to where the neck once was. The eyes were open in a snarl of surprise and the make-up smeared all across the remains of the face. “I know it’s not pretty, but I can’t having any one identifying the bitch through dental records. The jaw and teeth I’ve disposed of. I won’t tell you where, for your own safety. The body as I say is in the suitcase. I punctured the lungs, each one with a screwdriver so the case doesn’t fackin bob back up with the oxygen. I’ve weighed it down. We charter a fishing boat and drop the suitcase somewhere deep. The head, or what’s left of it we cast onto a hook and hope something big takes a nibble. You’ve got shark, barracuda, marlin here, right?” 

Hale looked at him. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt. He was serious about the fishing trip. “This isn’t the first time you’ve done this sort of thing now is it? Well, I guess we check out and lose the luggage, take a fishing trip, and then we can have a little chat about this other problem you seem to have.”

Byron made a noise like a bear waking up from hibernation. “You’re good, son,” he said sarcastically. “I like your bleeding style.”  

The suitcase was heavy. But not so heavy as the geezer that lifted it. Hale picked up the rest of his belongings, including the transvestite’s head inside two smaller bags. Looking back at the hotel room he noticed how clean it was – as if nobody had ever been there.

THE SIAMESE TWINS

THE BAR was a narrow strip dimly lit with a dozen stools lined up against the bar. One side was a short woman, large of breast and snaggled of tooth. The other side sat Hale and Byron. They had been out on the boat, suitcase bobbed twice before sinking to the depths of the sea. Bryon then headed to the reefs.  The hooker’s head, well, Byron hooked the line through the eyeball as Hale puked over the side of the boat. Took twenty minutes before a school  of groupers tore it to pieces and consumed it.  Byron had played with the fish tugging and reeling before finally cutting the line. “Fack it,” he said.  

Hale never did have sea legs.  

“The White Flamingo.” Hale told Byron. “That is where she has gone.” 

“What is this, some kind of fackin bird-watching club?”

“I wish it were that simple,” Hale grinned. “The White Flamingo is something of a legend around here, she runs an exclusive gentleman’s club up in the hills.”

“And you think my Rose is working there?”

“It’s what I do.”

“Visit knocking shops?”

“Yes, but normally looking for lost wives rather than daughters. My fee, however, is the same for both services.

Rumor has it there’s a good looking English girl working there. Just started as it happens. Now I can go in and get her, or you can do it yourself.” 

“My daughter, one the game. You’re off your rocker, geezer.”

“I’m telling you the truth.”

“Fack. Give me the address. And I’ll need a fackin shooter.”

Hale pursed his lips like a car mechanic pricing up a job. “It’ll cost you.”

“Whatever. What kind of iron they use round ‘ere?”

“Glock. Normally a 17.”

“Perfect. Get me the shooter and give you two large.”

“Pounds? Better make that five.”

“Three.”

“Three and a half.”

“Done.”

THE WHITE ROOM

BYRON WALKED away from the beach until he met a new cluster of bars. More upmarket than the rest. Membership fees painted on the walls. He walked past them, until he found one called:

The White Room. 

Inside everything was white, the walls, the sofas, the bar stalls, the women, waitresses, whores, whatever they were wore white costumes like those of dental nurses. It was like stepping into a Kubrick flick. 

Propping up the bar drinking a cocktail from a long thin glass was one of the most elegant women that Byron had even seen. She reminded him of some-one a long time ago, someone from a movie or a magazine. Whatever the connection was it brought with it an image of impenetrable glamour and wealth. Wealth. Glamour. Usually the two went together like frois grais and toast, but sometimes they never got along, like Rose, and her little slip. His daughter stopped wearing pretty dresses and stopped picking flowers suddenly and inexplicably at the age of eight or nine, shortly after she met with that gypsy kid, Jimmy, the kid who had brought on this entire mess.

The kid that turned her into a whore.

Felt the iron in his pocket.

Cold, reassuring.

Like victory.

The woman at the bar was wearing a white cocktail dress with sequins and semi-precious stones sewn into the extremities along with floral embroidery. The rest of the garment was pure white. As he approached the bar stool next to her she raised her eyes from the drink and checked him once over. She grimaced slightly at his face and then smiled approvingly of his choice of attire.

“Thomas Pink, she said. I used to buy them for one of my husbands, when he worked in the city. Before he died.”

“How many did you have?”

“Husbands or shirts?”

“You fackin know what I mean.”

“Well, what’s the difference? Husbands, shirts. They both wear out in the end right? Lose their texture, their richness, color. Am I losing you, lover, is this too complicated for you? Shirts and lovers are much the same. At first you want to wear them forever, bathe in them, show them to the world, wear them forever. That’s if you don’t simply grow out of them. But now I am boring you, you wretched old man. Tell me if you can, and you don’t have to. What, my dear stranded soldier, happened to your nose? No, wait. Let me guess. You lost a fight in a pub. You were young and then you came into money but you never got it fixed. The nose that is. You never got it fixed because it is a...”

“A reminder,” Byron said catching the attention of the waitress and pointing to a cocktail on the menu.

“Yes, but a reminder to whom?”

“To anyone who wants to get fackin lively.”

“Aren’t you a bit too old for all that bullyboy business? Mr...”

“Byron. And you?”

“Miss Bell.”

“Don’t mind me asking but don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“Depends. You don’t look like the type to read women’s fashion magazines. I was once a model. Had the legs for it. And, I guess, the head for it.”

“Walking up and down an isle must be a difficult business.”

“Don’t get smart. They called me The White Flamingo. Some say I was the best.”

Byron remembered it now. “So what made you wash up here?”

“I’ll tell you. But you must tell me what brought you here first.”

“I lost a child,” Byron said.

“Well how uncanny,” she smiled sadly. “So did I.”

They both drank in silence for a moment.

“I’m looking for some company. Female company,” Byron smiled. “No offence, but someone a bit younger than yourself.”

“None taken.” She slipped him a card from inside her purse. “We have a little place up on the hill. Caters for all tastes. Expensive, but you don’t look like a cheap kind of guy.”

He pocketed the card. 

––––––––

UNMADE BED

AFTER THE release. The city. Rose was nowhere to be seen. Joe indicated she had took a job in a bar somewhere, vague on the details, but that was his way. He showed me the tower block where my father lived. And then took me to the AA meetings in Fun City – more damaged individuals you couldn’t have the misfortune of meeting... A kind dark skinned woman named Tina took me out for coffee, we eventually made it to a movie and then we made it into bed. Hers not mine. She had nice antique Asian furniture and Tibetan mazes on the wall. 

I fell for her pretty bad.

They tell you in AA not to fall for anyone or have any kind of relationship. They tell you not to fall for another member of the group. They told you lots of things in the meetings. Some of it was for the birds and some of it wasn’t. You had to make the call. 

The thing was I hadn’t forgotten Rose. Is it possible to be in love with more than one woman at once? You can bet your mortgage it is. A man never forgets the first love and Tina had a thing going on with a rich Italian. She mentioned that life in bed with him was rough. He made her do things, he pushed her. She didn’t explain what these acts, although clearly acts of sexual humiliation, were.

I didn’t push it. A woman was entitled to her secrets and God knew I had enough of my own that I would like to keep hidden just the same.

Rose kept appearing in dreams. The latest had her in a classroom that transfigured into a law office, the head partner grilled her on her latest report. She turned to me, tears streaming down her face. She left the office and ran up a mountain of stairs, I couldn’t reach her, she turned and screamed, “Where are you going Jimmy! Just leave me alone!”

The old lady in the caravan all those years ago telling me to be aware of The Black Rose. Or was it to beware of The Black Rose. Was there a difference? Was the search hopeless?

So the day came to meet the old man, the father. What does one expect?

Joe told me to expect nothing.

It kind of made sense.

Rode the elevator up and Joe Dylan knocked on a door. The door was opened by a man wearing a cardigan, in this heat, his hair grew to his collar and his teeth were broken. Looked like he’d seen a few dreams turn into nightmare’s in his life and I had the distinct impression I was one of them. “Come in, please sit down. I’m not sure what the protocol here is. Do I hug you or shake your hand?”

Told him a handshake was fine.

Shook it. 

Clammy and wet.

“Sorry is not sufficient enough a word, I simply didn’t know. I had no way of knowing. Please Jimmy, sit down. Look at you. Last time I saw you, you were in my arms.”

“It’s all water under the bridge,” I told him and then added, “down the canal.”

He smiled. “Thank the lord you have a sense of humor.”

“The places I’ve been it is essential to make people laugh at the right time otherwise they might turn around and shoot you.”

Taylor raised up his palms. “There’s no pistol up my sleeves, kid.”

“Mine neither.”

Then he stood and I stood.

We hugged each other.

That’s what the meetings do to man. They make you hug. I could sense the old man had been through hell, and my past weren’t a picnic.

We hugged.

Neither of us noticed Joe slip out the door.     

SECRET AGENT MAN

DIDN’T TAKE Joe long to find her. While Jimmy was cooling off he did some detective work. He still sucked at it but guessed he was normally one step ahead of the other players in the city. Tracked her down to a section of Fun City known as Metroland. It was a right-angle street of go-go bars, food-stalls, and mock English and Irish pubs. This part of the city the Russians and the Indians hadn’t taken over completely. The clock, however, was ticking. He had paid a motorcycle taxi rider fifty dollars to search the pubs and the guesthouses after phoning the city’s hotels and coming back blank. The rider gave him the address – Finnegan’s Wake – Metroland. 

He found the place and sat at the bar and ordered a glass of cider with ice. He thought about James Joyce and how he had tried and tried to get to grips with the grumpy Irishman. Preferred Beckett but only because he was more grumpy than his employer. There were five widescreen televisions showing England playing the rugby. Beckett was a cricket man. He had another glass of cider. It took another five of those glasses before he saw her.

Beautiful?

Absolute knock-out.

Almost spat out a mouthful of the happy apple right there and then.He needed the courage of the apple to approach her. She was aloof, but he had an advantage in that he knew the city. Went for an old line, well used, oiled even.

“New to town?”

She looked at him the way a teacher sizes up a insolent child. “What’s it to you?”

“Nothing. Just being friendly. I guess you don’t need friends. A pretty girl like you has all the friends she needs.”

“I’m not pretty.”

“Baby, you’re perfect. I mean that as an observation, not a pick-up line. I don’t pick up.”

“Nobody is perfect. And what do you mean you don’t pick up?”

Joe opened his palms. “Look. I’ll be straight with you. I used to drink and take drugs, yeah? Now I’m clean part of the program is to not form any relationships.”

“What program?”

“The twelve steps. I have to keep pure.”

“What about the drink in your glass?”

“Well, today I had what the shrinks call a slip.”

“So the picking up is back on the menu?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. My name is Rose.”

“Rose, I’m Joe. I’m charmed to meet you. I mean that, charmed.”
––––––––

One drink led to another and Joe could see that she was starting to feel the booze causing her to move in directions she wouldn’t ordinarily intend. They had moved onto the fifth bar, an open air venue on the perimeter of a boxing ring. The boxers, who used their feet as well as their fists, Joe knew were only sparring. It was a tourist dive, but seemed to fit the vibe. Rose screamed and looked away as the combatants made contact. She held Joe as the blows brought red shorts down in the center of the ring. 

“This town’s not safe,” she whispered in his ear.

“What do you mean?”

“I feel vulnerable,” she said.   

“Big city, maybe not the safest place for a girl looks the way you do.”

“Is that a compliment?” 

“It’s as close as I get.”

Joe excused himself to the bathroom. Checked his reflection in the mirror. The trip to London had allowed him to shed a couple of kilos. His complexion seemed clear and the dark rings around the eyes had disappeared. He noticed a nose hair. He held it between thumb and forefinger and pulled it out with one swift tug. Splashed water on his face. Inside the bathroom a local man made a living, passed Joe a cold towel and offered him a spray of cologne. He accepted both and tipped the man a dollar.

Rose was sat watching the boxing; he couldn’t help notice that now she appeared to be enjoying it. Perhaps the beer and the city were sinking in. He sat down next to her and took a large bite on his drink. Two more pulls and it was finished. 

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, smiling. Brushing back her blond fringe and smiling at The Detective. 
“Where did you have in mind?”
“Surprise me.”

Back in the apartment Joe could feel a weight pushing his eyelids down. “You slipped me something. Back at the boxing. You put something in my drink?”

“Relax you’re tired,” Rose said.

She got that right.

Joe, legs like jelly, lay on the bed. He could picture in his mind the green travel bag inside the wardrobe, beneath the flintstone cartoon towel. He pictured her searching the  room lifting the towel, taking the cash. Then he could picture his body rising as if holding onto a hot air-balloon, up above the ceiling, the city and the darkness of space..  

––––––––

THE BETRAYAL

HALE SAT at his usual place in the corridor bar as Joe crashed through the door. 

“Look what the lizard dragged in,” Hale grinned.

Joe walked up to Hale pushed him of the chair, the floor caught Hale as he looked up at The Detective. “What’s got your fucking goat?”

“Fifty large ones. Stolen last night.”

“Dollars?”

“Pounds.”

“Shit.” 

“Stand up,” Joe said, indicating the bar. “We need to talk. Were you working for some freak named Byron?”

“What?”

“Big man. Smashed in nose. Club foot. Not too easy to miss. Yes or no?”

“We may have had some business together.”

“What kind of fucking business?”

“He wanted find his daughter. Needed a gun. And...”

“Wait, wait, this is moving too fast. What did you tell him about the daughter?”

“All I knew was one thing. That she was working up on the hill at the Flamingo’s new place.”

STASH

ROSE STRUGGLED with the bag. She rode pillion to the house on the hill. It was once an old grand hotel that had been used to clean dirty money until The White Flamingo bought it, took it over and did much the same. It was a castle of a building with three large wings and two swimming pools, poolside bungalows and a tropical garden. Early morning the birds were chattering in the trees, the security guard waved her in. She paid the motorcycle rider with a generous fee and tip and walked through the old hotel and into the ballroom. Eerily quiet and empty early morning inside the grand entrance there were several stages five feet from the floor with aluminum poles, smeared with hand-prints from the night before. Fake plastic trees and ceramic figurines – knowing that the dancers would find the money in the room she shared with the Ukrainian dancer Helga, she searched the vast hotel for somewhere to hide the money. And then she saw it. 

––––––––

JINGLE BELLS

JOE PAID the five thousand membership fee and entered the establishment. 

“Merry Christmas,” the doorman said.

“Same to you. And don’t over-cook the turkey,” Dylan said. 

The security man who wore a suit like that of a fleet commander. Colors and stripes on the shoulders. 

He walked on.

The Flamingoes new palace was a resort hotel once fashionable until the mob moved in and took it over. Wrought iron gates opened into a gravel pathway with tropical shrubs and palms shading the path. The path led to a swimming pool where semi-naked women from all races of humankind swam and sun-bathed on loungers around the pool. There was a wet bar and a bar above plimsole-line. Joe made it to the bar and ordered a bottle of Jack and a glass bottle of Coca-cola to wash it down. He poured himself two stiff ones and looked at it. 

If there were such a thing as paradise or heaven then it wouldn’t be a million miles away from this. Bronzed toned muscular millionaires drank champagne and mingled with the women who all looked like they had jumped straight out of the latest copy of Vogue magazine.

Christmas with money in the tropics was a tough gig.

He drank the second glass straight down and motioned toward a grand entrance leading into the joint. “What happens in there?” he asked a nervous bar-tender who couldn’t have been any older than the cocktail-shaker in his mitt.

“Everything happen. Have many lady. Lady from America, from Europe, Arab lady, Africa lady, Asia lady, have everything, meester.”

“Is that right?” Joe said lighting a cigarette.

“Yes, sir.”

“Looks like we will have to take a look.”

“Yes, sir. Looking is good. Buying better.”

“Well, you would say that now, wouldn’t you,” Joe slammed a note on the counter. The kid bar tender put it in his pocket. “Why you work here anyway? Your sister on the game?”

“No, sir. Good money. Big Boss pay big money.”

“Right. Of course he does, and it sure beats working in a chicken factory.” Joe moved toward the entrance with slow cautious steps gravel crunching beneath his feet. It was dusk. Bats wheeled in the sky flying amazingly close to his head before at the last moment switching direction. The women were moving inside. In the tropics it gets dark quick, like somebody turned the lights out. He noticed Hale entertaining two pole greasers who were on a cigarette break. Didn’t catch his eye. 

Kept walking. 

TAYLOR FELT the gravel crunching beneath his feet. The building was white stone with two large wings, a swimming pool. He moved closer. Each step clouded with dizziness he walked on.    

JOE WALKED into the establishment. The lighting was dark with strips of purple and neon along the walls. Crystal mirrored disco balls hung from the ceilings along with chandeliers. Mirrors were everywhere giving the impression of a vast open space. Booths lined one wall to allow for more secretive pairings. Women from every nationality danced on podiums. Different sections for different races. There was an Arab section, an Asian section, African, Russian, European. He guessed there were perhaps fifty aluminum poles in that place and four times as many women dancing. It was like a scene from some fast American B-movie circa ’86.

I PARKED the Honda low-rider beneath the shade of a pomegranate tree and took a look over the wall. Naked bodies around a swimming pool like some kind of Hollywood party. Somewhere in the hills. The white walls fading to gray as the sun set spilling a ribbon of orange above the mountains. I saw my chance as the guards were pointing and giggling at something out of view. Jumped over the wall and made it to the rear of the building and slipped through a kitchen door. The sun came down almost visably moving. 

“THIS IS IT” Byron parked the jeep and smiled. Ed opened the door and checked the equipment on the back seat. They should have been packing more metal but Hale’s contact had been light in artillery. Ed satisfied himself with a tommy gun and Byron kept hold of the Glock.    

JOE SAW her and felt like he’d received a blow to the stomach.  Beyond the European stage, she was dancing, behind her a ceramic white flamingo. Rose froze as she saw him, and then her eyes panned to his left. A figure he recognized. Taylor walked slowly towards him extended a hand. Joe shook it.

Gunfire like a sudden thunderclap. The slug hit Taylor in back, between the shoulder blades. The floor caught him as he coughed up blood. Joe crouched as another shot hit the wall behind them. He took Taylor by the feet and dragged him behind a white sofa. Checked his pulse, weak. Taylor was trying to say something. Joe gave him the time to do it. “Take care of Jimmy, he’s a...”

His eyes closed. 

No more words. 

Pulse dead. 

His face looked at peace as the bullets fired above them, screams from the dancing girls. Joe took a look from behind the sofa.  

Smashed in nose, Byron stood there with a half-smile. He told his muscle to stop firing. Ed held the weapon and stood with a rat-like animal grin on his face.

“I think you have something of mine, sunshine.”

“I had it and now it’s gone.”

“Don’t make me squeeze it out of you. I’ve come a long way and I’m all out of fackin good will.”

Joe looked up at Rose, squatting on the stage, arms covering her naked breasts. “I think she might be the real reason you came here, Byron. You can make more money, you can’t make another daughter, or if you can, it won’t be the same.”

“I’m taking her and the money with me.”

“Well, it’s fair to say they come as a package, old man. Find one and you have the other.”

“Just tell me where the fackin dough is.”

Joe opened his palms. “I’ve nothing up my sleeves.”

The White Flamingo joined them. “He’s right. He doesn’t have it.”

Ed Case reloaded, turned and fired the Tommy.

I SAW my father hit the ground and watched Joe reach down and check the pulse. He shook his head. Gone.  

ED CASE turned and fired. The bullets sprayed the dance floor and punctured the ceramic flamingo, the whores hit the floor and then their eyes glanced up at the thousands of bank notes that scattered from the ceramic flamingo. They stood slowly at first and then as one they rushed towards the cash and stashed notes in their bras in their underwear, handbags, fists.

Rose grabbed some notes, her clothes and approached the sofa.

Byron closed in on Joe. A .22 had appeared in his mitt. Looked like a toy. Pulled the trigger. Hit Joe in the shoulder and he fell back knocking over a plastic palm tree. Byron moved closer aiming the weapon at his head. Joe kicked up. Got him in the balls and Byron stumbled back. Then Rose moved in. Got between Joe and her father. “I took the money, Dad. I took it from them. You want to kill someone then kill me. It was me that planned it.”

He turned the weapon to his daughter. “Rose, dear, you couldn’t.”

“Oh, yes, she could. A woman is capable of anything. She has spirit. You should be proud.” The White Flamingo walked towards them, a stiletto shoe in her hand heel pointed at him. “You should really do something about that face, lover,” she said moving closer. 

Byron, in shock, half smiled.    

The White Flamingo hit him direct in the face with her stiletto heal. Caught him good on the left eye. The bruise was rising, a line of blood trickled down his cheek. Byron took a step back and looked at her.

Enough time for Dylan to crack one left into a kidney. 

Byron’s stare switched between the pair.

“Too many bodies. Ed, Fackin kill someone!”

Ed Case fired a burst at the Flamingo. She stumbled back and slouched onto the sofa her mouth open trickling with blood in an awful death grimace.

“Two down, two to go,” Ed said aiming the Tommy at Joe, Rose and then Byron. Question is – which two?”

“Why would you let one go?” Joe asked.

“Somebody to squeal. I like this town. You ever feel like starting over?”

“Ed,” Byron said. “Here’s what’s going happen. You’re going to squeeze that trigger and shoot the fake pig on the count of three. One... Two...” Byron shook, pulled out the .22 and fired. Slug hit Ed in the shoulder, Ed dropped the Tommy and stumbled. He leant over to pick it back up. As he did a gunshot. Byron fell forward and looked up.

I SHOT the old man in the whorehouse with his daughter looking on. There was something in his eye that wasn’t pity. It wasn’t anger. Surprise maybe or acceptance. Whatever it was it only stayed there for a second before the lights went out. Ed reached for the Tommy. I aimed the Glock and fired, the slug taking three fingers with it. “Leave the shooter, Ed.” I told him. “Leave the shooter and walk away.  Open a bar and get rich. Take some of the notes with you,” I glanced back at the stage where the money had flown like feathers from the broken ceramic flamingo.

“Jimmy, about your father...” Joe said 

“Dead?”

“Yes, he came here and...”

“Got it. Rose?”

“I guess we are in the same boat,” she said looking down at Byron.”

“You ever been a godfather, Joe?”

He smiled. 

“Let’s discuss this further outside. I’m figuring it’s only a matter of time before the Boys in Brown arrive. There just might be enough cash here to make it worth their while to keep quiet. And of course they will get the venue. If they didn’t have it already. Will Byron’s boy speak?”

“Ed, he’s from the site. He won’t speak.”

RIDE INTO THE SUN

OUTSIDE THE gates I sat on a Honda Stead motorcycle. Rose walked slowly.  Her hair was wild, stood up, make-up smeared. 

“Hitch a lift?” she asked.

“I should kick your beautiful ass,” I said.

“I might enjoy it.”

“Not as much as I would Rose. What happened to the cash?”

“Didn’t you see? Donated it to a charity for abused women.”

“I find that hard to swallow.”

“Well, it’s all I got. How about that lift?”

“Which way are you heading?”

“I’m going your way.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“How much?”

She held her hands apart two feet, “This much.”

I revved the engine and drove away for as long as it 

takes to think about a stranded blond in a vice ridden town. 

Stopped, turned the bike around and rode back up to  her.  


“How much?” Asked her again.
“How much?”

“For you Jimmy, free,” she said.

JOE FOUND the nearest hole in the wall bar and ordered a double Jack and coke. Hit it in one and then hit another. The afternoon swallowed the day like an angry thought. And the next day and the one after that. The barman was Scandinavian, Norway or Sweden or somewhere where they wrote bestselling crime novels and rolled around in snow and lived comfortably on state benefit. The bar man looked at Joe. Frowned and said, 

“Cheer up, man. As they say in your country.  Life is not a bed of roses.”

Drank to it. 

Hard.

––––––––

THE END

––––––––
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Part Five in the Joe Dylan series.
FUN CITY PUNCH

FOREWORD

FUN CITY is made up of six major areas - The Beach, The Red Zone, The Central Business District, Metroland, Main Street and The Dark Side. These zones are all connected by alleyways and tunnels, a cryptic network of mazes not unlike the back lanes and alleyways that connected 18th century London. Perilous passages are rebuilt as soon as they are demolished. Bars, riotous patrons, and the homeless exist both in spite of and because of this labyrinth of decadence. There was the widespread use of illicit substances, distribution of sexual diseases, an escalating murder rate, the general acceptance of corrupt officials, and the popularity of Fringe Theater. London had the Penny gaffs, Fun City had the bars, the cabaret shows, the boxing rings, the discos and the Theater Bizarre. One was never further than the toss of a dwarf away from a place where it was possible to enter a state of intoxication before discussing the impending apocalypse with a like-minded other.

This was before the clampdown. 

By 2020 Fun City became an international hub for illegal activity and its global reputation as a serious business and commercial player was at risk.

Tourism was encouraged. Immigrations discouraged.

Fun City needed a way to truly control her population.

The answer came with technology. First the surveillance system locally known as the Fun Eyes was installed. All main roads are now under surveillance. People came out at night to lessen the chances of being recognized by The Eye’s facial recognition software and quite soon the City became practically nocturnal. 

In 2023 The Credit system was put in place. 

Cash was removed and outlawed and instead the Fun City Credit Scheme, which deducted as well as credited the owner on account of both their behavior and their work, was introduced. Credits were awarded to the sufferers of conditions requiring medical attention, legislation that led to self-mutilations. Credits were awarded for artists and predictably every Fun City resident was writing a book or working on a play. Credits were deducted for promiscuous behavior, drink, drugs and violence. Those who reached zero credits were subject to The Punch – an intense attitude adjustment four week program.  

Crime escalated as cash vanished. 

Art and suffering thrived hand in hand.

Fun City had entered her third and final act...  

FUN CITY

2025

ONE

THE NIGHT wrapped around Fun City like a spider; saxophone notes rose and fell, a woman screamed on the streets, her screams turned to laughter, her laughter turned to tears, the sound of glass breaking, a television talent show blaring from an open window, a tomcat leaped onto a corrugated roof wanting to tell some queen cat that he cared about her, or cared about the world, or cared about something, anything, but the queen cat didn’t care and eventually the tomcat would be silenced by the impossibility of the night. 

This is the way it rolled in Fun City. 

Always has been and always will be. 
The office was a hole-in-the-wall unit punching out onto an over-ground tunnel connecting the commercial district to the Red Zone. Fun City, like any city, had her main streets and through-ways where all kinds of illicit acts took place under the watchful gaze of the Eye and then it had the lanes and back alleys where the real fabric of the city was weaved and spun; this was where I worked.
The locals called it 'working the tunnel.'
​I called it cooling off.
​Until the credits ran down.          
Back streets had their own problems. Rats had infested the office and I couldn’t figure out a way to stop the rodent tide. I’d tried poison pellets, glue traps, bait and death falls, spring loaded recoil traps, and vacuum containment; nothing worked. 

Weaned the rodents onto bacon before they lost interest in bacon and when you lose interest in bacon what’s the point? So I spent the best part of the night awake with a pellet gun and a bottle of Tiger Sweat waiting for the vermin to show their awful twitching faces. 

Nibble, nibble, nothing, not even a freaking nibble. 

Fun City rats contrarian to the bone. And the rats not only dwelled in my office and in the streets, they also stood upright, wore clothes, brokered deals and counted the credits and the debits with merciless rodent care.

The rats were everywhere. 

Walking up and down and to and thro in it.  

I was considering the purchase of a ferret when the doorbell rang. 

The client poked his head inside and weighed me up. It said Private Detective on the door and the single-breasted grey number and fedora on the desk should have been the final word on the matter. But, you know, we live in a city patrolled by fake policemen and bogus holy men. There they go now, outside collecting fines and denotations. Well, I waved the client to sit down and hoped for a moment that the case would be big, although the client’s raw silk shirt and local haircut suggested small. Aged some years north of my forty-eight and with hair greying at the temples the client shuffled in his seat. 

“She’s changed,” his face was lined and haggard like an abandoned road map. Either he had sped through his thirties fast and hard and crashed into his forties too soon or he had slammed into his fifties following a decade of heavy traffic, hitting the brake suddenly.

“Well, women do,” I said. “Please take a seat.”

“How did you know? I mean, I didn’t say it was a girl.”

“Call it a lucky guess.”

“They said that you were good. If anyone can help you, Joe Dylan can, that’s what they said.”

“I credit them well to say that.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing... How can we help?”

“I found this while doing the laundry,” he waved the offending item above the desk. 

Black background, brass jazz instruments in gold and red text:

Neptune in Leather

Nightmares and Dreams

“A modern man?” 

“What?” 

“Doing the laundry. That’s modern.”

“Well, if I don’t...Who will?”

“U-huh. Name?”

His eyes glanced up at the ceiling, hands gripped the arms of the chair as he sunk into it. “My wife, Trixie. She’s been...”

“Your name?”

“Sloane.”

“Okay. Tell me from the start, Mr. Sloane. Keep it clear and relevant. Time’s not an issue,” I lit a Death Cloud Blue to illustrate the point. The Fun City council would deduct me one Fun City Credit for the smoke but I figured Sloane to pay his bill and not squeal. 

“I lost her at The Punch.”

“BB Punch?” Basic Behavior, a Fun City attitude adjustment program, for the most part voluntary, had recently extended its admissions programs to those who scored low on the morality front or reached zero credits. I’d recently recovered from a four week stint in the BB Punch having had my account move to zero. The thing with The Punch was they didn’t admit you twice, unless under special circumstances. After The Punch they sent you back out onto the street with nothing but sobriety, bitterness and a refined sense of injustice.  

“Yes,” the client said. 

“How did that make you feel?” I asked. I knew his type. They were all self-satisfied and confident, these Punchers, they knew that as long as they didn’t drink, drug, or dick around they were as pure and as serine as a new born baby. 

“The Punch kept me together.” 

“I see.” And I did see it, remembered it, tasted it, visualized it sharp, vicious, clear, like a panic attack in an elevator, a heartbeat of humorless doom in a closed room: homicide detectives shitting themselves on the couch, disbarred lawyers confessing to bankruptcy, doctors losing their medical licenses, morbidly obese television freaks pissing themselves quite openly while quoting Yeats or some such drivel, the sexually depraved, financially deprived, clowns, liars, cheaters, mime street artists and children’s entertainers who just weren’t that funny anymore; Jesus sycophants, game show hosts, talent show losers and the occasional guitarist who knew the three basic chords required to sleep in union with father troubled college visionaries who painted vulgar abstractions in twilight hours and withdrew from public exhibition. I once saw the rooms with all their rainbows of color and I did honestly chew on words spun by world weary consolers of the mind, the soul, the condition; that wholesome soup, that tepid stew, I kid you not, while being tasty that stew was full of indigestible gristly lumps that have remained stuck in the throat and the gullet forever; since that initial serving of salvation, and yeah, sure, I saw it, ate it, threw it back up and ate it again like the dog returns to the vomit of his folly; it is what men like me do; lap it up. Not wanting to get biblical and being as I am basically a man of the night and mostly inspired by the rooms that held a sanctuary to that night; said. “She slipped?”

“Yes. She talks about seeing insects. Someone needs to save her before....”

“Sir, when a man or woman decides to walk on the dark side there’s nothing you or I can do to stop them.” 

“There must be a way?”

“Perhaps I can help find out what’s happening. I can gather evidence but I doubt I can make her turn her life around. She’s aware of The Punch situation?”

“She says the treatment has made her more introspective, more aware of The City. She’s paranoid, the drink, the drugs, it’s a vicious circle. She stared painting.”

I nodded at Sloane. “I just need a photograph and a lowdown of her general behavior patterns. Her name I have, some general information,” I handed him a ballpoint pen and a standard questionnaire to fill out.

He did that. 

“Why did she fall from the program?” Sloane asked.

Because she is a human animal with free will. 

I said: “It happens. And when it happens here it can be, erm, complicated,” I told him I knew the club operated the other side of the tunnel. The S&M crowd relieved their sins in the Neptune in Leather. A good place to slip, I figured. A 24-hour jazz jam held at the club above the Neptune. Musicians arrived and played until the crowd decided their time was up and sent them, the musicians, downstairs to the whips and the chains and the talent show hosts and the sanctuary and the promises of their wrongdoings. Many of the patrons were known to be past participants of The Punch.  

“I knew something was wrong when she started taking an interest in the arts,” the client shuffled in his chair, brushed a hand through his thinning hair, massaged his temples. “The Punch discouraged any artistic activities.” 

“Yes,” I sardonically replied. “A sudden interest in the arts, particularly in middle age, is often indicative of an impending nervous breakdown,”

“Huh?”

“I mean I once had a client go catatonic following a weakness for conceptual abstract installations.”

“So what do you think, about her decent into the world of music and art?” He asked me, eyes burning into mine searching for perhaps an educated answer. 

I gave it to him: “Really, Mr. Sloane; I have no idea. My idea of art is a street lamp up close. This woman, Penny, wife of an old client got into the art scene here and ended up holed up in the Darkside after the Fun Police came and wheeled her away to the psych ward where as far as I know she still rests staring at the cracks in the ceiling and blowing raspberries at the nurses, rocking up and down, as they are want to do. Penny that is, not the nurses.”

“You think this could happen to Trixie?”

“Who knows? The facts please, Mr...”

“Sloane.”

“Mr. Sloane. The facts, please... How do we get to where we are?”

“It started with Sunday afternoons, soon after it progressed to Friday nights. Before long I was sat at home watching the clock. I began playing games.”

“Video games?”

“Yes.”

“Video games in Fun City? Gamers?” I had to ask. 

“The Gamers?”

“Well you are aware that there’s this whole community who fake relationships online and use their messages to claim morality points and to discredit others? There has been a huge scandal, if you read the news. She does have a Life-enhancer account?”

“Yes.” 

“Okay. Write down the ID number on the questionnaire.” Few travelled the city without a hand held device and a long list of network connections zapping away messages. Surveillance was rife in The City. Conversations were recorded, bought and sold. Our currency, Fun Credits, was based on not only the work that we did but also on how we conducted ourselves under the Fun Eyes that monitored The City and our Life-enhancer accounts. This is how the Gamers came to profit. By setting up and selling the messages and pictures of committed men and women. The Government owned and controlled the Fun Eye surveillance systems, which meant freelancers like me caught a piece of the action recording whatever happened when The Eye blinked.  

“So. Let me get this clear. You want independent audio or visual evidence of her behavior and then what do we do?”

“We host an intervention...”

“Really?”

“Yes. This is the only way. I fear that she may be mad? Or possessed?”

“Quite possibly,” I said. “I have yet to meet a man or woman who isn’t at least mad or possessed some of the time in Fun City. Would you have a recent picture?”

“It is not recent. About ten years back. Surprised I managed to get this one,” he waved an envelope across the desk. “She watches my every move. Then she leaves. The crazy thing is she makes me feel like it’s my fault.”

“Women are good at that. The ones that are really good at often become world leaders. The flip side is they’re psychopaths.”

“Psychopaths?”

“Yes, incapable of empathy, a need to control people. Any of this sound familiar? Figuring out those little self-doubts you have and blowing them to the size of a Goodyear blimp? Normally those who exhibit these controlling, manipulating behavior patterns have suffered some kind of abuse or tragic event themselves,” I stopped myself realizing I was thinking about my own choices in recent bedfellows. 

“It’s like I don’t know her anymore. She disappears every night.”

“Where?”

“Not sure,” he shrugged, “Just into the night.”

“You didn’t consider joining her?”

“I hate this city.”

“Oh,” I looked at the client directly. “Any idea where she is now?”

“Trixie’s at the bar with a trombone player named Blue.”

“How do you know this?”

“I checked her Life-enhancer account.”

“Sure you need a detective?”

“I told you already Mr. Dylan. The Punch won’t take her back. Some new policy...” 

“You have the picture?”

“Sure,” the client handed over the envelope and low and behold there inside a photo of Sloane and Trixie. She was beautiful in an obvious way. She would have gained a few pounds and lost a couple of yards of pace since but basically people never changed. Back in ’07 I solved a missing person case using a twenty-year-old photograph that had been spun through the washing machine. I figured Trixie Sloane would now have the kind of hair that had been dyed so many times the original color was as undeterminable and as distant as a forgotten dream. Perhaps she knew not the color herself. Facial features unremarkable, like an incomplete sketch by a minor artist on a bad afternoon. I tagged her as having spent her life in the bowels of some administrative hellhole, a reinsurance technician perhaps, or a legal secretary specializing in maritime law somewhere in the Central Business District. Her eyelids were perhaps painted the dull depressing purple of Van Gogh’s Starry Night, lashes synthetic, the rest of her somehow incomplete, distant, lonely, wanting, needing something more than the obvious hand that had played her the husband at home and the trombonist in the jazz bar. 

“Are you both the same age?”

“She’s ten years younger.”  

“Oh. So what you want me to do, Mr. Sloane?”

“Just get the evidence so we can intervene or at least threaten to.” I figured that with the right fee I could spring myself from The City. Anywhere but Fun City sounded great.

“Yup.”

“And Mr. Dylan is it true that you have been known to use, um, narcotic substances?”

“Well...”

“This is difficult for me.”

“What is?”

“Well, with my Punch program.”

“Sure, but look at it, Fun City is a hot place for dark people. It seems to me I might be able to install her confidence, if I play around with the giggle juice just a little. You credit me up front and I can afford the moral deficit. Who knows, I may even turn her around...”

“Perhaps, get close to her, see what she is taking, using, whatever they call it I think ti may be Scopolamine.”

“Sure. I’ll see which way the rabbit runs. I’ll record some audio and film some still shots. Cost will depend on the time it takes me to get them. I’ll need a payment down now. Anything over that amount I will bill to your account. I’ll need some details. Fill out this form.” I passed over the form, which was a simple declaration to pay the set fees and a ballpoint.

“How long will this take?”

“If as you say Trixie is out nightly it shouldn’t take long. You have any children?”

“No, we tried but...”  

“I see.” And I did. Sloane didn’t have kids in him, but then again, thus far, never did I. A child gave you a credit score of 1000. The poor were breeding but the poor always did. Took the completed questionnaire and payment forms from Sloane and slid them under the scanner. Checked my Fun City Credit score and confirmed that I was at 107 points. Enough for a good time and enough for the case. 

“Well, let’s get started shall we?”

I stood. Checked my two clips. 

One a 2i2 Red-eye recorded film and the other a Whisper 2000 recorded sound. Both clipped to the underneath of the belt. 

The client also stood and tried not to notice the rat scurry beneath the drinks globe. I opened the door and ushered him back out into the tunnel where he disappeared walking sheepishly into the darkness. It wasn’t pity I felt for him. It was more a kind of awkward trepidation. He was going to get screwed whichever way the fortune cookie crumbled and I would be at best a spectator in the whole sorry mess.

I moved on into the night towards the bar, a pair of women in high heels and leopard skin sauntered by. 

I caught the younger of the pair say to the other.

Look at his shirt. The kind of shirt only a drunk would wear.

––––––––

TWO

SEEK AND you shall find.  

Found the Neptune in Leather like a tequila hangover; crimson wallpaper bled into a lounge with stairs to the left, and straight ahead a jazz band played. The trombone player blew beneath a shock of tightly curled hair. Signet paperback edition of On The Road poked unobtrusively out of his denim jacket pocket. Gibbon hung from a ceiling rafter languidly masturbating above a terminally bored scarlet macaw. The bird was hopping from one foot to the other as if the perch was aflame. A Holy Man sat at the bar wearing a white hemp safari suit drinking mojitos with a docile puffin perched on his shoulder. Outside the sound of tires screeching as a drum solo collided with a sudden blast of brass. A cheetah-skinned barmaid approached, “Soda water, no ice.”  

A suit sat in the far corner looking at a copy of the government pamphlet they called the Fun City Express. Somewhere a cockroach died. Slowly, painfully the man with the newspaper sat staring at the print, not reading it, just staring at it. The bar was a nest of pariahs, most of them incurably damaged by the life that brought them here. They existed for the night, the first rays of sunlight signaling the end of the boulevard. Day was simply an interruption of night for those who like vampires returned to their twenty square foot urban coffins and shook through the day until the evening came around arousing them to set foot on the concrete once more. These solitary night crawlers were running low on credits and knew that The Eye just might not catch them wallowing in the rubble. They were motivated by wants disguised as needs, the drink, the woman, the cash, the stash, all simply props in that bizarre performance sadly no dress rehearsal, and probably their final act. Few of them could survive The Punch. A vague military uniform dragged his body away from the bar and towards the exit. Swaying drunkenly from left foot to right before deciding which course the night should take him and then, like an ice pick, plunging right into it. 
FUN CITY PUNCH
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