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   Pusher
 
    
 
    
 
   Phil huffed his way through slush and shouted a phlegm-checked call for John to stop – that his actions invited madness. The mush slowed traffic on Sheffield’s Ecclesall Road down to a watch-your-step crawl. It shouldn't have been hard for Phil to catch him – John had to push his wheelchair through all this stubborn half-melted snow – but the boy had arms like tree trunks, both honed from his continual attempts to escape his minder. Still, though Phil had long since let his physicality slip, he still had an old boxer's strength. Stamina was now his problem. He scanned the street, nervous Chrissy might catch him like this.
 
   Outside the old Pomona pub, his left foot slipped well behind his right. An almost-split stretched a hamstring enough to make him screech louder than he ever did at the pub's karaoke, when he drove most punters back to the bar to avoid his Livin' on a Prayer.
 
   “Bloody hell, John, just stop, or I call your old man right now.”
 
   John shouted “Bollocks” over his shoulder. He'd have flipped his fuck-you fingers, Phil was sure, if it wouldn’t have slowed him down.
 
   Phil cursed his boots’ thin grip. He nearly knocked one elderly lady over, who could barely see where she walked for the red knitted scarf wrapped around her from neck to forehead. He mumbled an apology as he ploughed through the blackened snow. Ridiculous – and the college kids let him know it. A couple of lads rolled up an ice ball. If they hit him, they'd know about it, the smug skinny bastards. Must be nice to have daddy pay for you to read Charles fuckin' Dickens all day while you tickled your bum-hair ‘tache with a frothy latte. They sensed danger and let the eye-gougers slip back into the ice. His muffin top had not yet hidden his menace. The ability to put the wind up people brightened, if only a little, his fears about Barry Green. It pushed him on to grab John before he got to the subway and across the massive roundabout into the town centre. Phil needed to reach him before he had to push the kid back up slopes he hadn't the mood for. John flew on to the road. He didn’t mind the bump from the kerb. Did a wheelie at just the right moment to get up the next and back onto the pavement. Phil patted his pockets and cupped the phone through his jeans. A call to Barry might work – let him deal with his errant son.
 
   No. Not a good idea. He willed the burn in his lungs into a positive thing, like when he pushed himself to train for the ring – a tool to check his pain threshold. These days, he winced at hot water getting a little burny.
 
   Phil managed to get within yards of John. The lad’s arms had tired as sooty snow clogged his wheels. He spun on his back wheels, balanced a wheelie and grinned at his pursuer. He knew the game had come to an end.
 
   “Not funny, John. Not funny.”
 
   “You're wrong. This is hilarious.”
 
   “What would Barry Green say if I let you push yourself around?”
 
   “My old man would put you in a wheelchair, too. But I’d have a word – you’d be okay.”
 
   All those faces he’d seen before his bullets put them away – on Barry Green’s orders. “I’ll continue to push.” The cock-up in Leeds made his decision solid.
 
   “I’m not a victim. Dad is all up his arse about me being useless now I’m in this. Let me work my arms, Phil. Come on.”
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Phil ordered two coffees in the American-themed joint just down the road from Sheffield Hallam University. He berated the bottle-blonde waitress about the icicles above the entrance. They barely hung from the doorframe.
 
   “They're ready to skewer somebody. I'd love it if it wasn't me on the way out.”
 
   “Gee.” She rested a hand on her hip, all concerned. “I'll get Mack to deal with it.”
 
   “You're from Sheffield, love, I don't need a ‘gee’.”
 
   “I'm from Chicago, actually, though my roots are in York.”
 
   “Ah.” Phil turned away from her to raise his eyebrows at John. Chicago to Sheffield didn't have the right ring to it.
 
   He watched John's eyes follow the blonde as she left to sort out their beverages. Detected lust and insecurity whisked together in a bitter dish. It made Phil scratch his nose and watch students through the window. They all hunched inwards to ward off the wind's fingers mugging their warmth.
 
   “Do we have to go through this?”
 
   John flicked the floppy fringe from his right eye. Foppish and ridiculous on such a well-built lad. Phil wished he would have a shorter cut, something manlier to match his physique. The kid could have played rugby league if he had his legs.
 
   “No, we don't. If you stay a good lad, we never have to do any of that again. I'm knackered every time you do a runner, and I'm sick of it.”
 
   “You're sick of it?”
 
   Phil shuffled. He could keep his eyes on those poncey students easier than his charge. He hoped Chrissy would eat real food tonight. Fish and chips would slide down nicely.
 
   John nodded. “I can see your gun.”
 
   Phil zipped the jacket to his chin and glanced at the boy. Frustration coloured his cheeks. Phil sensed the waitress approach from behind. John needed to get over his wheelchair.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Life's not fair.” John slapped the smartphone against his thigh after another unanswered call to his friend, Colin.
 
   Phil couldn't wait until the kid turned twenty. Maybe then his dumb teenage laments might end. Phil shook his head and wore his earphones, cheap black ones from Argos to deflect interest from muggers. The music escaped from them and came out a little tinny, but it didn’t irritate as much as the whines which emerged from John's cake-hole. He sympathised, he really did, but he had sickened of insisting his job consisted of pushing him around. He visualized Barry's cold-fish stare to block sympathy which might force him to relent to the boy's wishes. Barry didn’t make it any easier by having a mechanic fit the wheelchair’s brakes closer to the wheels. Like he pushed the boy through a sea of treacle, now.
 
   The snow surrendered to spring, thank God. Barry had bought his son a nice little new-build off Ecclesall Road a few months before, but failed to take into account the lack of wheelchair accessibility. Phil had to drag John up five steps – a doddle, he supposed, after all that snow.
 
   “I'll get the builders in,” Barry had promised – weeks, maybe months, ago.
 
   Leeds. Always Leeds.
 
   Phil inserted the key stiff in the lock, the result of an inefficient cut. He just wanted to get inside, luxuriate in a nice cuppa, and watch some mindless telly. He'd heard “This is bullshit” one too many times on their walk round Endcliffe Park, so much that even those pleasant little ducks and their contented quacks couldn't prevent his stomach knots from screwing his temper. Even in the ring he'd managed to keep his calm. Even the performance of Barry's more unsavoury tasks had not unduly knocked his temperament off its kilter. The tinny output of Jon Bon Jovi's Wanted Dead or Alive kept him from grabbing the boy's collar for a snap-out-of-it shake.
 
   He didn't worry too much about the young Green now balanced at the edge of the top step. John did it for the wind-up. He could get up and down the steps without any assistance, and Phil let him do it without his help on the odd occasion he felt safe from Barry's omnipotence. Phil pulled the door handle and twisted the key, pushed into the door and twisted. The damn thing never gave easily, the metal version of the boss and his boy. He checked over his shoulder as he searched for the right pressure on the door and the correct amount of insertion for the key. John had one wheel on the top step, the other on the step below. He interchanged the steps each wheel rested on.
 
   “Careful, lad.”
 
   “Always, old woman.”
 
   There. The door just needed a frustrated push and turn.
 
   “What you doing?” John’s voice punched Phil’s ears as the kid tumbled. The crash down each step whipped the lad’s neck towards an inevitable brace.
 
   “I...” Most of the exclamation fired through Phil’s nose. “I didn't touch you. Shit, John, what have you done?” He jumped down the steps, furious John mixed his howls of pain with those of laughter.
 
   “You pushed me. You fucking pushed me, you twat.” He craned his neck at the old lady who walked past with her old-woman shopping cart. Invited her to tut at the scene. She screwed her eyes at Phil.
 
   Phil sat on his haunches, his useless hands on John's chest and the side of his head. He made sure his temple didn't rest on hard wet cobblestones. John bore his eyes into Phil's.
 
   “Why don't you just put that thing in my mouth and pull the trigger? It'd give us all a rest.”
 
   The hammer-end stuck out through his bomber jacket. He zipped up to his neck, and slapped the boy's cheek. “Cut that talk out. You have things to live for. Plenty. This is just a blip in your life.”
 
   Phil straightened the wheelchair. The old woman's trolley rattled against the pavement as she walked off. He traced her shaking head as he glanced over his shoulder. Little moral disapprovals like that ate into him, and he'd worry about her all day, as if he needed her approval.
 
   “Come on, let me help you up.”
 
   For once, the kid let him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You didn't tell your dad.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   Phil sighed, turned his attention to the telly, found a comfortable position on the sofa, fingered the gulley of the scar which stretched from the bridge of his nose to the far side of his right cheek.
 
   “A boxing scar?”
 
   Phil flinched. “Yes.”
 
   “Must have been one hell of a punch.”
 
   “It ended me.”
 
   “A right hook?”
 
   “Two stupid jabs I should have backed away from. Instead, I shifted into his hook. I couldn’t remember anything for a week after.”
 
   “And now you're a fat bastard.”
 
   “And now I'm a fat bastard.”
 
   Phil counted to ten and attempted to concentrate on the TV soap. The shit always did this – became all conversational to soften him up for a punch. Phil’s feelings always hurt more than physical pain. John balanced on two wheels, spun, sped across Phil’s view of the telly, and finally rested face-to-face with his tired, baggy-eyed pusher. Between him and his viewing pleasure.
 
   “You know what to do.” John wiggled his eyebrows.
 
   Phil closed his eyes and pretended to sleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   John told doctor Beeson, “My carer abuses me. Every Wednesday between six and seven am, while I’m still groggy.” Phil heard it from outside the doctor’s door and had to fling it open to protest his innocence. The doctor believed Phil. It must have been the fluster allied to bluster which mangled his words into innocence.
 
   Phil dreaded the Leeds incident would mark him forever. He’d made a simple mistake. As if Barry had never cocked a thing up in his life. He rotated his watch-strap around his wrist in a vague search for a cold part of its metal to cool his veins. Nothing, the whole strap had conducted his heat.
 
   Couldn’t Barry let the boy live an independent life? Or at least get him a dedicated nurse? Apparently not, a nurse would turn the boy into a pussy. He needed a man to look after him. Barry demanded John needed Phil.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   John’s first words when he first met Chrissy: “Where’d you pick her up? Same as usual?”
 
   Before Phil could smash his balled fist into the boy’s cheek, Chrissy closed in on the lad and examined him as if she checked smudged lipstick in her reflection. She patted him on the head, turned, gave Phil a kiss. Told him it was gym night so she’d see him tomorrow, Friday, and left the subtle taste of her fragrance behind as she left. John’s tongue shifted around his mouth as if he worked her taste around his teeth and gums.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chrissy’s warmth shone with the candlelight which bounced off the walls, even after a day typing notes at Sheffield Crown Court trials. He absorbed it as he lied in bed. Watched golden light flicker across her bare breasts as they swung over him. She pulled off his boxers and threw them to the floor.
 
   Looked him up and down. Settled her eyes on his troubled face. “No?”
 
   His open palms accompanied the apologetic shrug. “I’m thinking not.”
 
   She slumped beside him, nuzzled his neck, settled into the arm he wrapped around her waist.
 
   She stroked his chest. “I always wanted fun in life. I had enough to last me a lifetime in Ibiza, Majorca, the Costa del Sol. Then I wanted a good job, a good education, a future. Now I want contentment, some real love.”
 
   He eyed the shadows which jerked across his bedroom wall with each breeze that blew through the little gap in the window.
 
   “I know I have real love. And I do love you, though I have no idea why. You’re not my type.” She laughed at the realisation, but moved closer into him. “But I don’t know if I have contentment. You frighten me, sometimes.”
 
   “Do I?” He jerked his head round to her. Waited for an explanation.
 
   She moved her hand to his belly. “It’s not the way you are, it’s what you are. Who you work for. What do you want, Phil?”
 
   He shifted his attention back to the wall. Worked saliva for his dry mouth. What do I want? Respect, maybe. He always chased it. Viewed it as precious as gold. Nobody ever gave it to him, or he had to work hard – harder than anyone else – to get it. He chased Barry’s. Barry gave it in small doses and then took it back without notice.
 
   He worked not to be as blank as the wall he stared at, but they fell asleep in each other’s arms without a further word.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Phil hardly let either hand leave John’s wheelchair handles, nervous about pushing him one-handed with Barry by his side. Words dammed in all their mouths – only the odd sentence spilled, which the wind clawed and carried off into the air. April in Skegness hardly varied. Phil couldn’t remember when he last came here, but he recalled his family only holidayed in the summer holidays. They all wore coats then, too. At least the sun shone today.
 
   Skegness Pier didn’t have much going for it. The North Sea slopped around as grey as ever, even under the sun. It matched each of their moods as they sat on hard benches and contemplated its depths.
 
   “Fantasy Island might be a good idea.” John scratched at his arm.
 
   “We’ll go later.” Barry gazed into the sea rather than across it to the horizon.
 
   John’s right cheek twitched. His suggestion about Fantasy Island had come out almost as a choke. His dad’s rejection meant they’d walk about dull streets instead, with dull company. If only he knew.
 
   They took their time up the Grand Parade. Phil controlled his urge to grunt at the brakes on John’s chair. John sat slumped and contemplated the seagulls as if he wished to join them.
 
   “Fish and chips, anyone?” The chirp in Phil’s voice only narrowed the others’ eyes. “No?”
 
   Skegness smelled of chip grease. It pulled at his nose and dragged him into the next chippy, a place which had only just reached the 70s. Turquoise and white tiles assaulted his corneas, but the place appeared spotless, and the grease made saliva fill his mouth.
 
   “You should have some.” Phil tapped John’s shoulder.
 
   “I’m not hungry.”
 
   Phil glanced over at Barry. The boss leaned against a lamp-post outside. He ran a hand through his slicked-back hair, adjusted his sunglasses, and fiddled with his iPhone.
 
   “You’ve not eaten since first thing this morning, and that was only an apple. Strapping lad like you could do with a battered sausage.”
 
   John gazed up at him. The lines on his head made him so serious. Phil stared back, expression blank.
 
   “Why’d you force me here, Phil?”
 
   “Your dad thought you needed some fun. You can’t beat Skegness.”
 
   “Rotherham would beat Skegness.”
 
   “Can I help you, love?” A grey-haired woman beamed behind the fryer, her eyes lined with years of laughter, her lips already curled upwards ready for banter.
 
   “Definitely.” She’d infected Phil and he couldn’t help but return her sunshine. “A portion of fish and chips –”
 
   “Cod or haddock, love?”
 
   “Surprise me.”
 
   “Well, we have plaice, too.”
 
   “You never offered that.”
 
   “You did want a surprise.”
 
   “True.”
 
   “Any one of them?”
 
   “Yep, as long as it’s not haddock or plaice.”
 
   “You silly sod.”
 
   Her name tag spelled “Alice.” A young name for such an old bird. He supposed she’d been young once, and though she’d probably seen more chips than she’d ever desire, her hunger for human contact shone through.
 
   The shhhh of the wrapping brought him back and he dived into Alice’s old eyes. They penetrated, told him life always had promise. He handed her the eight pounds and turned to what had cast a shadow across her bright face. Barry stomped in, sunglasses pushed to his hairline.
 
   “Are you buying their whole stock of fucking potatoes?”
 
   “She … she’s only just wrapped them.”
 
   “And I suppose you’re going to take your bastard time to eat the fuckers too … did you get mushy peas?”
 
   “No … I’m not fussed about them.”
 
   “You’re fucking useless, Phil. Let’s go.”
 
   Phil’s feet wouldn’t step ahead of each other. He stared at Barry’s back, each stride hard to the doorway, where he turned, lifted his elbows until his forearms rested on each side of the doorframe, and sighed like an impatient parent to a toddler.
 
   “I’ll just stand here all fucking day until you finish your chips, then?”
 
   “I’m coming, Barry. I’m coming.” He shook his fluster away, handed the fish and chips to John, and pushed the wheelchair out.
 
   “I should have brought Danny.” Barry rushed ahead like he didn’t want anybody to see him with either of them.
 
   “I’m your man.”
 
   “You better be.”
 
   Phil pushed the chair with a bit of vigour. Made sure he remained shoulder to shoulder with Barry. He eyed his now-lukewarm lunch and regretted he never said his farewell to Alice. Her eyes had fired an expletive shitstorm at the man. He consoled himself that Barry had not acknowledged her presence.
 
   They spent a few pounds at the NY Super Fruits. John glowed at kids in tracksuits who shouted “spaz” at him, wristed wanker signs, and ran off as Phil jutted his chin and headed for them.
 
   Barry thumbed his phone. “Leave them.”
 
   “Didn’t you hear them?”
 
   “I can look out for myself.” John pulled the arm of a one-armed bandit. He got one orange, one lemon and a barely visible lime that shone dim behind a streak of tea or coffee.
 
   “You heard him.” Barry tapped an ear. “This is not the time to draw attention to ourselves. In fact, let’s go.”
 
   He pulled the sunglasses from the top of his head back into place, ready to go outside.
 
   “John can push himself, right?” Phil glanced at the youth. John stared at the machine as if its owners had rigged the game, though Phil knew he had baited breath for a “yes” from his dad. The boy’s friends had not been to see him since the Leeds trip. Isolation would, in time, push lava above the surface and cause him havoc.
 
   “You push.” Barry patted Phil’s arm. Offered his son the briefest glance.
 
   John pulled the bandit’s arm again as the ‘sh’ at the end of “push” dissipated with his hopes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The myriad bulbs on the slot-shop’s front dimmed sad in the sun’s glare. The cold wind had warmed just enough for desperate Brits to take their clothes off and bare their pasty skin to the only God the country worshipped. Phil could have done with a holiday, a proper one abroad, where the sun felt more at home.
 
   Only a few people braved the beach. Most realised they could not sustain tolerance for the cold North Sea breeze for more than a few minutes. Phil blinked. He’d go snow blind if he eyed these bodies any longer, except for the one woman who clearly poured her tan from a bottle. The heavy silence between the three of them weighed on Phil and his charge.
 
   “The Partridge.” Barry stamped the sand from his shoes.
 
   “Definitely. I could do with a pint.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They sat round a square table. Barry parked himself on the upholstered bench with a full view of the entrance, Phil on the creaky chair. Phil fingered the amateur graffiti carved into its upper legs. The pub’s windows, like small eyes that scowled at its customers, hardly exposed the dark. The chintzy lamps on the wall shone dim. Shadowed their eyes. The landlord brought their drinks, nodded at Phil and Barry – shone a lopsided smile at John.
 
   “Enjoy.” He scuttled off. Used a handkerchief to wipe sweat from his bald pate.
 
   John sipped at his Stella, Phil downed his John Smith’s like he hadn’t drunk all day, and Barry let his orange juice sit. A hollow-eyed man entered, headed straight for the bar without a glance left or right. His shoulders hunched and his head half-dropped into a pocket where his neck should have stood. Phil sideways-glanced at John. The lad’s eyelids flickered at something vague he slowly recognised. Barry stared at the man. Phil turned to survey him. The man reached for a glass beneath the pumps and poured himself a pint of cider. The barman and landlord must have dipped into the cellar to change a barrel. Phil swivelled back to Barry. Ignored the finger-taps John made on his wheelchair arm. The faint light above Barry blinked, in contrast to his boss’ fish-eyes. Phil pushed up from the chair, put a finger to his lips for John’s benefit, and wheeled him out the entrance. Barry would lock the door in a moment.
 
   “What’s happening?” John said, outside. “Who was that man?”
 
   “Did he look familiar?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   John craned his neck to Phil. Phil ignored him and pushed up the isolated side-road round the back of the pub.
 
   Seagulls screeched as they circled above. They may have spotted the remains of ready-made chicken wings that had spilled out the pub’s waste skip. They’d soon fall from the sky if they pecked at that.
 
   Phil and John stared at the tall wooden gate framed by the brick walls which bordered the pub’s yard. The only way out from the back was through the gate, unless you could leap fifteen feet to the top and crawl beneath or clamber over the barbed wire crown.
 
   “Who was he?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   They heard the back door swing open and smash into the wall. Phil opened and swung his jacket back and pulled the handgun from the holster. He readied his aim at the gate. Steps, made unsteady by panic, reached it. A man fumbled the latch, gained control of it, opened. The wood’s unvarnished creak matched the man’s state of mind. He halted in the wall’s arch, wild-eyed at the person in the wheelchair who faced him. Recognition from John triggered the same from the man.
 
   “John?”
 
   “Colin’s mate?”
 
   “What the fuck? I … I …”
 
   Phil clocked Barry’s approach from behind. The man sensed his presence without turning, glared at Phil’s gun, and readied himself to run. Phil pulled the trigger. It jammed. The man stepped from the arch and geared up for a sprint, but his first steps went across John’s outstretched leg and, instead, he scraped his face on the rutted tarmac. His attempt to push off the ground ended with Phil’s knee in his back, who pushed his face into damp leaves and an empty salt and vinegar crisp packet stuck in the grime.
 
   “Nice one, son.” Barry smiled at John for the first time that day. “Craig Polston, from Skeggy, right?”
 
   “Yeah.” John’s forehead creased. His breath came out in wheezes and stutters. “That’s him.”
 
   Barry kicked Polston’s ribs with enough force for Phil to lose balance – made him drop the gun and land on his palm to prevent a sprawl into the muck. He repositioned himself, left knee into Polston’s back again. Wiped his hand on the man’s black North Face jacket, and reached for his weapon. The man still spluttered for breath.
 
   “And,” Barry addressed his son while he kept his attention on Polston, “he’s the one who scored you the pills in Leeds?”
 
   John’s mouth had fallen open, but words had frozen and failed to tumble out. Phil couldn’t tell if excitement kept him silent – his hands gripped the armrests – or fear had paralysed the rest of his body.
 
   John nodded, so slight Phil thought it a trick of the light as a cloud, one of many, crossed the sun. It signalled enough for Barry.
 
   “Phil, give him your gun.”
 
   Phil squinted, brows v-shaped.
 
   “Do I have to say it again?”
 
   Barry set his feet apart. Braced himself for John’s initiation. Phil heaved himself off the man, slow, his old boxing agility long gone. The kid should have a life, be sent off to places where he needn’t worry about checking his shoulder all the time. Let the men do the dirty work. Phil wanted to protest, but he didn’t have any sway these days. Barry never mentioned this part.
 
   “Barry –”
 
   A puff blew through Barry’s teeth which forced Phil to hand the gun to John. John turned it this and that way. Stared at his dad.
 
   “Son –”
 
   “No.”
 
   “John –”
 
   “No.”
 
   Polston’s sniffles reached Phil’s ears for the first time. His pleas for mercy pulled at him, despite the fact he would have shot him in the knee if the weapon hadn’t jammed.
 
   “Please, please don’t kill me.” He still had his face in the road, his elbows tucked in and arms beneath his body.
 
   “As a kid you did nothing but gripe about wanting to see what I do for a living. Now here we are and you don’t want to know?”
 
   John glared at Polston’s back. Polston turned his face, eyes all popped and splintered.
 
   “You kill people. I get it.”
 
   Barry stood over the man. Six feet of hardened spirit overshadowed about five feet seven inches of cowed inexperience. “It’s not just about killing people. I play chess for a living. A wrong move could mean the end. Check-mate. You must overpower everything that gets in your way. You win. This is not about killing for the sake of it. It’s about power. This piece of shit is an example of my power. Your power: if you want to take it.”
 
   John screwed his eyes, maybe at the milky bright sky behind him, maybe at his dad. Phil kept an eye on Polston, but remained a pillar.
 
   “Do it.”
 
   “You haven’t looked at me straight since I’ve sat in this thing, Barry.” John patted the armrests and slipped the gun to the road.
 
   “Barry?” Barry’s fingers stretched out and parted.
 
   “I’m not your son anymore. Because I’m stuck in this thing.”
 
   “I don’t know where this is coming from …” Phil flinched at how Barry flashed a glance at him. “… but you’ll always be my son.”
 
   “Bollocks. I’ll be your son again if I shoot him.” He nodded at Polston. “No.”
 
   “Soft.” Barry shook his head. “Fucking soft as a badger’s tail. You’ll never amount to anything with that attitude.”
 
   John shrugged and spun his wheelchair. Light dappled through gaps in the trees which kept the side-road cloaked from outsiders. Somebody would have to come round the bend to see anything.
 
   Barry drove hard eyes at his right-hand man.“Phil.”
 
   “Yes?” He shook.
 
   Barry nodded at Polston. Polston held his side from the kick. Phil had readied himself. He noted how the man sneaked a peek of the area – for escape routes, no doubt. Phil bent to take the gun, moved in quick, like he recognised an opening for a right hook in his boxing days – only this time he kicked Polston under the chin. It elicited a scream loud enough for Phil to wrap his left forearm across his mouth to muffle his cries lower than those of the seagulls above. He dragged him into the pub’s backyard. He checked on John for a second. He just sat there, his back to the scene, arms flat against the armrests. Made Phil want to scratch.
 
   Polston bit into Phil’s jacket. It was well-padded, so he let him get on with it as he pulled the young man across uneven and mossy concrete paving slabs. Barry closed the gate and remained outside. Phil dumped Polston close to the wall. The man’s cries dampened to whimpers and snot. Red-rimmed eyes begged. Phil loosened the gun’s clip and reinserted.
 
   “I-I-I-I-I … he … he … asked for the pills. I … I just found the man who had them. That’s all I did.”
 
   Phil stared as if the lad’s heart would punch through his chest any second. Chrissy would be typing criminal misdeeds in Sheffield Crown Court at this time. She’d type his one day.
 
   He pulled the trigger – one bullet smashed Polston’s head back into the wall. He slid sideways and revealed the splash. The landlord stepped out with rope, a mop and bucket, and a blank expression. Phil gave him a terse nod and headed back to John. Barry dished out the cash for the old man. John slumped on Phil’s first push.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   In Sheffield’s Queen Elizabeth Hotel function room Phil shared a table with Chrissy and John, who fidgeted beside Geena, the young woman from Chicago who Phil had forced him to ask out. The little round table squeezed them knee tight. Phil sniffed at his prawn cocktail. It tasted like the décor looked, posh, but without any kind of distinction.
 
   Barry Green popped over to check out Geena. Ruffled his boy's head like he'd just scored a goal. Like Skegness never happened. Barry caused Geena to shift her backside in discomfort, which caused an arse-shuffling Mexican wave. Barry moved on to lock hands with a bunch of other men.
 
   The event's compere praised Barry for this charitable night, waxed on about his wonderful generosity, and grated everybody’s ears further by elongating the last word of every sentence. Phil couldn’t make out what made him more nauseous, the fawning or how John's face cratered at every word. Geena worked hard at conversation, and he and Chrissy left space enough for John to respond.
 
   Phil sighed and squeezed Chrissy’s hand. Fake-smiled at Barry's other muscle – they smirked at his babysitting gig.
 
   Chrissy leaned forward. “What brought you to Sheffield, Geena?”
 
   “The men.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   Chrissy laughed and encouraged John to join in. “Right. They're not all miserable sods like this one, you know.”
 
   John's smile hardly chiselled the hardness in his eyes. Phil could see he wanted to engage her, but his damn wheelchair blocked him. Phil refused to attempt a rescue. The kid would only resent him.
 
   He watched a lot of shaved heads bob around the room, a couple of coppers double-hand a handshake with Barry, and a lot of overdressed women ignore their men while they worked their social status. Barry introduced none of them to his son. Phil dabbled in another prawn and sank his John Smith’s. He stood and worked the room. Brought one of the copper’s over to the table, introduced John to him. He noted Chrissy’s glare. John nodded, kept his words minimal, like he did the next few people Phil introduced. Phil caught an occasional glare from the boss. He sat down, somewhat chastened.
 
   A half-minute after Phil entered the toilet, feet wide to avoid missed-the-target piss, Barry followed him in, pulled an arm behind his back and thrust his upper body into the urinal.
 
   “Barry ... what ...?”
 
   “Don't embarrass me out there.”
 
   Phil's left cheek flattened against the bottle-green tiles and scrunched up against his eye. “I ...”
 
   He could smell cheese and onion crisps on Barry's breath and the gel which slicked hair back from his forehead, both strong enough to overpower the toilet’s tang.
 
   “Don't say another word, Phil. That scar I gave you will be nothing compared to what I'll do if you continue to introduce my son to all and sundry. He's not fit for socializing, or anything else. Your lack of due care in Leeds made sure of that. If I’d wanted to introduce him to everybody, I’d have done it myself. Now sit with your woman and the boy, and leave it at that.”
 
   Barry pushed his head briefly into the wall. Phil braced himself for the smash into the tiles. Barry gave himself the once over under the harsh light above the sink, and exited. Left the bitter fumes of “Fucking useless” behind him.
 
   Phil pushed away from the wall and grabbed a bunch of tissues to absorb piss from his dark suit. Ran a finger over his scar. It burned fresh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m turning into my father.” John stared out the window in his house that Thursday night, as if life passed him by. “I’ve got nothing.”
 
   “Your dad has everything.” He threw a tea towel onto the rack and ran through the honeyed words he’d dripped down Chrissy’s ear a half-hour ago. Kept that bounce in his step.
 
   “He has a certain power, yeah, amongst people like you.”
 
   “John, please, a little respect.”
 
   “You don’t deserve any. You hate doing this as much as I hate you for doing it. Does my father make you roll over when he tickles your tummy?”
 
   Phil exhaled slowwww. The words popped his arm-hair erect.
 
   “How did such a lap-dog get a woman like Chrissy?”
 
   “Leave Chrissy out –”
 
   “Does she put you on a lead when you go out together?”
 
   Phil had flashed his eyes at the back of the boy’s head many times before. Now he did so to his face. John took strength from it.
 
   “She could do with a man like me.”
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “Right is right. I’d show her a few tricks, rattle her bones every night, and make sure she knew she hadn’t settled beneath herself.”
 
   “You screwed any idea of rattling any woman’s bones the moment you got behind that wheel, jacked up and drunk.” That got him. “And you totally blew it when you called Chrissy a whore.”
 
   “I know … I know. But if I can’t have her, then I don’t want you to have her, either.”
 
   “I don’t know where this is coming from … You arsed it up with Geena –”
 
   “I’ve already set everything in motion.”
 
   “Sure you have, what –”
 
   John grabbed his wheels and lunged the metal footplate into Phil’s shins. That cut short Phil’s inquiry. The smash sent him forward onto the boy, then over his shoulder. John helped him along to a heavy crash on to the iron-edged coffee table and Phil smashed to the polished wooden floor.
 
   “See you later, numb-nuts.”
 
   Phil had Barry – and Polston – in mind to help him get up from his prone position. The knock on his funny bone had sent bum notes up his arm, but he remained agile enough to catch the handles of John’s chair as he edged out the house. He dragged him back inside while he avoided arms and fists that flailed for his jaw.
 
   “This is my job, whether you respect it or not. And I will do it.”
 
   John swivelled his chair to face him. “Get a proper fucking job.”
 
   “Like you?”
 
   “I want one.” He screamed, high-pitched, desperate. A tear fell and settled on his face-fuzz.
 
   Phil wondered if he’d ever have children with Chrissy. For a moment he imagined John as his son. It made him choke. Just for a second. In that small time, he wished to set the boy free. He would stand on the doorstep and watch him fly, like he imagined a proud father should. But John’s actual father insisted on invading his head, his eyes dead to all the things he had done, and what he might do yet.
 
   “I’ll do my job.”
 
   “To protect me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   John wiped the tear with his sleeve, forced his eyes to behave, and showed a little of his dad’s steel. “I’ve seen off every minder but you. You’re like a fucking pitbull.”
 
   “I thought I was a lapdog.”
 
   He laughed. “Well, how far will you go to protect me?”
 
   “As far as I can.”
 
   “More than your girlfriend?”
 
   Phil’s fingers twitched open a “what?”
 
   “Will you go further to protect me than you would your bird?”
 
   Phil couldn’t help bare his teeth. “What game are you playing?”
 
   “Call her.” John’s lips quivered like they’d shot an arrow at Phil’s heart.
 
   Phil fumbled a grip on his phone as he leaned the door shut. His sweaty thumb pounded numbers. His other hand twitched for the gun.
 
   Wrong number …
 
   What am I doing? He hit his Favourites list. Pressed “Chrissy”. Blood pumped louder than the ringtone. John’s grin flattened to the cod-stare his dad had perfected.
 
   “Chrissy … call me as soon as you get this message.”
 
   Phil held the phone like he’d hold her hand if she dangled all precarious from the roof of a tall building.
 
   “I’m the son of Barry Green. I can make a lot happen.”
 
   “Bullshit. You don’t even have permission to live your own life.”
 
   “I don’t care what you think … I’ve taken your prize possession. If I can’t live my life, because of you, then I want your life to be as scuzzy as mine.”
 
   Phil manoeuvred himself onto the edge of the settee’s arm and dialled again. He willed the bead of sweat about to advertise his fear back into its pore. It bulged and rolled. Chrissy’s always busy, he reasoned. He didn’t always know what she got up to, but she always seemed at it. But not at this time of night. She would answer her phone if she saw his name come up. He punched in her name one more time – hoped panic had induced him to think her voicemail had not just kicked in. Her voicemail tone rang bright.
 
   John’s eyes dropped to the floor. He slumped back in his wheelchair, ready for consequences. Phil gave him sideways glances. Saw resignation. Saw a life given up on. Saw a pact made with desperation. Saw truth in what the boy had suggested.
 
   Phil breathed like he had a plastic bag wrapped over his head. He enveloped the gun’s handle, ready to strangle the trigger. Standing brought decision. He knew the shitstorm to come through every moment his finger squeezed harder, but it hit him only once he punctured John.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He stumbled out the house, slipped, and almost turned his ankle on the red cobblestones he forgot had been laid only a few weeks before. He regained a little composure. Squinted up at the eye-like full moon as if Barry had it watch his movements. The Sheffield chill settled into his bones He jerked open his car door. He stalled the Ford before he sped down the narrow road, cars parked on both sides in front of drive-less houses. He almost hit a silver Renault just like Chrissy’s. He stamped his brake as he saw, in his rear-view, the car swerve and snap off a parked BMW’s side-mirror. The Renault pulled up and its occupier watched him in her rear-view.
 
   Chrissy … safe.
 
   He barged open the door and leapt out. He sprinted the twenty-or-so yards to her car. Chrissy stepped out with seen-it-all-before calm, as if ready to type notes about this incident. She opened her palms to him for explanation. His joy crashed. The boy had played him. Phil had shot him for no reason, except to put him out of his misery and transfer it to himself.
 
   “You know I go to the gym on Thursdays. I tell you every time and you never listen.”
 
   “You’re safe.” He squeezed her into him.
 
   “The panic in your voice, I sped all the way here.”
 
   “You could have called.”
 
   “Your panic got to me; I just charged to the car and put my foot down.”
 
   Expletives bombarded them from the resident whose car Chrissy had damaged. Phil placated him with a quiet word in his ear. Everybody knew of Barry Green.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What took you so long, you bastard?”
 
   “John, you’re alright.”
 
   The lad grunted, his eyes wide at Phil’s entrance. “You came back? I knew you were an idiot. Absolute fucking plant pot.”
 
   Phil and Chrissy kneeled on the floor beside him. He had rolled off his wheelchair and pulled himself towards the kitchen, a red streak behind him. He grunted at both as they asked inane questions about being “alright?” Phil poked him to see what hurt.
 
   “My body, you prick.”
 
   “Why, John? Why did you let me think you’d killed Chrissy?”
 
   “You know why … I’m only sorry for you, Chrissy.”
 
   She acted like a school teacher to a kid who faked pain. “Let’s get you to the hospital.”
 
   “You need to get away from here.” John lost his cynicism for the moment.
 
   “Why?”
 
   John blew exasperation – grimaced at the pain it caused. “How did you fall in love with this lump? He brought you here knowing who’s on his way right now.”
 
   “Shit…” Phil’s lungs worked like a sinking ship’s engine. “You’ve got to get away. Go now.” He jumped up and encouraged her with gentle nudges to the door.
 
   “He needs seeing to.” She pushed back at him.
 
   “I’ll sort it out.”
 
   “What does that mean, Phil?”
 
   He flinched at her glare. “Not what you fear. Please, go.”
 
   She grabbed her purse from the floor and rushed from the mess. He wiped a sleeve across his forehead.
 
   “This really hurts, Phil. Why didn’t you just shoot me through the head?”
 
   Phil sneaked a peek behind the curtain to see if any cars had pulled up. He was okay for now, but what to do? The boy had called his father. Barry now knew he had shot his son. He would have ordered his men to find him and do terrible things in revenge.
 
   “What will you tell your dad?”
 
   “I think I’m going to live.” The boy winced. “I don’t think you got anything vital. It’s just the pain, and … too much bleeding.”
 
   “God, yes, sorry.” He emptied the linen closet of clean towels and wrapped them around John’s wound. He pressed to stem the bleeding. “What will you tell your dad?”
 
   “That you’re an idiot.” He laughed through his teeth.
 
   No blood on his pearlies.
 
   “You’ve been nothing but a pain in my arse, Phil. You got all the drinks in when we went to Leeds.”
 
   “It was your eighteenth.”
 
   “Yeah, but you got me drunk.”
 
   “I helped you have a good time … I didn’t tell you to pop those shitty pills, too, and then get into that car and drive off like a Big Time Charlie.”
 
   “But you didn’t stop me, either.”
 
   “I got distracted … I took my eye off you for a second. Bloody hell, take some responsibility, will yer?”
 
   “I should fucking land you in it. I never told dad that you got me drunk.”
 
   “What’s that compared to this? What about now?”
 
   “You’re scared, aren’t you?”
 
   Headlights broke through a gap in the curtains. Phil recoiled, as if he stood in the spotlight. “What about now?”
 
   “I won’t tell him –”
 
   The car door slammed. Feet stamped to the door.
 
   “What?”
 
   “If you kill the bastard now, as he walks through the door, I won’t, can’t, tell him a thing.”
 
   “Are you insane?” The front door’s handle rattled. Spare keys jangled. Phil ran a finger along his scar.
 
   “Do it … and he won’t have to know a thing.”
 
   Phil rocked on his heels and laughed in disbelief. Unconscious of having done it, he already had his gun ready. The front door opened. Phil stiffened with Barry’s every step. His boss appeared in the entrance to the kitchen, his face mashed with worry and anger. The sight made Phil hesitate. Hadn’t this man given up any worry about his boy?
 
   Barry rushed to his boy, held him, let tears wash away John’s cynicism. John’s squeezed-to-slits eyes morphed back to circles. The father, his boss, clocked Phil and fixed his gaze on the Beretta he pointed at him. “You should have kept him in his fucking wheelchair.”
 
   John’s eyes narrowed immediately.
 
   Phil’s finger twitched … The muzzle flashed …
 
   Barry fell, a hole in his neck and the hand he’d struck out to stop the bullet.
 
   John whispered about his freedom.
 
   Phil’s cheeks puffed and blew flat. Maybe a minute went by. Maybe an hour. He had a tingle at the base of his spine which told him this freedom wouldn’t last long
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Red Hole
 
    
 
    
 
   I expected to see Steve's family screech into view any second, anguished and all furious about that red hole in their boy’s forehead, ready to give me one to match. My eyes hardly wandered from the road ahead. I turned the wheel to avoid that pothole, pushed the indicator down to turn left at that junction, slowed down at the amber a hundred yards away as I anticipated that red. On it. About as suspicious as Grandma in the grocery store.
 
   In between, I ruffled my blonde bangs in the rear-view, fussed at the smudged make-up which elongated my lips, and hid the pistol in different locations. Top of the passenger seat under the purse settled my stomach, ready to use at a moment's notice. Only problem – if a cop stopped me I didn't want him catching a glint of it in the sunshine. I’d taken enough risks to last a lifetime, and what lay beyond.
 
   But I didn't see any cop. Senses reacted to what they expected. So much I became way too relaxed, enough to thud over the kerb and onto a corn field where I spun a little crop circle. This heat had not yet vaporized the recent near-flood waters.
 
   I muttered a “Shit, Miranda,” to myself. It came out dry through parched lips I didn't want to wet. A pit-stop for water would slow me down.
 
   I squinted back at the road between the seat and its headrest, neck turtled into my shoulders. Pulled myself out of the air-conditioned car, wilted under the yellow disc in the sky, and checked the right-front wheel. The kerb had felt kind of soft. The tyres remained firm. Beneath the shade of my hand I eyed where I’d left the road, about fifty feet away. A hump rose above the soil. A Shoprite plastic bag wafted slowly by, a split down its centre. Glad I wore my flats. Heels would give me the air of a high-powered businesswoman. Respectable. But I would have stuck in this mud like a tent peg.
 
   The hump gained definition as I got closer. Not a deer. Not any animal. A woman. About my age, no older than thirty-five. The hem of her floral shirt flapped in the day’s rare breeze. Her toes pointed down into the ground. Her head twisted in a direction which spelled death. What business did she have to walk about the middle of nowhere? How did I even miss her? A couple of onions rested a few feet away, a poblano pepper a little further.
 
   “Lady? You okay?” I sighed. “Stupid question, I know.”
 
   I ran back to snatch the plastic bag, kept my balance from little slips here and there, hurried again to the woman, used the bag to smooth the woman's black hair back. She stirred. I put my fisted hand into the plastic bag. Extended my index finger. Used the back of it to check for a pulse. It pumped – light, but distinct.
 
   “Lady, why?” Why slow me down like this. I had places to go. Places to hide.
 
   I rummaged the woman's torn front-left pocket in her jeans, then the right. I found ID in her back pocket, inside a little leather wallet, SG initials DIY-carved into it, along with an out of date driver’s license and a photograph of two kids. The boys’ skin matched her field-work tan.
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   I kept an eye out for cars. Steve’s family would have no idea where I headed, but they might get lucky. Stupid Steve. My boyfriend had become more a partner than a lover, and his blaming me for cock-ups chafed. As did his taking all the credit when things went right. I had to keep a leash on his behavior to make anything go right. His attempt to steal from me cut any emotion I still had for him. Now his stupidity had infected me.
 
   I decided to give the woman a chance. Only, she mustn’t open her eyes now.
 
   I ran back to the car without any care for the sweat which rolled into my eyes. I puffed my cheeks, relieved the Honda slurped from the mud. Drove back to the road. Popped the trunk. Got out. Turned the woman. Swallowed a little acid reflux. I winced at the throat-burn. Bent my knees, kept my back straight, took the woman under her arms. I lugged her to the trunk and guessed the route to the hospital from here. The noise of the woman's breath rose above that of the engine.
 
   “You idiot.” My breath rose above that of the woman and the engine. I stared into her pained brown eyes – at the lips which mumbled all kinds of gibberish.
 
   “Please …” She gasped. She would have said “help me” if her lungs had let her.
 
   With a shake of my head I tucked the woman tighter into the trunk. I shifted the bagful of money to make room, put a finger to her lips to stem the moans I caused. As if it mattered. The fields would tell nobody.
 
   “Wait here. Don't move.”
 
   I went back to the driver's side. Rolled my eyes at the inanities I told this woman. I rechecked the ID, the plastic bag still over my hand, as quick feet took me back to the trunk.
 
   Hank, Steve’s dad – how he fixed his eyes on mine that time a deal had gone against expectation. He guided me to the big barn behind the house. His dead peepholes never left me as he slit a pig’s throat, grabbed a hind leg, and dropped it into a boiling vat. Its squeals still tear through my nightmares.
 
   I bit my lip, allowed a sweat bead to roll inside my lips. Considered the woman’s two kids. Weighed the pros against the cons. I dragged her back out of the trunk. My hit had made her immobile and she slumped to the ground.
 
   “Sorry, Sophia, no witnesses.” I pointed the pistol at her head.
 
   The bang dissipated beneath the squawks of circling turkey vultures.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Here a Comes a Soul Saver
 
    
 
    
 
   Leo almost slammed the front-end of his car into the back-end of the sky-blue Honda Civic which almost merged into the late evening sky. He let a “shit” rasp through the corner of his pressed-hard lips, but only his cool gained damage. He clocked Joshua stood by the viewing platform’s railing, past the construction plaque on the Golden Gate Bridge’s tower. The bridge pulsed in the low sun. Seemed to stand at the end of the world. If Leo didn’t rush, Leo might use it as a platform for the end of his.
 
   The traffic had slowed from its mid-day madness, but parking here would cause enough problems to get his car towed. If he did this quick he could get back before a jam formed. He punched his hazard light button, checked over his shoulder to make sure an exit wouldn’t smush him like roadkill, and thrust himself out the car.
 
   Everything shone red. His car, the sun, the railings, the whole damn bridge. And Joshua. He stood silhouetted, the sun’s shine outlined an aura round him like he’d already died and gone to wherever the hell he might end up if he threw himself off.
 
   “Hey, Joshua.” He jumped the railing and grimaced at his tired knees.
 
   Joshua turned. His already wide eyes stretched further as he backed into the barrier behind him. “Leo … Mr Bratson?”
 
   Leo held up a hand, thankful Joshua’s left leg halted its ascent to the railing’s top. The boy kept it there until Leo patted the air down, motioning him to drop the limb.
 
   The kid’s heel never planted. Stayed on his toes, ready to spring any moment. “How did you know…?”
 
   “Sally told me about your mood swings, and where else do desperate people find themselves in this city? She didn’t need to tell me all of it; the black circle round her eye told me what I need to know.”
 
   “Mr Bratson, I –”
 
   “Please.” Leo stop-signed his hand and shut the boy down. Nineteen, and already he couldn’t handle life. What would he do when it threw the really heavy stuff at him?
 
   “I know what it’s like –”
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, you know nothing.”
 
   “I know that life is struggle, and it will throw enough shit at you until the weight brings you with it into the sewer. But you have to face it.”
 
   A group of tourists he hoped would soon pass had cameras pointed everywhere, as if they hoped chance would catch an interesting angle. Every photo would get paraded on Facebook, Instagram, or whatever other self-promoting monstrosity people followed now, each picture hash-tagged into incomprehensible mush.
 
   They made him nervous.
 
   Leo remained rooted to the spot on which he landed to keep Joshua's nerves jangle-free. He craned his neck around to make sure the beeps at his outrageously parked car didn't turn into a line long enough for a cop’s interest.
 
   Leo wished the boy would move to the side so he didn’t have to squint into the sun, but the teenager had no manners. Joshua squeezed his shoulders in – left no room for the world. Leo nevertheless attempted to pry his way in.
 
   “It’s hard, I’m sure, that you love my daughter, knowing she’s way out of your league.”
 
   The truth pinched the boy’s face. His shoulders scrunched a little more – his internal organs couldn't withstand his bones collapsing in on them like this, surely. The tourists moved on to leave only the sun to over-expose each of them.
 
   “I’m not going to give you sympathy, Joshua –”
 
   The kid hurdled the railing before Leo could do anything. His heart jumped and rolled, and steadied only when Joshua positioned himself, arms back and wrapped around the iron. His heels perched on the ledge, toes beyond the precipice. Leo approached with slow, careful steps.
 
   “Don’t come any closer, Mr Bratson, I’ll jump.”
 
   That’s what they all say. If he meant to jump, he’d have done so. The boy sought attention. Drama queen. He had threatened suicide a number of times. Sally arched an eyebrow each time she told her dad. That eyebrow showed enough emotion to tell him of her concern. Joshua had attributes Leo couldn’t decipher, but the boy had cost his daughter feeling he didn’t want her to spend on him. 
 
   “What is it you think I’ll do?”
 
   “Sally told me you’re a hard ass, that you do things …”
 
   Leo stopped like concrete had set his feet. His ex-wife punched his memory. Two black eyes stared defiance at him – told him all the talent he had lay in his fists. He couldn’t remember when he began his attempts to control Tamara, or why. Vodka had dimmed many of the memories, and he searched hard to remember if his girl had seen any of the punches he laid on her mother. He couldn’t recall any moment she had. Maybe Tamara had told her the stories. His past still made him cringe – caused his innards to shrink until they hurt, like Joshua’s now. She had worked hard to transform him. He paid her back in bruises. She eventually had enough and kicked him out. “You had your chance to be a man,” she spat. “You never made it. Now get out of my fucking house.” Her words had violence which overpowered his physical strength. She didn’t leave him. She forced him to leave her and Sally.
 
   Every day, bar the odd lapse, had been a journey to become a good man. He wouldn’t allow Sally, even with her mother’s spirit, to find herself this man’s punch bag. “I can change him.” Like he represented a conundrum rather than a threat.
 
   “I’m not going to do anything to you. Joshua, please –”
 
   “All I want is –”
 
   “- a little respect?”
 
   Joshua turned. Embarrassment at his whines turned to a flicker of a smile at the near rendition of the Aretha Franklin classic. Leo took advantage of the in-moment and reached his hand out like the boy hung from a cliff.
 
   “Sir, that’s all I’ve ever wanted.” He didn’t take Leo’s hand.
 
   Leo puffed his cheeks and ran a hand through his buzz-cut. Wished the sun would dip further before his eyes frazzled blind.
 
   “You’re nineteen. Respect doesn’t come because you wish for it. You have to earn it. Sally has already earned scholarships, been abroad to work all kinds of crazy jobs, and helped a lot of people do a lot of things. Joshua, seriously, what have you done to come even close to matching that?”
 
   The boy sighed and shook his head, as if his experience stood on a pedestal above the older man’s. “You’re so new money, sir. They’re just hoops newbies have to jump to get into the club. I don’t need to do any of that.”
 
   Leo realized his mouth had opened like a vacant tunnel. He set his jaw back into place, hard.
 
   “Does she love me?”
 
   Leo worked hard not to reply through his teeth. “Yes, she does.”
 
   “But you don’t know why?”
 
   The wind rolled into the bay balled like a fist before it hit them. The Beastie Boys print on Joshua’s raggedy t-shirt had faded as if the kid sucked its original aura dull. It flapped from his bones like the huge American flag on the pole which towered above Leo’s brother’s car showroom, only scraggier. The kid had no meat to him, physical or mental. He had blue eyes which dazzled in his favor, enough to hypnotize even Leo for a few moments when they first met. Sally always talked about them. Her chocolate-drop buttons fired, but her dad could only tut. Blue eyes only took you so far. Right now, they had taken him to the edge of a bridge, above water which might any second incorporate them into a deeper blue. God surely intended this boy to have little pinched ferrety eyes, the sort that squinted for scraps. Those Caribbean sky-eyes ill-fitted such a character.
 
   He liked to think that Sally had finished with Joshua, but they had split three times already – because of his wild fists. They always got back together because he remained her project. Now – another split. How could her sharp, inquisitive mind not recognize the loser within? His fingers twitched.
 
   “I have things only I can give her.” Joshua’s lips bowled upwards.
 
   “I don’t want to know, I really don’t.”
 
   Leo didn’t know if Joshua laughed because of his prudish reaction, or a memory had surfaced. The kid needed to forget about his daughter.
 
   “Let me give you a job.”
 
   Joshua craned his neck back at him.
 
   “What kind of job?”
 
   “A job.”
 
   “I don’t want to sweep floors, or any of that stupid shit.”
 
   “You want to run my accounts?”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Of course not, Joshua, of course not.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “I’m not offering you a position on the board, just a job. Pretty low to start, but who knows …” He’d worked hard to make his construction firm well-known and respectable – it irked that Joshua might represent it in any form.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Leo didn’t know if he could keep his face to the sun any more. He didn’t dare creep closer so he could turn his head away from the glare. Even though he suspected this all theater. He checked the platform behind. The tower’s shadow had deepened. He couldn’t see his car until his whited-out eyes adjusted. The traffic had thinned, but he knew it was only a matter of time before a cop passed by. There’d be calls to the station to report his car. No doubt some would suggest the vehicle’s owner floated broken-backed in the water below by now.
 
   “I’ve been where you are.” Leo turned back to Joshua. “I know what it’s like to feel as worthless as you’re feeling right now. But, you get back on the horse and work like a pig, and that worth comes back.”
 
   “I don’t know. It depends on what job you’re offering. You’ve not said, yet.”
 
   The bottom of the sun dipped into the horizon. Its reflection melted into the bay. Leo stared into its blaze until his eyes watered and dripped. Joshua loosened his grip on the railing. A gust of any strength could cause disaster for the boy. He examined the older man. His eyes widened at the tears.
 
   “Mr Bratson, sure … I didn’t mean to be picky or anything, it’s just, I want to make a name for myself, I can’t be sweeping up or something stupid like that. What would Sally think about me doing menial work? Please, don’t cry for me.”
 
   Ah, that’s what the funny look is all about. Leo milked the moment, dragged tears with a run of his index finger, head bowed for a second to hide the effort to squeeze out more.
 
   “Of course I’ll take it. I’m honored to work for you. And –” He sighed through a sentimental smile Hallmark would reject. “ – it might make Sally proud of me. And we can get back together. Deal.”
 
   He held out one hand. Waited for Leo to grasp a confirmation.
 
   Leo glanced behind his shoulder as he stepped forward. The tower now blocked a view of them from the road. He wiped his watery eyes with his left hand and took Joshua’s offer with his right. He held it tight, searched how much life emanated from the kid’s grip. More than expected. Good, the kid saw a future and its possibilities, even if he wanted all its rewards immediately. He loosened his grip, pulled away his hand, then pushed the boy back, and let Joshua’s gasp hit and bounce off his conscience as the boy fell like a dummy. He watched until the splash threw water into the air, knowing his neck would have snapped on impact. He nodded, satisfied the kid would never toy with his daughter again.
 
   The sun had produced enough moist around his eyes to greet the policeman who had pulled up behind his car, tugging up his pants as he emerged from his patrol car. The cop checked out the plate and mumbled something into his two-way radio.
 
   Leo called the officer as the cop clocked him, his voice wrought enough for conviction. He’d need to keep it up for Sally.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Getting Home Late
 
    
 
    
 
   “What the hell happened, Evan?” My wife Sally writes another worry line across her forehead.
 
   “I…” I show my palms because I don’t know where the fuck to begin.
 
   Actually, I do.
 
   I had just picked my girl Marie up from daycare. Her happy babble in the backseat calmed me from the rage which always burns me from New Jersey traffic. Fuckwits who rubber-neck at a crash that had as much drama as a Phillies baseball game. Idiots who refuse to stagger when a lane ends. They all make me want to just turn my wheel at an opportune moment and send them through the barriers and into a tree, or the highway below this or that bridge. Grrrr-fucking-grrrr.
 
   Then I have to contend with Sally, who since she decided I would be the sole bread-winner, now spends her isolated hours painting over-wrought pictures nobody wants to buy, and continually freaks about our daughter’s safety. Just because the girl stood at the edge of a reed-strangled pond that time I’d turned my back for a moment. One minute late and I’d get it in the ear. I had to find a way to convince her to get back to work before my love ran off a cliff.
 
   My mood lifted as Marie sang stuff I always crow to her on our car journeys. A bit of Elvis, a bit of Blondie, a bit of Faith No More. She makes my ears sing.
 
   That good feeling didn’t last. The red Porsche caught my eye immediately in the side mirror. I’d turned onto the long slip-road to I-295. A trail of cars choreographed behind me. As I got close to the median between the oncoming ramp to I-295 and the highway I’d left, this rat-faced squirrel-fucker indicated to get in front of me. The prick had no chance, he should have got in line way back – the line didn’t stretch enough to induce such impatience. I put my foot down and cut that donkey-fucker off. Left him screeching as he veered to the left to avoid the dividing barrier.
 
   Ha … I broke into song. My girl repeated a line. She mirrored my whoo-whoo fist-punch – a cute little curl dropped over her left eye.
 
   It must have been four or five miles down 295 when the red car slid into view in the side-mirror, fifty-or-so yards behind and in the overtaking lane. Only he didn’t attempt to get by me. I could have shifted to the left to get in front of him so I could flip a middle-digit in the rear-view. My girl prevented it. Plus, I knew I’d be late home, by at least five minutes. I might have to buy some plaster to fill the cracks in Sally’s forehead. It would look like a platform of mangled railway lines tonight.
 
   Every time I took my hands from the wheel my Honda veered to the right. Felt like a flat. Great. Spending unnecessary money on a new tire hit worse than Sally’s tut-tuts right now, so I took the next exit and pulled up on a gravel patch. Corn bordered both sides of the road. I pulled myself out. Averted my eyes from the tire. Dreaded to see dollars slip from my wallet.
 
   My concern drifted, focused now on the motor which pulled up behind my car. Its red paint gleamed hot under the sun. One foot emerged from the Porsche, as polished as the car’s paintwork, followed by another. The man stepped out as if he glided, helped no doubt by that smooth silk shirt.
 
   “Whoa…” I said. “There’s no need for that.”
 
   The man walked like a robot, a handgun by his side, stopped arms-length from me, and planted its muzzle on my forehead. I could only see myself in his mirrored-glasses. My eyes goggled.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   The man’s neck snapped his head to my daughter. My girl … she made this man back away, leaving only a vowel imprinted on my head. He shushed his lips with the muzzle and screeched away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So?” Sally asked.
 
   She didn’t need another worry line.
 
   “I got a flat, that’s all.” I smiled and formed a few lines of my own.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Pop Star Burger Van
 
    
 
    
 
   I used to love the smell of fried onions, but now they get right up my nose. Not as much as people like this, though.
 
   “Are you Adam Callen? Thee Adam Callen?”
 
   I put a beam in my smile the best I can, but I know it's slanted down toward the sad burger I fry for him. The wind whips around my burger van and flips the old Pepsi cup over. Plastic cutlery sprawls across the counter. The man laughs.
 
   “My sister loved you. She loved the whole band, but she loved you in particular. Always said she'd marry you. Wait ‘til I call her. Adam fucking Callen, her pop idol – all washed up, serving burgers and chips. I'll have extra onions on that if you don't mind. Don't skip, thank you.”
 
   He has his phone out of his pocket. Holds it like a hot brick from his excitement. I hope he drops the bloody thing and smashes it to bits. A queue has formed – a snake with this tosser its venomous head.
 
   “Don't take a picture of me.” I put my palm out to cover my face. I don’t want to see myself splashed across a Then and Now feature in a cheap rag for some former fan to gawp at while she has her nails done.
 
   “Why not, mate? You too good for a picture with us common folk?”
 
   “You're not taking a picture of us, you're taking a picture of me. Fuck off, will yer?”
 
   The man blasts a bunch of shots. His mouth screws like he's eaten shit with sugar on. “All your palm.”
 
   I slide the burger I'd managed to finish towards him. “Here, take the burger. On the house.”
 
   “I can't take that on the house. Here …” He fishes for cash and pulls out a fistful of loose coins. Loads of pennies and tens. Plants them on the counter and loses me some custom as he counts and recounts. “You're down on your luck – you need all the dosh you can get.”
 
   “No, I don't.”
 
   A couple behind laugh. My cheeks twitch. I could cope with the music press mocking me back in the glory days, but not this. Friday nights under burger van strip lights bleach me of the colour that once shone across me during our tours. Girls screaming. Throwing their scent at me in the form of knickers and bras.
 
   “All that money you must have made.” The man chews on his burger. I hope it soaks up the alcohol and makes him realise what a twat … no, here he goes again … “You invested it all in this van? What a waste. The burger is shit, by the way. How the mighty have fallen.”
 
   “At least I made the heights, pal. What have you ever reached, apart from the depths of your own arse to find a speck of pleasure?”
 
   Part of the line guffaws. Someone claps. I manage to break through a grimace this time and enjoy a broad grin. My face usually resists these days.
 
   As the human stain skulks away, I notice how much weight he packs. How his arms might uproot an oak tree if he fancied it. I throw another burger on the hot plate, smile at my next customer, and snatch a grasp on the cricket bat I keep by my side. Hum an old tune of ours, about how my girl is an angel. I understand, now, that it drips with more sentiment than this burger did grease, but back then I sang it with all my heart. To avoid a life like this. The tune turns sour as I rip open the next pack of burgers.
 
   I rest my fists on the counter. The sizzle on the grill cracks a few beats. Loosens my fingers until they splay out. The tune comes back to life. I've still got it –
 
   “And when you look at me that way, hey hey,
 
   I can only soar out to the end of the bay,
 
   Because it's what's inside that counts,
 
   And you have it, babbbby, you have it to the top of-fff the mount – ain.”
 
   A woman shouts down the line. “I loved that song. Absolutely loved it. You've made my night, mate. Thank you.”
 
   Life isn't so bad. There are more people like her than that tosser. This burger transforms into a culinary masterpiece, at least in my eyes. I'm on a roll. I flip a whole ton of burgers, sizzle a whole garden of onions, and listen to mustard and Tommy ketchup squirt across my creations. I glance up and follow the lights up the walls of the Town Hall, Sheffield’s finest building. Makes me buzz. A local patriot. I forget about London parties, the screams from girls, the hot mothers – and the few who wanted to play away.
 
   I forget for a bit.
 
   “Here he is … here he fucking is.”
 
   The man with the tree trunk arms has brought a branch back. His friend’s hands shift about his pockets and sides for want of a pint.
 
   “I don't know who he is.” His friend examines me with glassy eyes. I pretend I haven't seen them and continue to hum an old tune to entertain my punters.
 
   “Adam Callen. Was in that boy band.” Tree trunk gets pissed his pal doesn’t recognize me.
 
   “What boy band?”
 
   “Bloody hell, I can't remember. They were an X-Factor type of band.”
 
   “Ah, come on, Frankie, I don't know any of that shit. I like my Sabbath and Zeppelin. I wouldn't know a boy band from a Debenham's dummy.”
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Tom, you don’t recognize him?”
 
   “If he doesn't look like Ozzy or Plant, then I have no idea what you're on about. Why’ve you brought me here, when I could be necking the next pint? Jesus, Frankie, buy your bloody burger and let's get inside before my balls clang to the floor.”
 
   “You're a useless twat, Tom. Absolutely useless.”
 
   “You're right. Without a bit of sauce in my hand, I'm lost. Can we get back indoors?”
 
   “I want a burger.”
 
   I hold my palm towards him, all traffic cop to this juggernaut as he charges to the queue’s front. The line has thinned to about five couples and singletons and they all throw their voices, and some their arms, at this lack of etiquette.
 
   “Frankie, please, can you take your turn like everyone else.” I'm fairly fit, but I'm not built like the shithouse who glares at me. So I paint a smile for him, to placate whatever beef he has.
 
   “How d’you know my name?”
 
   “I heard you and your friend. You've got a big booming voice. So has he.”
 
   He's either had a few or his eyes normally roll about like this. The top of his nose wrinkles as he sniffs. He punches my burger van and pretends it didn't hurt. I fight my grin at the flinch he bites down on.
 
   “You're a fucking loser, mate. Look at you. Flipping burgers.”
 
   Bollocks to this. I lean over the counter and put a hand on his arm. I'd seen Bill Clinton do it on the news and his object of attention always melted. Frankie puts a laser beam on my hand, then lifts his eyes to meet mine.
 
   “Frankie, you said your sister loved me. Maybe I can visit her. Give her a rendition. Her own little concert. Would she like that? I turn up – voila, look what you did for your sibling. She'll love you for it. You get all the credit.”
 
   His mouth moves as if he chews one of my burgers. “She's not a teeny-bopper anymore … I mean, I don't actually know if she listens to you these days. It's been about ten years since you did anything … You know what, fuck it, yeah, let me take down your number.”
 
   A genuine smile sunshines across his broad face.
 
   “Nah, I'll take your number.”
 
   A cloud smothers that smile and pisses on it. “I'm not playing that game, mate. You won't call me. They never do –”
 
   “I'll call you. For God’s sake, I'm here every Friday and Saturday night selling my cuisine.”
 
   “I suppose … Okay.”
 
   He grabs at the napkins in his renewed excitement. Pulls too many and litters my front as they fall from his grasp. He doesn’t notice. I'll have to go and clean up. I suppress that sigh and smile, all apologetic, at the line behind. The last fella in line has already wandered away. Frankie slides the napkin my way and plants the pen on top so the wind doesn’t carry it away with a flock of other litter.
 
   “Call me tomorrow, yeah?”
 
   I un-purse that tight smile to trigger his excited nod. Every muscle in my face drops, exhausted as his shape blurs into the crowds with his mate, Tom.
 
   “So …” A brunette with a cheeky smirk slaps my counter. “I just have to threaten you with violence and you'll come round mine?”
 
   I bark a laugh which ripples from all the released tension.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   What could I do? I'd promised. Frankie told me, in our as-brief-as-possible phone call, that his sister, Liz, had her birthday do about five miles from my place. There’d be lots of people there. I could walk there to loosen up, to imagine the walk as a stroll from a changing room to the stage. I ask the taxi driver to get me there and drop me off half a mile down the road. I need to stretch my lungs – pluck my strings to tune up. I roll my shoulders as a boxer would. March down the road and imagine the screaming hordes. Yeah, they were a bunch of teeny boppers back in the day, but we always managed to make their mothers and aunts swing. The attention rocked. The buzz lasted until morning and left you desperate for the next fix. Three of us, anyway. Benny hated it all. Said it demeaned him. He's the only one left with a career. He still packs them in at the Sheffield Arena when he comes home. He's not even the best singer, or the best looker out of the lot of us. I heard he still hates it all. Tosser.
 
   Every step sends notes up my spine. I hum away. The old lyrics pop and I feel a dance move simmer to the point where I might just do a Michael Jackson on every crack in the pavement. I pause outside the working men’s club’s double doors. Chipped paint doesn’t conjure the entrance to Wembley Arena. I wipe the back of a hand across my nose at the non-existent itch. Can smell fried onions and burger fat. Not sure if somebody has a fryer going or if it’s a signature smell I now have stitched deep in my nostrils.
 
   I blast a breath. Rev my vocal chords and palm open the door. A spotlight doesn’t hit me. Still, I build on my fantasy and imagine I have a horde of screaming women awaiting me through the next set of doors.
 
   “You the talent?”
 
   I squint at the old man behind the desk in his brown cardigan. He eyes me through half-closed eyelids, unconvinced by my shaggy but well-gelled hair, skinny jeans, and waistcoat.
 
   “Yes. Yes I am.”
 
   The fluorescent bulb bounces 1970s light off his glasses and in-need-of-painting walls. I hesitate to take the next step. What if? What if? What if this works out and I go viral on social media? What if it sets the ball rolling all over again and I end up as support act for Benny. Or he ends up the support act for me?
 
   Frankie pokes his head through the Formica-clad door, and beams. “You made it, Callen. You can still find your way around the streets by yourself, my man. Well done.”
 
   He puts his big arm round my shoulder. Squeezes and pats. Expels some of my air. I nod and work myself up even higher. An old fan and her friends wait for me he says. All with camera phones.
 
   “Liz doesn't know a thing, mate. I'm going in first to introduce you, get the crowd worked up –”
 
   “The crowd?”
 
   “Yeah, the crowd.”
 
   I buzz like champagne fizz.
 
   “So, my man, wait here, and come in all pop star when I call your name. Alright?”
 
   The entrance room isn’t big enough for my smile. “I'm ready. Let's do it.” I let the green fluorescent which bounces off the Happy Birthday sign above the door become the glittering lightshow I used to enjoy.
 
   The microphone screeches a little at Frankie’s first few words until he shifts it away from his mouth. “Ladies, gent –” I'm sure he said gent, not gents, but I reckon Frankie didn’t have much of an education. “You're going to be well-excited for the main attraction. Here he is – Adam Callen.”
 
   I pound across the chipped black and white tiles and past the old man’s raised eyebrow. Swing the door wide for dramatic effect and lift my hand high at the appreciation. Filthy shrieks dart down my earlobes, a different tone to the ones I used to know. An invisible wall, made from brick and concrete and glue and other sticky and hard stuff, block any more steps. Four women and Frankie – my whole audience. Frankie’s the gent, singular.
 
   “Phwoaarrr.” The woman’s mohair jumper has turned her into Sully from Monsters Inc. The other three women whoop and clap and finally mince their foreheads when I don’t shift. The room spins, or maybe I did from eyeing the room’s every corner for the real crowd.
 
   They attack. Paw at my arms. Shift their hands inside my shirt. An older woman, in her sixties, I reckon, slips a hand down my jeans and actually rubs and squeezes.
 
   “Come on, lad, strip off for the birthday girl.”
 
   Frankie has his camera phone on me and this time he doesn’t have his view blocked from my outstretched hand. The onion smell comes on strong. The years stretch ahead like a potholed road – me glum in my burger van until heart disease sends me to a better place. I act before my upper lip wraps over my nose and my teeth crumble from the grind. I lift the mike with a foot and flick it upwards. Catch it high in the air with a jump and break into song as I land. The horny women step back – they might have clutched pearl necklaces if they'd worn any. I stroke my body with the free hand, rush it through my pop star hair, and perform some old steps. They're not as well-oiled as back in the day, but they've got to pass the working men's club test. It's all acapella. I thrust the mic at this Liz woman so she can take part in the chorus, which she does, the game lass she clearly is. I provide them with some class A warble that has the women's feet on the move. Their hips sway, their feet shuffle, they have hands in their hair, and they laugh like drugged-up hyenas. I zone in on them. Get close so they seem the biggest crowd I ever played to. Get involved in their scent, their touch, their purr. I get boob action as they writhe against me and laugh at themselves. I'm God. I'm a fucking star. I should be doing this on Friday and Saturday nights – not worrying about how well the onions are done and on edge about the loss of a two-quid customer.
 
   I finish the song full of euphoria, until I open my eyes. Frankie’s jaw strokes the carpet. The old man is stood in the doorway, his eyes wide. The women clap and the eldest asks when I'm going to get my kit off.
 
   Liz cuffs my arm in realisation. “Thee Adam bloody Callen. What are you doing here? In the flesh. My god, I used to love you. I fantasised about you. Took me a long time to take your picture off me bedroom wall. This is hilarious.”
 
   “Yeah, hilarious.” I peck her on the cheek. “Happy birthday. Courtesy of your brother over there.”
 
   “Frankie … You big Teddy Bear, you. You booked the whole club just to get this little gig together? Should have told me. We'd have got a bigger crowd. You told me you were getting me a stripper. Which is weird, by the way – brother. But, I get you now. Ha – pop star Adam Callen.” Her boobs bob about her chest as she regains breath, as if that jumper chews on her. “Well, I really enjoyed that. Do you need a backing singer? We can all sing – sort of.”
 
   Reality whackamoles me back into my hole. “Sorry, Liz, I'm all washed up.” I deaden my eyes for Frankie. “I do need an assistant for my burger van, though. Shit pay, but if you're available.” Why not? She's sparked me back to life, if only for a few minutes.
 
   Her lips, like those of her friends, screw to the side. “You run a burger van?”
 
   “Yes. Yes I do. You want to fry some onions with me?”
 
   “Fry onions with Adam Callen? Of course I bloody well do.”
 
   We sort terms and a start date. I give Frankie my best wink as I leave with my new fan club for a night on the town.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   If You Want a Job Doing
 
    
 
    
 
   I wound down my pick-up’s window. Hot air met the AC – surprised it didn’t cause a crackling little thunderstorm. My son leaned an elbow in the gap, a smile like the crescent moon.
 
   “Is it done, son?”
 
   He winked. “He’s lying up there, his face in the stream. Ken ain’t getting naked with Anna again.”
 
   I nodded and opened my eyes from narrow inspection of my boy. Turned to the stream’s vein down the hillside. Rain had beaten down hard last night – made a tile or two fall from the house and kill a chicken. And yet today’s heat had slurped it all from the soil.
 
   “Check his pulse?”
 
   His open mouth and broadening eyes made me shoulder-barge the door open and spit on his tan boots. I adjusted my hat and took steps to the track carved by God knows how many feet.
 
   “If you need a job doing …” My voice rasped annoyance.
 
   “He’s dead, just like the last one.”
 
   “You put the last one in a coma. I had to finish the job in the ward, you careless ass.”
 
   I left him to kick more dust into the air, as if to blanket his shame. My aged legs burned up the slope. Stones dislodged and tumbled down steepening banks – drummed against bark on clinging trees. I’ve lived here all my life – this ancient forest is a space for men to hide their darkness from the world. As the ground levelled I sat on my haunches by the river. Cupped a handful of water. Wetted my neck. Tasted the river for any little tang of Ken’s blood as it seeped into the eco-system.
 
   The snap of a branch deafened my slurp, made me spin. A little too fast – I almost slipped into the stream. Wouldn’t have looked good if I floated to my son’s feet like a bloated pig. Still, better than this sorry sight.
 
   Ken stumbled around lush tall grass, speckled by sunlight as it flitted through the branches above. I shook my head at my useless son. Wished Anna had been born my boy. I approached slow-footed, took the Colt .45 from the back of my jeans. Let the muzzle point at the cracked ground.
 
   “There you are.” I sounded all paternal.
 
   “Mr. Beatson.” He yelped like a terrier. Straightened from his caveman posture.
 
   His foppish black fringe swung above a left eye which drained blood and pulp. That eye would never see his daughter again. The right rolled and focused as nature intended.
 
   “Mr. Beatson, help me …”
 
   “What’s wrong, son?”
 
   He hesitated – stared at the gun in my right hand. Froze right up. “Zachary attacked me. I don’t know why.”
 
   The words trembled from his thin lips. Pleased me.
 
   “Sir, I … sir, why do you have that gun?” He cringed.
 
   “I tolerated you while I thought you innocent, hanging round my daughter like a puppy. I thought she would just have you tag along for amusement and then flick you into the ether, like you deserve.”
 
   “She loves me.”
 
   That got my wind up. Fucking defiance had me lift my right arm.
 
   “She has things to see and do. She has no time for a redneck like you. The moment you got naked with her is the moment –”
 
   “Mr. Beatson –”
 
   “Too late for deference, son.”
 
   His right eye dropped tears. They ran in conjunction with the blood from his left. I didn’t care. The kid was useless, a work-shy ass proud of being a know-nothing nobody. Anna had sought anything, even this boy, to get away from her brother’s marauding paws.
 
   “She’s having my baby –”
 
   I ended it right there. Let that bullet plug further words before they polluted the air with filth. He slumped. Blood now ran from the right eye and darkened the stones beneath his smashed head. I tied the laces on each of his boots to the other and used them to drag him down the hill. I let my son do the donkey work of throwing him in the back of the pick-up. That didn’t need too much of a plan. He could dump him in the pen for the pigs to fill their boots. My only remaining work was to force my daughter to stop using up any more fools.
 
   And remove Ken from her spoiled womb.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Die, Witch, Die
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
   Elisabeth wrung her hands as she watched Jack writhe in his bed. She chewed on a knuckle and feared the red streak from his open sores might reach over and pull her into his agony. Her skin rippled as she moved to mop his brow with a rag. He had been between her legs only last night.
 
   She strained for breath and patted the bottom of her palms together to temper her panic. Left him for the house’s only other room to check herself. Her frame relaxed at only the occasional beauty spot which interrupted her smooth skin’s ceramic sheen.
 
   An angry bang on the door made her drop the skirt.
 
   “Jack … Jack … Open your bloody door, Jack.”
 
   Elisabeth recognised his voice and shrank into the wall which had supported her self-inspection. She couldn’t decide which scared her most, the Royalists or this man. Captain Billingham: a small man, quick to temper – who found God or the Devil in everyone and everything. He prowled this walled town to check its security at every corner. He feared each flaw might invite the Royalists and their Catholic devil in. One night in the tavern he had interrupted a hearty evening with his accusations of Godlessness. He’d berated uppity apprentices about their desired freedoms, and women for how they now dabbled in men’s business. He had pierced her nerve with a meaningful glare that night. She had been glad he had no authority other than his social status. He now swaggered about with a Captain’s certainty. He only needed an excuse and she knew her neck would snap on the gallows in the town’s centre.
 
   Another bang made Elisabeth rub at her neck. She pulled at her dress. Her fingers danced for a means of escape. The house had no windows. Jack never had much means – just a lowly soldier with ambition. He had inherited this place from his father. Jack said his old man wouldn’t have holes in his walls to let in cold air and make life as miserable within its walls as without. She couldn’t imagine Jack with a father like that – life beamed from the man. Not now. Something had infected him, and she didn’t know if she had, or the devil.
 
   The handle turned as the Captain attempted entry. Jack locked the door last night, wary of the difficulties he’d face from others knowing about his fun. She couldn’t step back or forward, alarmed any noise would alert the Captain. A silence stretched and she speculated if the town had joined Jack in silent agony. Had the Captain left in frustration? Only wind and the blue-tit she watched earlier to soothe her nerves broke outside’s hush.
 
   As she made her way to the scratched, lopsided door, the Captain’s angry murmurs stilled her steps. Her already wide eyes stretched further as the door burst open, shouldered open by this little man. He fell inside and tumbled to the floor. His surprise at seeing her turned to malice at the sight of Jack who bit at his knuckles, drenched in sweat, and covered in red boils.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   2.
 
    
 
   Samuel Harrison pulled the rain-drenched blanket from his shoulders. The grey had hidden him well beneath the cold autumn sky. The boy who had led him to this lonely corner of the town walls averted his eyes, as Samuel thought he should, but lingered long enough to want coin to land in his palm.
 
   “What’s your name, boy?”
 
   “Jacob, sir.”
 
   “Jacob…” He let the last consonant roll and purr. “Your job is not yet done.”
 
   Jacob checked his shoulder like the wall might attack him. “No, sir … but I did get you past the enemy.”
 
   Samuel tilted his head and analysed each wet stone’s path to the top of the structure. He settled on the boy again. Gifted him a fatherly smile. “What did you tell me at the tavern?”
 
   Jacob examined his own shuffling feet as if they could provide an answer. “I … I … I can’t remember, sir.”
 
   “I think you probably can, but I’ll remind you. You told me you could get me inside these walls.” He gave them a rap with his knuckles. The boy examined Samuel’s hands until the man moved them behind his back.
 
   The boy nodded and concentrated on his feet again.
 
   “Hold out your hand.”
 
   The boy’s gaze shifted to his elder’s dancing eyes.
 
   “You fear me?”
 
   “I don’t know, sir.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “I’ve heard stuff … about you. But here you are smiling at me. I dunno what to think.”
 
   “Hold out your hand.”
 
   Jacob lifted his hand inch-by-slow-inch. When the boy’s hand finally rested open and upward, Samuel placed a coin in his palm. He kept his fingers tight on the currency as Jacob’s hand grasped.
 
   “That’s half, Jacob. Well done so far. Now get me in.”
 
   He released his hold to allow the boy to scurry the coin away from retraction. Samuel waited for him to turn to the wall before he cast a squint westward. He’d had too many close calls with Royalist troops on his many missions. After this one he would take leave of these cold slate shores and sweat happily on a Caribbean plantation with his mulatto mistress, Rebekah.
 
   He watched between the boy’s grasps, slips and clambers, and the forest behind. He hoped some woodland beast caused those occasional snaps in the undergrowth. Jacob threw down a rope, knotted at intervals to ease Samuel’s way up. Another snap in the trees forced him to pick up pace. Jacob helped him over the edge. Samuel fell onto the boy, stood, straightened his pants, and pointed at his boots.
 
   “Clean them.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Clean them, and you will get rewarded further.”
 
   Jacob searched about him for something he could use as a rag. He popped his head over the wall and bit his lip at this man’s blanket, useless in the long grass below. Samuel knew the boy understood his mistake. He had forgotten it himself, but he liked to use everybody’s disadvantages as a foothold. He thumbed the boy’s shirt. His lifted eyebrow told Jacob what he needed to do.
 
   “Sir… this is my only shirt.”
 
   “I can see that.” Samuel smiled and noted the tear in the boy’s shirt, caused, he presumed, by a snag of a nail, or a thorn while he poached rabbits. “My coin will buy you two. Fresh and clean. Imagine that.”
 
   Jacob snatched and ripped at his shirt to pull it free from his body. Tight muscles. Probably a blacksmith’s apprentice. Knows how to get about outside these walls. Knows how to feed himself. The boy got on his knees. A slap on the boy’s back made him shuffle back on his haunches.
 
   “Don’t spit on your shirt. Use nature’s resources, boy.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Rain … use the rain.”
 
   The boy acted quick, Samuel had hope for him yet. He soaked the shirt in the sop of moss which hugged a protruding stone like the crown of hair on a bald man. He moved back to Samuel, kneeled, and scrubbed the mud from his boots.
 
   As he laboured, Samuel surveyed the town – the boy would need to work regularly on his boots. The few people who milled about in the muddy streets slouched like meals didn’t come easy. A girl carried a bucket like her legs might snap with the weight. She stood tall enough for a teen, but undeveloped enough to guess she was a child. An old man sat by the tavern rocked back and forth, possibly inebriated, maybe mad. He guessed mad: how could the taverner import beer past the besieging army?
 
   Soldiers patrolled the top of the castle walls as demoralised as the girl and man. The slouch in their shoulders suggested they wouldn’t resist much more force, and he’d heard this town had been battered a few times in the last few months already. Samuel patted the little black Bible through his sombre black coat and assured himself that all the town needed was a bit of God-fearing to straighten their backs.
 
   “There.” Jacob stood.
 
   Samuel eyeballed his work and nodded approval at the boots and for the lack of puppy-eyes for payment. He pulled a coin from his purse, flattened it against his own palm and transferred it to Jacob’s with a handshake. He held his hand firm. The boy kept his eyes down – resented the need to show humility. He should start it now, and freely. It would take him far. Samuel had pulled ropes on ships and lined his hands with cuts and countless abrasions. He had lifted enough barrels to gain the strength to overpower any blacksmith’s grasp. Samuel had reached his current position without a need to show off his superiority to the men of a higher breed.
 
   Samuel pulled a thick-bladed knife from beneath his coat and rested it on the boy’s wrist – pressed sufficient to draw blood if Jacob had the gall to withdraw from his hold. Samuel felt the slightest pull, enough to show Jacob’s fear. Still, the boy impressed his elder for recovering his calm. The boy steadied his eyes and kept them latched to Samuel’s. Such cool could come in use.
 
   “I could have thrown you over the wall for the stunt you pulled down there.”
 
   “I didn’t mean anything by it, sir. I didn’t try to trick yer out of any coins.”
 
   “I see that.” He placed his knife back in a silver sheath wrapped around his waist by a chain. “I could use a lad like you.”
 
   Jacob’s eyes pierced into him. He had a bit of fervour. “Then use me.”
 
   They turned to greet the soldier who had come to welcome them.
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   Elisabeth massaged and rubbed her hands as if she could squeeze out all her trouble. She had sat on this hard bench for the last five days, with minimal food and the odd sip of water. It made her dizzy to stand.
 
   What did this unintentionally comic man, Mr Billingham, want? She had met him a few times in the tavern, always in relation to Jack. Her lover said the Captain always warned him about her. Mr Billingham stood shorter than her. She bent her knees in a slight squat so she would appear smaller than him. Otherwise he rested his eyes on her breasts in his refusal to lift his head. His jaw would work silently, Elisabeth unsure if he cussed at or wanted to get involved in them.
 
   Now, through the iron bars which connected floor to ceiling, he still had to pull hard at the reigns of his minimal power, never in control of it as he would wish.
 
   His nose lifted in disgust. “You should confess now. Before he comes.”
 
   Words stopped still at the end of her tongue before they leapt off the edge of the cliff. Her silence offended the man further. Forced his dignity to pull his sword and clatter the cell with a strike. “I warned Jack. I warned him plenty. And now he’s dead.”
 
   Elisabeth turned away and wrapped her arms around herself. She sunk into the wall. A guard entered.
 
   “Sir, he’s here.”
 
   Captain Billingham sheathed his sword and straightened. Pulled his collar up and down. Cleared his throat. “Then let him in.”
 
   The guard nodded, left, and returned with a man and his apprentice. Elisabeth lifted her eyes while she kept her head down. The man gave the Captain the briefest of lip-smiles, but his eyes continued to show amusement. He laughed at Mr Billingham, she knew. The man failed to lean down into the Captain. Instead, he stood straighter and dropped his eyes down his nose onto Billingham.
 
   “Mr Harrison, so glad to meet you at long last. We feared each day without you would make the town fall.”
 
   “Mr Billingham –”
 
   “Captain.”
 
   This Mr Harrison let the moment slide into awkwardness before he replied. After he straightened his moustache, his luxurious moustache, his almost-Royalist moustache, he said, “Captain Billingham … you give me too much credit.”
 
   “Not enough, sir. Not enough. I’ve heard great things. Any delay in you reaching us could have seen ... well, disaster.”
 
   “Possibly. But let’s get to the facts first. What do you have?”
 
   He nodded for his apprentice to leave. The boy left with an aristocratic incline of his head. She knew him – she couldn’t quite name him. Her vision, along with her mind, had sharpened and blurred in relay over the last couple of days. The self-protective hug which had been all the comfort she could garner weakened. This new man came here to torment her.
 
   “I haven’t checked anything yet, sir, except for the veracity of our informant, who is highly reliable.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “She’s this woman’s sister.”
 
   Elisabeth’s moan turned their heads for just a moment.
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   Jacob splashed mud up his back all the way, without care for the shirt he couldn’t wait to replace. He knew the town well and it didn’t take long to reach the woman’s home, the tavern – a place he’d never entered. He rapped on the door, worried it might crumble if he hit it any harder.
 
   Nobody answered on the first knock, and the second returned an equal silence which made the boy worry for future reward. He tramped to the tavern’s only other opening and peered in.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   He stepped back. His mouth clamped shut. Shoulder-length black hair shivered in the wind, and eyes which had seen a world he couldn’t imagine stared at him. She demanded news as if she knew him already.
 
   “Where is my sister?”
 
   She stepped from the entrance into the mud’s slurp. He worried how her shawl would get dirty. A woman like this should never have dirt ruin her. Slaves ought to carry her on a fine throne above the muck.
 
   She rushed at him and grabbed the shirt he would have defended fiercely only a few hours before.
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “I … I …”
 
   “I’ll give you a reason for that stammer if you don’t talk, boy.”
 
   How she tagged him as a boy hurt something he hadn’t experienced before. A burgeoning manhood, perhaps. His depths stirred and he could only grab her forearms to balance himself from a fall backwards from her thrust.
 
   “Cap’ain Billingham has her. In one of his cells.” He wanted to say something more, but he couldn’t forge his thoughts into sound.
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   Elisabeth’s hunger slumped her into a ball. Every fibre had numbed, coming to vibrant life every so often when she screamed for her freedom. She would thrust her face into the gaps between the bars. Quickly exhausted, she’d curl up again and stare at this new man, who ordered Captain Billingham about as if he knew him as the nobody she recognised. The tall man would examine her for a moment as he would a fly, then return to the paper he wrote upon. Billingham occasionally headed out at some command and come back like he had fetched a bone.
 
   She let a few tears drop when the sun drew the clouds apart like curtains and shone bar-stripes upon her. Hoped God had answered her silent prayers. She pounced up and reached for the sky, only for the clouds to shut out the rays again. God had taken a peek and decided her unworthy. She collapsed to the ground and sobbed.
 
   She had only enough energy to open a single eyelid when the door creaked open. The apprentice had returned with a woman.
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   “What have they done to you, Elisabeth?”
 
   “We have done nothing yet. Only observed … and that has shown quite a lot.”
 
   Mary swivelled on this man. She heard he had arrived, but never considered all this could relate to Elisabeth. She reached for her sister’s hand through the bars and shook at the one half-opened eye which stared back without much focus.
 
   “Release her. She’s done nothing.”
 
   “We shall see.”
 
   Elisabeth’s hand lied too far to receive Mary’s kiss. Mary squeezed it once and let go. She stepped to this man. He failed to rise from his seat. Twiddled the quill in his right hand. He had a certain quality. New. Didn’t reek fusty like old money. His boots sparkled, in a season like this. Appearances mattered, and his lackey, the boy who brought her here, followed his coins. The stranger weighed her up, a small smile about his lips, his thoughts on gold, no doubt – Elisabeth’s imprisonment his apprentice’s mine.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   He rested the quill in the ink. “I can see in your eyes that you know my role exactly.”
 
   “I can see in yours that you’re a chancer. Sir.”
 
   He tried to avoid narrowing his eyes, as if she had not hit the mark, but he failed. She could see he knew her recognition. He stood to tower above her. She stood firm and lifted her chin to meet his gaze.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re surprised, madame.”
 
   “I’m no madame.”
 
   “Sorry, madam. I see you have an education, of sorts.”
 
   “Only that which I have learned by myself.”
 
   “To be admired.”
 
   “You are not a lord, neither.”
 
   “No. I am not.” The agreement squeezed through his teeth.
 
   “Release my sister.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   Gunfire smashed the air. The man peered out through the window.
 
   “The Royalists are taking new heart, I see.” He turned back to Mary.
 
   “The town will not fall. It has withstood this siege for months now. And we know what will happen if we give in.”
 
   He stepped close. Invaded her senses with his and his boots’ leather scent. He circled behind her. If he thought he could intimidate by inspecting her from behind like an animal, then he mistook her. She turned with his every step, as if they danced, and furrowed some lines in his forehead. The man clearly expected, and usually got, obedience. She had dealt with worse in the tavern.
 
   “Take a look out of the window.” His eyebrows directed her.
 
   She stepped backwards all the way. Kept her back to the wall. Turned her neck to see.
 
   She whispered “Peter.”
 
   “Is that his name? I didn’t know.”
 
   She could see Peter shake even from here, as two guards led him up steps to the wooden platform. One of the guards checked his hands remained bound behind him, while the other fitted and tightened the noose around his neck and placed a hood over his head.
 
   The stranger joined her by the window. “I have seen him by your tavern each morning, muttering obscenities about surrender. Shaking like a madman, so thin you could almost hear his bones shake. He brings down the morale of a skinny town where every starving man is looking for a way out.”
 
   She held her breath, nervous any escape might let him know how she now feared him. She bolstered herself against the snake of an index finger he used to curl her hair.
 
   “Though nobody knows me in this town, I am nevertheless known about. One word from me,” he nodded to poor Peter, “and look what I can make happen.”
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   “Get this woman out of here.” Captain Billingham stood in the doorway, wild-eyed at Mary.
 
   “Captain.” Samuel smiled as he would to a pet.
 
   “Get her out.”
 
   “Why? What happened? She is a witness. From your own words.”
 
   “The enemy is preparing to storm the walls. We must start the process and rid the town of evil.”
 
   Samuel noted how the Captain looked around the woman, never at her. He clearly wanted to lift her skirt, but he wouldn’t know what to do with what he found there.
 
   “Jacob.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Take … this woman.”
 
   The woman had a tear for this Peter. It washed away her former ferocity. Her palm painted defiance across her face again as she wiped it away. “My name is Mary, and I will not leave without my sister.”
 
   “Mary … a name which went out of fashion with the last bloody queen to bear it. So be it. The other cell looks lonely. You can fill it.”
 
   “For what reason?”
 
   “The same reason as for your sister: witchcraft.”
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   “This is quite the banquet.” Samuel sat on a decorative chair padded by plush velvet unbecoming of a Parliamentarian general. Various game and red meats invited his eyes and pulled his tongue across the front of his teeth in anticipation.
 
   “We need to keep our spirits up.” The General held court to the town’s great and good, whose black, sombre attire didn’t match the table’s splendour. “These are tough times.”
 
   “Certainly.” Samuel couldn’t make his eyes join in with the smile. The woman had got in his head. Her defiance bit into him. Would she show it to a lord, to such a man as the General?
 
   “The world has gone a little mad. We have men walking around like they own the place. A few coins in a finely tailored pocket does not give a man breeding.”
 
   Samuel refrained from snorting like an impatient horse. He occupied his hands with stabs at slices of beef from the communal plate.
 
   “Sir, we are fighting a war against a king.”
 
   A sip of wine dripped down the General’s immaculately trimmed beard. He placed the goblet carefully, precisely, by his plate, and folded his fingers together. “Your point?”
 
   “That the people are all a little more equal than before.”
 
   “Have you been reading Thomas Hobbes’ filthy literature?”
 
   “Ideas get about, sir.”
 
   “Ideas get us where we are today, shivering behind these bloody walls, starving to death.”
 
   Samuel kept his gaze from the many and varied foodstuffs. “You’re right, of course.” He raised his wine to the man.
 
   “You’re a much-soughted man, Samuel Harrison.”
 
   “I have talents men like you seek.”
 
   “Not me. You mistake me for a superstitious wretch. I only allowed you in because I have to deal with superstitious wretches. You’ve met Captain Billingham?”
 
   Samuel nodded. “An interesting man.”
 
   “You’ve lived a far too varied life to consider him an interesting man. He’s an imbecile who sees evil everywhere. A small mind collapses under pressure. Though … what greater pressure than what we face? If we fall, we’ll all be massacred. Every man, woman and child.”
 
   “It won’t come to that, General, I’m sure.”
 
   “It better not. You deal with your witch – I’ve heard it is now witches, plural – and allow the people their sacrifice. Then we can get on with surviving until Newcastle or Fairfax, or that upstart Cromwell, comes to our aid.”
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   “She sounds like a witch.”
 
   “That’s some groaning, right there. She has the devil inside.”
 
   “I have seen dozens of women turn like this. Keep them isolated long enough and the devil moves within. This woman has clearly communed with the beast.”
 
   “You’re all crazy. She’s hungry and thirsty – of course she’s going to act like that.”
 
   “You’re time will come, Mary. Unless you confess now. Captain –”
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Bring the woman in.”
 
   Elisabeth couldn’t tell who spoke what. She only heard voices mingle into a single tormentor and feel the wind whip through the bars above. She hadn’t opened her eyes for a day or so. Vision failed her as did everything else. A woman occupied the cell next to hers with a familiar voice she now hated, though she couldn’t remember why. She only knew she had once sought comfort in it and wrapped her sorrows in the folds of clothes to which it belonged.
 
   She had become used to the door’s creak. Another person had come to gawp at her like they would cattle in a pen. They opened her cell door. Elisabeth made a slit in her eyelids. Squinted at the light. A woman came in and pulled her into a seated position. Rough hands lifted her chin and poured water into her mouth. The woman tutted at the spillage, impatient at having to hold her frame.
 
   “Come now, sit up by yourself, you have the power of the devil to keep you upright.”
 
   “Keep talking like that and I’ll rip out your eyes.” 
 
   The voice came from Elisabeth’s left side. She glanced over. The woman in the cell squeezed against the bars.
 
   “Listen how they talk, sir.”
 
   “I can hear it all.” The man who had done nothing but write at the desk in front of her cell peered through the bars at her.
 
   What does he want with me? He never said.
 
   The woman in the other cell lowered her tone. “I know you, Therese. I know you.”
 
   “You know nothing of me.”
 
   “I know your man.”
 
   “You have no right to talk about my husband, witch.”
 
   “Let’s not make judgments too early, Mrs Smith,” said the man in charge. “We’ll find out either way in due time.”
 
   “You’re a reasonable man, Mr Harrison,” said the woman in the next cell. “You know this is ridiculous.”
 
   “I know what I’ve seen and I know what I see now. Prepare your eyes and see what’s coming for you. Unless you wish to confess immediately.”
 
   “I confess I’m talking to a man on the take, who chases coin as surely as his apprentice here.”
 
   Elisabeth noted how the boy shifted from one foot to the other. His shape came into focus, as had this Mr Harrison and the woman who held her up. The woman pulled at Elisabeth until her head squished against the older woman’s breast.
 
   “And you, Captain Billingham, you ought to bury your face in shame.”
 
   “Shut your mouth, Mary … or whatever speaks through your mouth.”
 
   “It is all me, Captain. I know my own words, and I say them freely.”
 
   “You step beyond your boundaries. You always have.”
 
   “I don’t see boundaries –”
 
   “See, Mr Harrison. See what the world has –”
 
   “That will do, both of you. Mrs Smith, let’s proceed.”
 
   The woman, this Mrs Smith, removed Elisabeth’s bodice and unlaced her stays. Elisabeth shifted. Her stupor lifted a little. She realised her skirt had been taken. She wore only her smock, in front of these men: three of them if you included the boy. Mrs Smith pulled at the smock too – raised it above her knees. Elisabeth stood and struck out, hitting the older woman on her upper arm. “What are you doing to me?”
 
   Mrs Smith had all her weight on the back leg and held where she’d been hit. She rubbed the sting away.“It’s alright, Elisabeth. We are only inspecting you.”
 
   “For what?” She backed up towards the cell’s barred window.
 
   “Leave her alone, Therese.”
 
   Mrs Smith turned to the woman in the other cell. Elisabeth heard heavy breath through her nose. “Mr Harrison. Working with one of them is hard enough, but two –”
 
   Mr Harrison nodded to Mrs Smith. “Jacob, take this woman downstairs into the lower cell.”
 
   The boy moved, stiff with every step, as if he imagined touching the woman would cause certain harm. He opened the cell like he wished he had a stool to ward off a wolf. “Please, madam, if you would.”
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud, Jacob, just take her.”
 
   “Don’t touch me.”
 
   Elisabeth watched them scuffle, recognised the voice. The boy had strong arms and tied, through many scratches and bites, the woman’s arms and legs. As he carried her out, she came into Elisabeth’s view. Elisabeth screamed. “Witch.”
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   “You waste your life, Jacob.”
 
   “Please ma’am, I’m just doing my job.”
 
   “Do you believe in witches?”
 
   “I’m not rightly sure.”
 
   “Have you ever seen one?”
 
   “My sister … maybe.”
 
   “You joke.”
 
   He lifted his eyes from his palms and dared to gaze into her fire. His sad smile told Mary she had died long enough ago that it remained unaccompanied by tears, though they had once poured for her.
 
   She wriggled a little to loosen the rope’s bite. She soon gave up from the flesh burn. He shook his head – a loose warning not to fight this.
 
   “Your sister was no witch.”
 
   He watched her pupils dig someplace, though they peered half-buried beneath a fringe of hair. He examined his fingers. Couldn’t stop their fumbles around each other, as if they sought independence to point blame.
 
   He shrugged. “It’s too late for that.”
 
   “What did they do to her?”
 
   “A year ago, before this town had to choose sides, they took her away. Said she had a loose tongue. Said others spoke through her … that she’d given herself over to …”
 
   He nodded to the floor.
 
   “The devil.” Mary squeezed her shoulders inward.
 
   “She knew your sister.”
 
   “Is this what it’s all about? Is this why they hold Elisabeth?”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   He shifted buttocks as she leaned towards him, her breasts prominent with her hands and arms bound behind her back. The sight made his tongue fill his mouth and left no room for fermented words to pour. Something poked his insides, in search of expression. What is this woman doing to me?
 
   He jumped to his feet as if fire licked his soul. His breath came out short. Made him hoarse. He struck finger-stripes across her cheek.
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   Samuel Harrison didn’t know which caused his ears to hurt more, the volley of cannon-fire from Royalists to let the town know they remained at the walls, or Mary’s foul-mouthed assaults on Captain Billingham as he dragged her by the hair upstairs. The Captain thrust her into his presence.
 
   “Tell this man to take his filthy paws from me.”
 
   She jumped to her feet with un-lady-like speed. He put the quill in the inkpot. Would she land on her feet if he pushed her out the window? It was a twenty feet drop, maybe more. If she landed as he expected … then what a waste of a pretty woman. Not as pretty as his black Rebekah, but a beauty all the same.
 
   “You can untie the woman.” He cocked an eyebrow at Jacob.
 
   The Captain rubbed his jaw. “She hit me.”
 
   Samuel laughed. “What with?”
 
   “Her head.” Jacob’s confusion made his eyes flit everywhere but in Samuel’s direction.
 
   Samuel used the fire’s warmth to quell a shiver cocked at the base of his spine. With practiced grace he circled Mary, who again turned with his every step. Such arrogance, such … words lost him. This woman had the same attitude as Rebekah, an unwillingness to submit unless treated as an equal. Only then could she accept advice, always with the proviso that she could retract it. It drove him to distraction, but it kept him away from other women. Until now.
 
   He lifted hair from Mary’s forehead, examined flesh which purpled from where she had made impact on the Captain. He became aware of how tenderly he caressed her bruise. Sensed how the eyes of Mrs Smith, Captain Billingham, and even Jacob, judged him. To look at any of them now would appear weak. They would sense it as a response to their judgement.
 
   Mary frowned, but he couldn’t see what lay behind those deep brown eyes. He turned her round, undid the bind, and pulled her head back with a clump of that raven-hair, all of it free and flowing to the small of her back. She swallowed a yelp. He couldn't control his smile at her nature and the force in which it projected.
 
   “You do not assault a Captain of the town.”
 
   “Only a witch would do such a thing.” The Captain’s words sounded like he vomited them out. His right cheek had darkened at her head’s impact. He rubbed at it, Samuel guessed from shock more than pain.
 
   “Let’s not pre-judge.” Samuel’s sneer made the Captain step back and knit his brows. Samuel turned back to Mary. “Now sit down … and watch.”
 
   She wouldn’t take a seat on the bench tucked into the stone wall at the back of the room, facing her sister’s cell.
 
   “Captain.” Samuel nodded. “Do me the honour.”
 
   The Captain’s heavy steps announced his enthusiasm as he strode towards her. She beat him to it and took her seat just as he raised his arms. His face flushed impotent red.
 
   “I know you’d like to get your hands all over me, Captain, but this body is not for you.”
 
   “Witch –”
 
   “Captain, that’s enough. You’ll save your comments for when needed.”
 
   “But –”
 
   “I said that’s enough. Now do your duty.”
 
   Samuel turned from Captain Billingham and nodded to Jacob. The boy gave a little bow. He had learned. Well done. Jacob opened the door and winced at the creak.
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   “Sir ...” Jacob backed away from the door, it and his mouth open to the elements.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Samuel thundered to Jacob’s side, impatient to get his work done so he could leave this town – before a breach of the walls sent him to the abyss. He clutched the doorway’s frame. He swept the view from the high stone stairway which led down to the town square. His ribs tightened around his lungs. Most of the crowd had sharp features, bones bulging from flesh like they could eat a horse raw. Still, they pounded the mud-caked square as much as their brittle bones could manage. As far as he could see, they all – men and women, and the odd useless child – carried a weapon of some sort.
 
   Samuel's first instinct demanded he shut the door, bar it, and wait for soldiers to scatter them. He could see desperation as they got closer – enough to force a solution, or die in the attempt. He held his ground. If he engaged their eyes he could force dialogue. These peasants could hardly create spittle enough to form words, never mind lubricate a thought into existence, but he could use words to cow them, like he sometimes did with some of his complacent betters.
 
   The masses, a hundred people or so, would crash up the steps like a wave which would pull him back with its tide if he didn’t play this right. They stilled. A constant cold wind forced flesh to shiver, clothes to flap. Out of the crowd stepped one man, a little detail emerging from the homogenous horde. His face had been smashed by wind since the day he’d been born. Samuel trained his ears. Expected the need to digest each of this man’s words like grass.
 
   “Sir.” The man shuffled about, now uncertain in the presence of his better.
 
   The deference encouraged Samuel.
 
   “We ‘ear you have two witches, captive, like.”
 
   Samuel had no problems understanding him. It jolted his sensibility. He had forgotten the people he had once so readily mixed with since he had been caught up in the high society he now coveted.
 
   He straightened his back, as much for the mob as for the Captain and Jacob, their uncertainty behind him a snake ready to snap at him.
 
   “I have two women in captivity – their identity as witches has yet to be decided.”
 
   A rumble surged through the crowd, an unsettled lava ready to pour forth.
 
   The man scratched at his upper thigh. Samuel squinted at the red mark on his face, possibly a birth mark, possibly something worse.
 
   “With all due respect, sir –” The man narrowed his eyes to slits though the sun had been captured by slate clouds. “– but they must be witches.”
 
   “How dare you make judgement.” Samuel eyed him down his nose and conjured the haughtiest tone. “What qualifications do you have, what experience, to come to a conclusion?”
 
   “He doesn’t need qualifications.” The woman held her skirt and jutted her chin to hold herself firm. “A witch is a witch.”
 
   The spokesman nodded. Never took his eyes from Samuel. “One of them killed the soldier. The other runs the tavern. Have you not noticed how she keeps herself well while we all starve? How can she do that? There’s hardly any food in the town.”
 
   Samuel raised an eyebrow at how the General kept a sumptuous spread. He scanned the square for a troop of men. One soldier observed them from high on the wall, as impotent as he.
 
   “They will both be tried, by your betters. They will not be tried by a mob whose superstition could bring ruin on them.”
 
   “I beg yer pardon, sir, I don’t mean any offence, but –”
 
   “There is no ‘but’ when talking to me –”
 
   “But –” The man emphasised the last letter. “– you do not live ‘ere. Your livelihood is not ‘ere. You’re free to roam where you want. You could leave now and not care a whit what ‘appens to any of us.”
 
   A mumbled “yeah” rose like steam from this tormented collection of people. Iron scraped iron. That lava licked the rim.
 
   The man grew bolder. “We ‘eard he, the soldier, had boils on his skin, the type caused when the devil touches flesh. And he was sleeping with that witch ‘hore when it happened. And now we’ve got more of us, our skin reddenin’. The devil must roam the town at night, leavin’ his mark wherever he’s bin.”
 
   Samuel raised his palm to both reassure and make them shut up. It had as much effect as a cup would in emptying the sea.
 
   “I understand your concerns.” His voice – a stone’s drop in the roar of an ocean.
 
   “Our concern, sir, is for our families and our reputation before God.”
 
   Samuel’s heart sped a little faster at the sarcasm italicising that “sir.” He searched for the soldier on the wall, but he had gone. Coward.
 
   “We have an army of Pope-worshippers outside the walls, sendin’ fire on us every other ‘our, and the devil inside. At least vanquish the devil, sir, if you cannot help with the Royalists.”
 
   Samuel had never been in a situation like this, where he not only experienced a people’s desperation, but also their menace. They came closer to the steps – which led to his body. They would cast him over the wall as penance. The speaker put one foot on the bottom step. Another fifteen and he’d be on him.
 
   “We don’t have time,” the man said.
 
   The spokesman took another step. It hit heavy, like that of a horse in full gallop. Samuel scanned beyond the crowd and let his lungs billow away all his tension. The General, on a horse better fed than the people before him, pounded into the square, followed by a troop of twenty men – swords drawn. The crowd scattered or backed into the walls. They realised how they had set themselves up. Some broke for an alleyway, some for the high steps Samuel stood atop of, and some froze in terror. Samuel kicked at the five or so men who backed up the steps. They tumbled to the bottom. He held onto the last man – rage made him pull his dagger and push its point into and through the man’s neck. He let him fall. His face smashed on each step.
 
   The General ploughed through the crowd. Sliced down a man whose limp made him an easy target, and thrust his sword through a young woman who had simply stared, as if she dreamt it all. He yelled at his men to round up the rest and wait for further instruction. Spears and swords herded the people. Blunt ends silenced the wails of many.
 
   The General slid from his horse as if he had just come from a day’s hunting. He eyed Samuel all the way to eye-level as he ascended the steps.
 
   Captain Billingham stepped, at last, from the doorway, red-faced and servile. “General.”
 
   Samuel noted his disappointment at the lack of recognition.
 
   “I paid for a Witchfinder, Harrison, and all I get is a procrastinator.”
 
   Samuel had once wilted under such aristocratic arrogance. He might have done so only that morning. Now he had bloodlust. Had killed a man for the first time in a long while. It put iron in his bones.
 
   “You have a Witchfinder.”
 
   “You’re no Hopkins.”
 
   “I thought you believed it all nothing but superstition.”
 
   “I do, you leech, but I believe if you don’t hang the women you locked up, I won’t have a town to defend. The people will do something stupid, because they think we’re protecting these witches.”
 
   “They will have a trial –”
 
   “We have no time for a damn trial. Hang them now, in front of the people. I cannot afford to keep twenty men occupied against people inside the walls, when they’re needed against those outside.”
 
   “Sir.” Samuel stood as straight as the General. Refused to lower his gait for his social superior. “We must be seen to have the rule of law, even with the devil’s handmaidens.”
 
   “Horseshit.”
 
   “We will make the trial quick. One of the defendants is ready for cross-examination. Then you can have your hanging.”
 
   “And the other one?”
 
   “She is not ready.”
 
   “Make the one who is make the other complicit in her crimes, then hang both.”
 
   Samuel’s left eye twitched at the imposition, at the loss of control over his process. “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “Get on it, then. You won’t get paid any more for taking your time.”
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   Mary caught a whiff of gunpowder carried through the bars above by the wind. The Royalists would storm the walls and quench their blood-lust before long. She squeezed her face as far as it would go between the bars to get close to her sister. Elisabeth’s limp neck could barely lift her wan face. When it could, Mary shivered, unsure she wanted to see it. Elisabeth’s red eyes and shrunken skin made the situation far from positive.
 
   The chaos outside calmed Mary’s nerves as she concentrated on Elisabeth. Mr Harrison must have heard those nerves, for they wound tight as spun string and every movement plucked them. She held his fascination. His idiotic walk around her showed his foolish thoughts, like he played at being a lord. She intimidated him. She pulled at something within him. Reminded him of something, someone – she knew it.
 
   “Elisabeth.”
 
   Elisabeth had curled into a ball as far into the corner as the rough stone wall would allow. Whatever daylight reached inside reflected off her sister’s clammy flesh.
 
   “Elisabeth … please take this.” She thrust a goblet half-filled with water through the bars. She’d taken it from the desk. Seen the Captain’s filthy lips sip from it, but it was all she had at hand. Elisabeth didn’t shift, so Mary placed it gently on the hard floor.
 
   She listened to the shouting in the square, voices hoarse and desperate, the beat of horses’ hooves. What to fear most: that they belonged to the Royalists, or the town’s garrison. Either way, men doomed her and Elisabeth both.
 
   As the cruel barks of soldiers and the sad wails of normal folk fell, as Mary guessed their blood had, urgent steps trumpeted a decision made. She grasped at the bars, impatient again. “Elisabeth, take a drink, damn you. You have to come to your senses before they start asking their questions. You must have your wits … Sister, listen to me.”
 
   Captain Billingham swung open the door and marched in. He backed into the wall and kept his small hand on the large handle, all attentive to the tall man who marched in after him. The Captain’s lids dropped low over his eyes as he stared at her. She shook at how he framed her in those eyes – as if he had her where he wanted. Mary rubbed at her neck as she stood and diverted her attention to the man who mattered. She noted his annoyed glances at the Captain. He wouldn't let the little man influence his opinion, good or bad.
 
   Jacob scurried in last, unable to lift his attention from his feet, clear he wanted to share some sympathy.
 
   She shivered at her grasps for any straw.
 
   “Let's get this started.” Harrison inclined his head to the Captain who did the same to the doorway. In stepped five men. The last halted at the sight of her. His mouth shifted like Punch’s, but words slipped from his tongue and back down his throat. His heavy steps, authoritative on entry, hollowed, as if he walked on air to the chair on which Harrison invited him to sit. All five new men took their seats while Billingham closed the door on the town and took his position by the dignitaries. Jacob melted into the wall at the back, and Harrison strolled back and forth as he pretended to read the parchment in his hand.
 
   Mary burned her eyes into the General. He must stand and call the whole thing out as a farce. Let these men know she and Elisabeth couldn't have had anything to do with Jack’s death. The General bent an ear to the man by his side. His attention skirted round her, his eyes on her feet, her hands, a moment on her breasts, but he refused to engage her soul. If they rested on her eyes she knew he would fall into guilt. She recognised the man’s power swayed on the edge of the abyss, and the iron in her blood bent for the first time.
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   Samuel waved the paper to the jury. Its snap and crackle induced Jacob into a foot-shuffle and arm-rub. Elisabeth stood at the bars, alert, his cup in her hand. A drop of water rested on her chin, and her other hand gripped the bar tight. Samuel’s head bobbed up and down in appreciation. She had appeared finished, but the end had brought out the girl’s spirit.
 
   He clapped once. Time to stick a dagger in her heart. Mrs Smith entered through a side-door, all meek and subservient to the black-clad men. A bow here, a weak, forced smile there. Samuel knew she had iron up her arse to force through her retribution on the sisters. Her feet were soon by the bars. He caught her sly glance at Mary as she opened the cell and proceeded to undress Elisabeth.
 
   “No.” Mary laid supplicant hands on Mrs Smith.
 
   The older woman froze and gathered in her dignity. “Sir?”
 
   Samuel raised an eyebrow to Billingham, who barged into the women’s space and palmed Mary away until the side-wall stilled them both.
 
   “Keep your hands to yourself.”
 
   Billingham turned away, though he kept his spot with his back to Mary to block her view. He sleeved the spittle from his lips. “Sir.”
 
   “Thank you, Billingham.”
 
   “Sir –”
 
   “That’s all, Billingham. Leave the talking to others, now.” Samuel stepped face-to-face with Elisabeth. He kept his eyes on her face, though he could see her naked flesh in his peripheral vision. Mrs Smith stood to the side, her eyes averted from everyone, alert for the next instruction.
 
   “Take a seat.”
 
   Elisabeth’s wide brown eyes had nothing to say – perfect saucers, wells she invited him to drink from. Taste her innocence. Elisabeth did her best to cover herself, but Billingham dragged her arms from her body and forced them to dangle by her side so she remained exposed. Samuel itched from Mary’s reaction, who he watched from the edge of his vision. She wrung her clothes and cast dark thoughts his way.
 
   “Let her be, Billingham.”
 
   The short man’s face screwed as if Mary wrung his skin, too. “Sir. I'm Captain.”
 
   “Leave her be.”
 
   The General sprung to his feet. “Can we get on with this? My stomach is growling and there's a damned army out there ready to slice our throats.”
 
   Sweat rolled from Samuel’s neck – demanded he pull at his shirt’s collar to wipe it away. He held firm. If anybody noticed such an action, he'd lose face.
 
   “You stand accused, Elisabeth Whittaker, of being in league with Satan himself. What have you to say?”
 
   Elisabeth lifted her eyes to him. Fingers crawled inside and pulled at his stomach until his breath came out a loud gasp. The five jurors cocked their eyebrows when he turned to them. He fought the sensation and pushed it away. If the devil did reside within her, he would surely have done worse than turn his stomach. He would have ripped Samuel’s intestines from his body and dangled them before him. The words seated on his tongue would slur, he knew it, if he let them loose. How calm she sat, how composed in her silent accusation. His eyes rested on her breasts. The devil pulled on his loins. He snapped his eyes away, to Mary, whose scowl contrasted so much with Elisabeth’s … innocence.
 
   Billingham fussed around her with his cane and demanded she lift her feet from the ground. He rapped her thigh if her feet touched the floor. She blinked, but kept her tears behind her eyes.
 
   Samuel cleared his throat as quietly as he could manage and calmed himself. The men behind shuffled their feet and burned judgement into his back. “You deny the devil lies within you?”
 
   “I do, sir.”
 
   “And yet you were caught in the company of one of this town’s heroes, Jack Hays, who proceeded to die from some curse you – or whatever lies within you – infected him with.”
 
   “No, sir, I didn't curse him with anything. I have never been in league with any devil.”
 
   “Then why is it you were good friends with a girl, Sarah, who died at the gallows in this very town last year? When she died, for the crime of witchcraft, did you take it upon yourself to replace her as the devil’s vassal?”
 
   “I am nobody's vassal, sir, other than my betters. I am only here because I tried to help Jack. He's my friend.”
 
   Her toes dipped and padded the floor. Billingham tapped her ankle bone. She winced and lifted her knees again, but refused to look at him.
 
   “In what way was he your friend?”
 
   “My friend, sir. I have served him in the tavern many a time. He took a shine to me, but that is all. He was sick. He asked for my help.”
 
   Samuel tapped a heel on the wooden floor and raised an eye. “What kind of help did he need that he had to lie naked in his bed, in your presence?”
 
   “I don't know, sir, other than he itched like mad, sir. He scratched and wriggled and tore his clothes free from his body. What could I do? I couldn't leave him be, to suffer like a dog in a ditch. Sir.”
 
   Samuel harrumphed to give him time to think. He never met resistance like this, even in such a subservient manner. Women would cry, half-mad, and wail their innocence until their guilt squeezed out from the pressure. None ever sat with such composure.
 
   “Why did you call your sister a witch, Elisabeth?”
 
   Elisabeth snatched a glance at Mary and cringed. Turned away from her as if she expected a hand to rain blows upon her head. “Because …” Her lips trembled. “Because she practices witchcraft.”
 
   “I knew it.” Mrs Smith couldn't restrain herself.
 
   The men behind him murmured, some outrage he couldn't figure. How he had teased new information out of the girl should have pleased him, but again his stomach churned.
 
   “Mrs Smith, you will contain yourself.”
 
   She bowed her head, but couldn't straighten her lips.
 
   He lifted Elisabeth’s chin with a finger, against all his etiquette, but he heard above the voices in the room a murmur of a storm to come, from the mouths of a crowd angry at its earlier treatment – when the cause of the town’s problems remained alive.
 
   “How so, Elisabeth?” He played the patriarch, his tone smooth and inviting. This woman would spill it all, like they all did, as they hurried their voyage to the rope.
 
   “Look at her.” Elisabeth kept her face turned away from her sister. She offered soft eyes to Mrs Smith. The older woman nodded, receptive to the narrative. Mary's shoulders slumped in disbelief, her mouth agape at what she heard.
 
   Elisabeth raised her voice an octave, the better for the dignitaries to hear her all the clearer. “Look at her, sir. You saw the people out there, all skin and bone. Starved and half-mad. Now look at my sister. She's full. Her skin glows where theirs are dull and grey.”
 
   Mrs Smith’s head bobbed in agreement. “It is true. You could hardly distinguish the people from the bare winter branches.”
 
   “Mrs Smith, know your place.”
 
   Mary’s jibe about Mrs Smith’s husband had clawed into the older woman.
 
   “It’s the kind of accusation a witch might indeed throw, to save herself. After all, you’re not exactly skin and bone.” Samuel chanced a glance at Mary. Her attention had stitched to Elisabeth. He sored at how she had not noticed his intervention on her behalf. He doubted Mrs Smith had ever skipped a meal for as long as she had lived, and now he scanned the room – neither had these men of substance.
 
   The murmurs outside heightened to a chant he couldn't make out. It raised the hair on his neck like pikes. The General drove his contempt through Samuel so hard it made the Witchfinder’s hands shake. He wrung them and cursed himself. He waved the paper in his hand to distract from the turmoil in his chest.
 
   Billingham’s face bellowed red. He needed release, Samuel could tell. “Billingham, can you round up more witnesses?”
 
   “No, he cannot.” The General stamped his foot. A vein in his temple pulsed like a worm’s wriggle to the surface. “We end this now. Has anybody any evidence that this woman is a witch? If so, step forward. Now.”
 
   “Sir.”
 
   Everybody squinted into the back of the room where Jacob had raised his hand.
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   Jacob turned the coin Mr Harrison had given him round and round in his pocket. If he stopped, he might collapse to the ground, or succumb to a spell. The Captain puffed his chest because of the General’s intervention and had offered his opinion that the women must be witches, otherwise how could they step so far from society’s normal path? “They've infected a few women in these turbulent times. All trying to be independent. Chaos. Absolute chaos.”
 
   The General, still on his feet, barked at the Captain. “When we require your opinion, we will ask for it. For now, shut your mouth, man.”
 
   The Captain retreated and bowed his head, more fiery red than ever. Jacob stood beside Elisabeth, doing his best not to make contact. His sister filled his head, her head at an angle from how her neck had snapped. She had seen Elisabeth just the week before her death. Maybe the Mary woman had infected Elisabeth and his sister. He dared a glance at the older sister. She let her hair hang so loose. It enticed.
 
   “What is it you have to say, boy?”
 
   The Witchfinder raised a hand to protest the way the General had taken over the trial, but the old soldier stamped to the room’s front and cast his presence over the interrogator.
 
   “She …” Jacob flashed a look at Mary, as if he had held his previous glance too long. “She … earlier, that is, when I took her down to the cell … she dug at me.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Shouts of “Hang ‘em” brutalised the air outside.
 
   “Come on, boy, say what you mean.”
 
   “She cast a spell on me. Or tried to.”
 
   “What kind of spell?”
 
   “She tried to seduce me, so I would let her go.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “Nothing. She said nothing … but … I started … to go hard. Down there.”
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   Mary put a hand to her heart as if the Grim Reaper had grasped it and would squeeze away her life any moment. “I didn't make you do a thing, Jacob.”
 
   “You made me shift.”
 
   “Look me in the eye.”
 
   Billingham thrust himself in her space, close enough for spittle to splatter her face. “Why, so you can make him change his mind?”
 
   “Yes. Yes. A dozen times, yes. With words. Normal words. To argue my case.”
 
   The fraud, that jumped-up shit, the so-called Witchfinder, clasped Billingham by the shoulder and pulled at him. The short man spun and almost punched Harrison’s nose. Harrison leaned away in expectation, his eyes ablaze at the insult.
 
   Mary thrust her breasts forwards. “I can't help that I have these, and that you men lust after them. Look at you all now, lusting at my sister. There's no need for her nakedness. You stripped her for your own perversions.”
 
   Every man, along with Mrs Smith, swayed back a little, as if to avoid the devil as he projected towards them.
 
   “You, Witchfinder, you're a fraud. You came here for a bag of gold, and you get the maximum if you judge us guilty. You filthy pig. You parade your virtue like you've never looked at my tits. But there you are, looking at them again.” She thrust her shoulders back and invited him in.
 
   “You make me look.”
 
   She laughed at the difficulty he had in lifting his eyes to hers. “Hypocrite.”
 
   “Mary, quit now.” The General kept his face harsh, but she recognised the sentiment which twitched around his face.
 
   “No, General, because you should be at the front, here, defending me. After all, it's I who has kept you and your kind so well fed.”
 
   “That's enough.”
 
   “No –”
 
   This explosion at her betters convinced Billingham of her witchery. She didn't care. Her blood demanded she tell the truth. She would have continued but chants gathered on the wings of fury, ready to strike. The room fell silent, cowed by the danger outside. The chant gave way to a whistle, the sound they'd heard so much over the last few weeks. The cannonball exploded high on the wall. Stone scattered across the square outside. Shouts and screams made this room smaller, as if the walls closed in on them to squeeze away their lives.
 
   The General rushed to the window to check the situation. He couldn't have stiffened any further if he’d died a week ago.
 
   “Harrison, the verdict is given. The jury finds the two women guilty. They hang now.”
 
   “General –”
 
   “Now.”
 
   Mary grabbed at Elisabeth’s wrist, which hung limp. Her sister’s face drained to grey, as damaged as the castle wall. She muttered jumbled words. Mary’s energy pumped. Her eyes scrabbled for anything she could use as a weapon. The other lords murmured discontent, but another cannonball and the shouts outside made them concur with the sentence.
 
   “My lord.” Harrison stepped into Mary’s space as he addressed the general. “This is not how it works.”
 
   “Get those women out on the scaffold now and hang them in full view. We do not have the time for your nonsense – Witchfinder.”
 
   Mary took a moment’s comfort in the General’s sneer at the title, Witchfinder, until she settled her gaze on Harrison’s sword, which swung in its sheath from his belt. She drew it and pointed it in Harrison and the General’s direction.
 
   “Mary, no.”
 
   Harrison swayed this way, then that. She waved the sword with his movements and expected him to make a thrust at her any moment. She ought to leave her sister alone with these animals, after what she said, but she kept an iron clasp on her wrist and pulled her up.
 
   “Get dressed, Liz, we're leaving.”
 
   “Mary, I planned to find you innocent of the charges. I swear to you.”
 
   “You're full of horseshit, Mr Harrison, as is every man behind you.” Mary positioned herself so she had them all in her view, including that toad Billingham.
 
   “How will you escape the town?”
 
   The General snorted. “How do you think we all have our rounded figures, Witchfinder? A tunnel runs beneath her tavern. Some of our enemies have no qualms when it comes to trade.”
 
   “Why not feed the whole town?” Harrison blinked at Mary.
 
   “Because the General here wants the town under tight control. They see this hero unaffected by starvation and they think him invincible. Nothing can be his fault. So they look for blame elsewhere. And so here we are. Witches.”
 
   The Witchfinder palmed the guard’s weapon down. The guard appealed to the General for a decision, but the man couldn’t spit out words. “Go. Jacob, head out with Mary. Get her out of here.” Jacob rubbed at his knuckles. “But she stays here.”
 
   “Liz comes with me.”
 
   “She tried to implicate you. She's guilty.”
 
   “She's my sister. She's guilty of many things, but not of being a witch. She comes with me.”
 
   The General pulled his sword, as did the other dignitaries. Elisabeth hurried to dress. Mary backed away to the door. Slashed and stabbed the air to keep the wolves at bay. She allowed Jacob to come with them, though she could see him torn between the hold she had on his loins and the urge to please his superiors.
 
   “Come with me. To the New World. Where you can be free.” The Witchfinder faked sincerity with ease – she couldn’t’ imagine his offer stood as a serious statement. Why would I go anywhere with this man? She slipped out the door with her sister a rag doll in her grip, Jacob pulled along in her slipstream.
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   Billingham pushed the Witchfinder ahead of him until they reached the gallows. The General and the other lords marched behind, calm at the crowd’s more regular whistles which tore through the air. Samuel craned his neck across the town’s open spaces to see if Mary had made her way out. He hadn't yet reflected how serious the General had been about his arrest until Billingham’s spite bit at his pride.
 
   “New money. You're disgusting.”
 
   That shove pinched at his nerves and he found himself staring at the crowd. They ran like a fox prowled the edge of their cage. The few soldiers who guarded them had retreated. The General stood tall and invincible to address anyone who might hear him. “The town has found its witch – in actual fact a wizard. A practitioner of witchcraft, a betrayer of you good people, he planned to work his magic to open the gates for the King’s men. We have found him out, and he stands here ready to say his last words.”
 
   Samuel swung a shoulder at Billingham and toppled him. He fell from the gallows edge and into the mud beneath. The small man sprang to his feet, brown from boots to hairline, and ran back to the platform two steps at a time. Samuel worked at the rope which tied his wrists behind his back. It burned and cut into his skin, but that didn't stop him. The General nodded at Billingham as he reached the top. Samuel struggled and aimed another shoulder-punch. Billingham had readied himself and dodged with ease. The guard made sure he couldn’t bolt.
 
   Two of the General’s companions – old men, both – contained him through a struggle. He aimed a kick, a headbutt, a shoulder. He repeated until they had his neck in a noose.
 
   “No. No.”
 
   How had it come to this? His heart pounded for Rebekah. His weakness for Mary had wreaked havoc. Made him soft. Mud hit his cheek. Another clump stained his coat, and another, wrapped round a stone, made his eyes sting as it shifted his nose to the right. All those women he'd hanged or burned. Some had screamed on their way to death. Some cried bitter tears; others approached the noose or fire composed in their faith for God. Some begged for mercy.
 
   Billingham tightened the noose and faced him. “I have a bag for you, Harrison. I'd say I hope it chokes you, but the rope will do that first.”
 
   Samuel’s lip curled into a snarl, which made the mudman take a step back, until he almost slipped over the platform’s edge again. The Witchfinder shut his eyes tight and hoped he'd die quick and easy.
 
   An almighty whistle made them all duck, apart from Samuel, whose neck strained at the rope’s bite.
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   The air stank of smoke and earth. Mary's scent sometimes attacked Jacob’s senses. Forced him ahead of her to avoid the blade in her hand and the sullen sister on her arm. Elisabeth asked why Mary had saved her.
 
   “We all do stupid things. This is your last, though, right?”
 
   She bent her head. “Right.”
 
   “Stupid girl. Ever since mum and dad died, you've been stupid. What made you jump into bed with that soldier? He was an idiot. You risked us all for an idiot.”
 
   “I loved him.”
 
   “You thought you did, Liz, but you have no idea what love is.”
 
   “And you do? Lying naked with the General – was that all about love?”
 
   “No, that was about practicality. And I never said it involved love.”
 
   Jacob held himself tight, fascinated by the women. He recognised Sarah’s spirit in both. How human they now seemed. He couldn't picture either one over a cauldron. His innards lurched when the General condemned them. He relived his sister’s walk to the rope – how she called to him and their crippled mother as they tightened the rope round her neck. Sarah had been accused of similar crimes to Elisabeth and suffered the consequences.
 
   They ran on, down alleys, over broken carts, pushed ever forward by the roar behind. Shots fired and swords clashed. The Royalists must have breached the walls. Stupidity made him fidget as they arrived at Mary’s tavern. He had not protected the women. They didn't need protection, least of all his. He accompanied them because of the Witchfinder’s instructions. The man had plans for them, clearly. He patted at the coin in his pocket. Neither woman had acknowledged him throughout the dash from danger. When Mary and Elisabeth swivelled their heads at the screams which rose above the clash of metal, they stared through him as they would water to see fish. He wished to show his use.
 
   “We should go inside.” His words came out hollow and the wind carried them away to exile.
 
   Mary charged into the tavern, followed by Elisabeth. He checked his shoulder and ducked his head below the doorframe, though his scalp didn't reach its top. If they could spark a fire, this place would invite him into that chair for a nap. Let sleep take away his fears. Mary pulled at a panel on the wall in the back room until it gave way to reveal a dark passage. She sparked a torch and entered first.
 
   “Let's go. Before we’re all butchered like sheep.”
 
   The thought of a blade’s nip nudged Jacob into the tunnel where the flame flickered shadows into all kinds of monstrous shapes. Elisabeth stood ready for her sister, who grunted in the effort to shut the panel again. Jacob stared to engage Elisabeth’s eyes. He would never tell from those ovals, if he hadn't seen it himself, that she could have thrown an accusation of witchery at her sister. Elisabeth eyed the wall behind him, though he knew it couldn't have anything of interest. He sighed and mumbled an apology.
 
   “Why are you even here?” Now she pierced his eyes. “Was all this your revenge for Sarah?”
 
   “I … No. I don't know.” He had held the Witchfinder’s steady gaze easier than Elisabeth’s.
 
   “You're the one who clambered down the town walls, not an easy feat, to find him. Your sister spouted a whole bunch of nonsense, and threatened to name me to Billingham, just because he caught her lips locked with one of his men.”
 
   “She did not. Sarah was pure –”
 
   Elisabeth’s laugh cackled off the tight walls and down the passage, all the way to hell. The light conjured shakes and he feared she had called for the devil’s help.
 
   “She is flesh and blood –”
 
   “Just like the rest of us.” Mary thrust at him and he gasped as the point slid beneath his rib cage. His voice exploded a croak, his eyes wide on his murderer. Her eyes as black as the forest at night. She thrust deeper until his heart burst and the flame died.
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   “Mary, you're covered in blood.”
 
   “Come, we'll worry about it later.”
 
   Elisabeth stumbled over hard earth which numerous feet hadn't smoothed across the years, and kept her mouth shut to prevent the taste of cobwebs. They reached the exit sore and out of breath. They rested against each other and searched for danger across the open fields towards the town they had escaped.
 
   Elisabeth wiped at the blood streaks on Mary's clothes. “Why did you kill him?”
 
   “He's unpredictable, Liz. Makes him a danger.”
 
   Elisabeth rubbed at her hands to rid the stain. “So am I. Will you kill me?”
 
   “You're my sister. How could I hurt you? I've looked after you the best I can all these years. Mum and dad would be proud of me, I think.” She rested a finger on Elisabeth’s cheek to gather her tear. Elisabeth clasped her sister’s digit and brought it to her mouth.
 
   “This war … it has everybody eyeing each other with suspicion.” Mary wrapped an arm around Elisabeth and rubbed warmth into her cold flesh.
 
   “Should we let the other army know about the passage?”
 
   “No. There'll be bloodlust. Slaughter and rape. Hangings. Men breaking out of their skin to show the animals beneath.”
 
   Elisabeth leaned into Mary’s embrace as if she would find it scarce from this moment on. The rain slashed diagonally across them and plastered hair against their foreheads. A lone tree sat solemn above a ruined stone wall. Its leaves had long glided away with the breeze, but they had no other shelter. Elisabeth squeezed at Mary on checking her shoulder. Mary's mouth shaped crooked at the sight. The apparition stumbled out of the passage’s mouth. He regained his footage and limped towards them, his forearm a shield against the rain and the neutral light.
 
   His frame stood shorter and rounder than Jacob’s. He halted and let his arm drop. They could see him now, as he could them through his crooked glare.
 
   “Bitches. Filthy, devil-worshipping witches and traitors. The town falls and you yet live.”
 
   He raised his sword above his head and limped their way as if he dragged a ball and chain behind. Elisabeth shifted behind Mary, her first instinct, as she would when a mere child, but Billingham appeared so pathetic. Even now, with his smashed right leg and bloodied face, he puffed himself up to make himself appear taller. His bald pate pulsed beneath diffuse clouds, like the torch which guided them through the passage.
 
   Elisabeth prized the sword from her sister’s unwilling hand and met the man. She angled her free hand to comfort Mary’s plaintive objection. “Be calm, Mary.”
 
   Billingham swayed before her, his sword still in the air. Uncertainty clouded his eyes. Blood smeared down his cheek and dipped into his neck. He flitted about her face, desperate to fasten to her eyes. She felt sorry for the man as she rested the sword’s point on his belly. A little needle startled him.
 
   “I don't know, Elisabeth, how we got to this point.”
 
   “You saw me in Jack’s presence. You saw his disease and pointed your finger without thought.” She bit at her lip for the accusations she threw under her interrogation. “You alright, Mary?”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   Elisabeth stared down on this man, the top of his head about level with her nose. “The disease is spreading throughout the town, Captain. And I know I didn't share a bed with them all to cast my spell. But …” She smiled through the chatter of her teeth. “I did sleep with Jack. He thrust himself inside me, and I enjoyed every moment. Very pleasurable, I assure you. I screamed at every sensation, and if he was still with us, I would do it again and again.”
 
   “What talk … Disgusting, filthy, the ramblings of a whore –”
 
   “I'm a witch, Captain, because it wasn't you inside me. Let us talk plainly, sir, your eyes undressed me every moment you set your eyes over me. I thought you might burst at my nakedness in the courtroom. It is you, sir, who are the devil. You are the one who wanted to thrust.” She jabbed the sword into his belly. He held himself, stunned at the action. “Thrust.” The blade slid deeper. “Thrust.” His eyes rolled, his sword dropped behind him, he collapsed to his knees, and fell sideways into the black earth.
 
   Elisabeth wrinkled her nose at the blood which sputtered from his mouth. Mary came by her side. They held hands and watched distant soldiers climb the town walls. Some made it over. Others made it to the top before swords slashed their necks. They followed, numb, their descent to crumpled heaps of dashed bones, as if their turn would come soon. Mary smoothed her dress. Elisabeth followed suit. The rain wouldn't wash away these crimson stains. They understood each other, that the first person they would come across on these hills and fields would cast fresh aspersions on them.
 
   They clung to each other, held themselves tall, and headed back to the secret passageway. They would help their fellow townsfolk the best they could. Make it as hard as possible for them to cry “Die, witch, die” ever again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A Damned Agreement
 
    
 
    
 
   “No. I’ll not do it.” The man upstairs almost slammed the door off its hinges.
 
   Peter made more marks on the pen he chewed than on the income column in his accounts. He stared at the roaring fire he’d set to welcome his guests. He imagined it roared for his business plan. The man upstairs no longer played ball, and now the ghost party tip-toed into Peter’s isolated joint. They chattered about the moonlit frost which surrounded his historic inn, and eyed dark corners for apparitions. The inn stood desolate on the Yorkshire Moors. The camera-ready guests ooohed and aaahed at the silvery romance and the prospect of a good haunt.
 
   Peter greeted all ten and gave them a taste of the building’s history.
 
   “Welcome. Welcome all, to my little inn.” He rubbed his nose and ran his tongue across the back of his teeth. He wished he’d prepared. He didn’t give speeches. “The gentleman highwayman, Dick Turpin, drank here.” He couldn’t help rub his hands as he hoped he’d soon rub notes. He waved a hand to the sword above the fireplace. “This was found in the cellar only last year – it could have been his.”
 
   Lips pressed, heads nodded. A woman, maybe in her sixties, introduced herself as “Margery.” Her attention flitted around the dining room. She brushed a little side-table with the back of her fingers as if she read its history from touch.
 
   “How is it living alone out here?” she said. “Financially viable?”
 
   Peter’s head wrinkled as he forced a smile from his stone-set face, surprised at how her eyes turned and pinned him. “Rather scary, actually. When the ghosts start moaning … well … it still gets to me.” He grinned at his success in how he grabbed that stutter.
 
   He rushed back behind the bar, ready to pull beers and serve food.
 
   Margery harrumphed. “Have you had this place renovated?”
 
   “Yes.” He attempted to project confidence through each letter, but the ‘s’ elongated into a non-committal drawl. He stroked his arm, calmed himself by calculating how much of her cash would transfer to his pocket.
 
   She screwed up her nose. If she hadn’t asked the question, he would have feared she had sniffed the night’s banquet.
 
   She turned to the crowd. “I’m a bit of an amateur historian.”
 
   They shuffled their feet, nodded out of politeness, and pretended they had an interest in the horsey paintings which overawed the room.
 
   She whispered loud enough for him to hear, “I don’t believe ghosts have been anywhere near this place. The man is clearly desperate. I think I’ll stick to water, I don’t want his tipples inducing visions that aren’t there.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He’d turned to ghost tours as standards had slipped. Nobody came for the food anymore. Tonight’s coordinator had stayed one evening to shelter from the moor’s bitter cold. The man had played with his food, but he recognised the location’s potential and left his Ghost Tour company business card. Peter had just the thing for them.
 
   Tonight they toured, they waited, they ate, and they drank. And that’s all they did. The coordinator’s bead of sweat must have had contagious qualities, because it made Peter dab at his own brow. Peter gave him a few smug nods at his first anxious glances.
 
   Don’t you worry, Peter’s grin said, it’ll happen.
 
   His second grin said patience.
 
   His eyes couldn’t join in the third grin.
 
   The clock told him midnight had scurried by without a single squeak from the floorboards. Peter mopped his forehead with a napkin. Every word on his tongue had primed for him upstairs. These customers would never return if he let a sentence escape now.
 
   “Excuse me,” he said to his guests. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   He crept up the stairs wanting to see the strange shadows which had once made his heart punch his rib cage. The white walls up to the landing shimmered from the moon’s shine through the square above, more a cat-flap than a window.
 
   “Are you there? Are you there?”
 
   He reached the top and rubbed his chest like he’d climbed The Calf in Howgill Fells. He sucked air and regulated his breathing.
 
   “You’ve got to help me out here. Please. Come out … Please …”
 
   He hoped the long silence signified a dramatic effect, but nothing stirred. His head dropped into his shoulders – each step back downstairs a walk to the financial gallows.
 
   He shook as the guests trooped out at one in the morning. Their eyes threw all kinds of cutlery at him, looks which would haunt him for his failure to haunt them. He croaked a “Good night” as the last one left, the customer’s shaking head and wobbly cheeks a damning review. He should have had a plan B, at least had somebody bang a spanner on the pipes.
 
   He thanked his cook and waved her goodbye. He stood alone and sought comfort against the cold glass in the front door as he watched the party make slow progress into their mini-van.
 
   A scrape on the floorboards in his bedroom triggered his bolt up the stairs. “Too late, you bastard.” He kicked his bedroom door open, a little bravado to suppress his nerves. His tiny antique bedside lamp threw out less light than the man who stared at him.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I’m not your monkey.”
 
   Peter, even after all these months, had not got used to Isaiah’s low growl. Or the way his chin rested and swayed on his chest – his ghost a mirror of his death from the rope. The noose still dangled from his neck – swung each time his head shifted.
 
   “We had a deal. And you cocked it up. I’m on the verge of financial ruin … we had a damned agreement.”
 
   Isaiah turned from the wardrobe he always studied, like it showed the way to freedom. He strained his eyeballs upward, unable to lift his broken neck. Peter held the door handle tight and put all weight on his back heel.
 
   “I don’t see where my benefit is. What can I do with money?”
 
   “You get your benefits. All you need to do is moan, tramp around the building, and reveal yourself at the end for the paranormal crowd. It’s once a week for God’s sake.”
 
   “You ask too much.”
 
   “I demand what we agreed.” Peter pushed his weight back to the front foot.
 
   “You should never have made me aware. I was happy in oblivion, repeating each day in blissful ignorance until you pulled me into realising my condition. It’s you who owes me.”
 
   “You live in my place …”
 
   “It’s my place.” Isaiah barked as he stamped forwards until they stood toe-to-toe.
 
   Peter’s every sinew twanged. The effect clattered from his teeth. Peter had run from the house to the wild moors after the first time Isiah conjured into view. He had almost broken his ankles in various rabbit and foxholes. He had left his wife alone in bed, frantic with worry at his screams, and had returned to find her the colour of flour after she, too, had encountered him.
 
   Peter didn’t know how, but Isaiah pulled him to the wardrobe and gestured for him to open its door. Peter complied. Worked to not rattle the handle. He half-expected to see his wife’s ghost point a Banquo-like finger at him. Instead, a room lit by the three-quarter moon lied inside the wardrobe. A vision - an apparition of a time long gone. A blood-pulse stabbed his nostrils. He squinted into the gloom. Two women, dressed in smocks, lied listless. Dark gashes exposed their neck vertebrae. At their feet a man lied equally still, a seventeenth-century farmer, his neck the same as the women’s. His open sightless eyes locked to the ceiling. The longer Peter gaped, the more bodies he noticed. Old women, young women, varieties of men – their clothes hardly more than rags.
 
   “Is this what you want to trade in?”
 
   Peter swayed and swung the door with each loss of balance. He planted his feet wide apart to gain stability. “We had an agreement.” Peter’s voice lowered to almost inaudible. “Let’s do it.”
 
   “You know what I want.”
 
   “I just have to say yes?”
 
   “You have to give your permission. All I’ll take is a few hours a day.”
 
   “You’ll come back out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Peter nodded and Isaiah slid into his frame as if he pulled on a new pair of boots. Isaiah swum in his blood, luxuriated in tissue he had not experienced for hundreds of years, and finally took control of his mind.
 
   Peter gasped for air and realised Isaiah was a liar.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The driver banged on his steering wheel. “Come on, Margery, let’s get a move on, this place gives me the creeps.”
 
   “I have a stone in my shoe, hold your horses.” She had one hand on the mini-van for balance as she emptied gravel from her shoe. “I don’t think there’s any danger of the supernatural in this place.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Peter heard her voice above the fire, above the wash of Isaiah’s red thoughts. His hands reached, lifted, and weighed the sword. He said no. Isaiah said yes. His consciousness seemed smothered by a pillow, though Isaiah’s strength filled his old muscles. Peter couldn’t see anything but gravel as his head swivelled side to side across his chest.
 
   “I’ll give thee a bloody phantasm, woman,” he heard Isaiah hiss from his own mouth.
 
   “Oh look,” Margery said. “Here’s the ghost. You could at least have poured flour on your head for effect.”
 
   Peter heard the screams burst from within the mini-van. He could only see his feet, yet felt his hands rise above his head. He slashed the sword downward and stumbled. The woman sounded a grunt, but remained agile as she danced round the attempt on her head. Blood curled around gravel stones in the driveway. He tried to lift his head to see the woman, but it only pivoted round his chest.
 
   “Useless,” Isaiah thought, and Peter shivered at the pang in that disapproval.
 
   Peter realised the blood came from his own leg. That downward swing had sliced his thigh. He loosened his grip on the sword and it bounced off the floor as he slipped to one knee and into the cold steel. His left leg had numbed and now sharpness ran through his throat. Peter fell to his side and spat blood, his hands on the blade which had sliced through his leg and pierced his lolling neck. He watched Isaiah pull from his body to leave a vacuum for pain to fill. The ghost cursed. Again, it called him useless.
 
   More screams. Peter would like to have joined their yells, but he could only gurgle and thrash. Shouts of “ghost” tolled in his ears.
 
   Margery bent over him and tutted.
 
   “Well, I never, you weren’t lying after all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Corner Flag
 
    
 
    
 
   I arrive at the footy field early, like I always do. Set out the warm-up cones, make sure dog-shit won’t ruin the memory of a perfectly timed slide-tackle, and give myself time to contemplate the team-talk. I’m slow doing all three. An un-muffled motorbike assaults my ears – at eight in the morning – and last night’s email from a parent gurgles my stomach juices.
 
   Billy, the boys are playing all wrong, Jeff tells me. They should send the ball to big Trev every time.
 
   We’ve played seven games: won two, lost four and drawn one.
 
   I wrote back telling him the boys are young, and that eight year olds should learn the game – develop now for intense competition later. We dominate games, I tell him, falling only to the big lad up front all the other teams use incessantly.
 
   Aha, he writes back, my point exactly. The boys need to win. Confidence breeds development.
 
   It hurts that I consider his point. I know my lot will destroy all these teams when they get older. He has other parents on his side. The loud ones. And I know Jeff is just biding his time, waiting for that moment when he can tell them all about my past – that time he saw me glass an obnoxious prick in the face. The one who grabbed my girlfriend’s arse all night in The Crown pub. I knew I should have let Melanie handle it. She’d already slapped him across the chops, leaving her mark of rejection. The man-child wanted the last word, so he honked her boobs to his sound effect. Melanie, bless her, kneed him hard enough in the balls, surely, to prevent reproduction, but his lack of respect for her slap had me reaching for a glass. I shoved that thing rim-first into his face and watched the red waterfall.
 
   Nobody talked. The pub has that kind of punter. Jeff saw it all and kept his own counsel. Waited for me to slip up.
 
   The grey clouds which hang around Sheffield like the dull bloke at a party, pushes my mood further down. I wave the corner flags as if that could disperse them. As I plant one, the motorbike which soundtracks my thoughts turns the corner from behind the railings which divide the field from the footpath, and halts. The rider faces me and turns on his headlight, full beam. I turn my face away from the retina-slash, and mouth obscenities.
 
   I’m the adult here, stay cool. No need for violence. Working with these kids, including my son George, has kept me calm for the last year. I fear a relapse if I lose this team. I’m on probation with Melanie. I never hit her, I couldn’t. But she said she already sees me in George and she couldn’t stomach him replicating the things I’ve done in the past.
 
   The biker’s about fifteen, full of life, consumed by arrogance. Carries himself like he never had his arse spanked by either parent – if you could call them that. The rev makes me flinch. Nobody should hear such a thing at this time in the morning. A few curtains flutter, but windows stay clamped shut like their owners’ mouths. The kid knows his place. It’s at the top of this estate’s tree. I almost chomp my tongue. He accelerates onto the field and spins a spiral in the centre. He checks his shoulder as he rides away. I can see his eyes challenge me through the slit of his helmet.
 
   I head towards the middle like a trainee teacher, clueless about how to handle this. It’s no use, he’s gone. Fine. I go to the corner diagonal from the last flag I planted. The kid has ruined my equilibrium – I’m taking the long route here. As I stick the second flag in harder than necessary in Sheffield’s perma-slushed soil, the thrummm of the Yamaha rattles my bones. I turn. He’s already in the centre-circle, creating trenches good enough for the First World War. I can see my boys twist ankles more than a magic sponge could handle.
 
   I pace towards him with as much intent as I can muster. Maybe a little cheeky banter can placate him. He stops his dirt-spins and faces me. Flashes his beams. My arm moves across my eyes to stop blindness. He revs as I open my mouth, silencing me. Coincidence. I open my mouth again, but another engine explosion acts as a gobstopper. Arsehole.
 
   “Look, could you please –”
 
   He revs and speeds past me. The backdraft tells me how close he came to sprawling me across the dirt. I swivel and the pulse in my hands throbs as I grip the two remaining corner flags tight. The rider spirals a couple more times, faces me again, and flashes another taunting beam. His engine growls, his back wheel spins a rut in the earth like a bull kicks the ground. He soars forward. Dares me to hold my ground. As he approaches, my right hand grips harder and I lift the pole, spike pointing ahead. I’m looking at the wheel spokes. I don’t care how old he is, I’m going to make him fly.
 
   He gets closer and I throw, just as I glance at his smug face.
 
   I aimed for the wheels … I aimed for the wheels.
 
   But, that look up … I hit him in the neck. The spike juts out the other end of his throat. His bike wobbles and slides until he’s off and the bike hits the railing.
 
   I swivel my neck, stunned. I see my boys. I see Jeff.
 
   I see my team slip away from me, like the blood – and the life – of this biker.
 
   And I know which is worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Cops
 
    
 
    
 
   “What have you got against me?”
 
   Brad leaned over to eye the young man and his fiery-eyed girlfriend. “Just checking you’re all okay, Mr McBride. This is a nice car.”
 
   “Isnt’t it? … I’m sure you wish you could afford it, right?”
 
   The girl wanted to say something. Her lips dammed a whole set of expletives, Brad could tell. She did well to hold her counsel. “Not my style. You take care, now.”
 
   “Yes, officer, I’ll take care not to get stopped for no reason again. Bye.”
 
   Brad rubbed his palms together as he watched McBride melt into Princeton traffic. He couldn’t figure out why he had stopped the boy, except for maybe he’d catch a glimpse of his recreational powders.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad swept the change onto the tray, gave Donna a smile, a wink and a “thank you”, sucked in a deep breath, and took his seat opposite Gerry. Gerry grabbed his share, tucked in, and carried on from where he left off.
 
   “Man, it was brutal. He’d shot the man at least ten times. No need for it, unless he was trying to make a pattern on the man’s chest. I couldn’t figure any out. Just balls-out violence for the sake of it.”
 
   “Wow.” Brad rubbed at his nose. 
 
   His “wow” had dipped its enthusiasm in the last couple of weeks. He’d not seen Gerry for years, since they worked together in Princeton. Brad had stayed as a town cop. Caricatured himself every day with donuts and coffee. Brad could only brag about how he protected the township’s traffic cones from crime while he watched workmen dig holes and climb up poles. His frustration had morphed to acceptance and a comfort in boredom.
 
   Since he bumped into Gerry at a crash on the outskirts of Princeton – two brothers had made their old parents childless – his frustration had taken root in the pit of his stomach. It had spread.
 
   “This is the stuff you see in my job, Brad. You should have come with me.”
 
   Brad sipped at his coffee, stared his pinched eyes at his former colleague, and grunted an “aha.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad met Gerry every other day now. At first, their meets rekindled an old friendship – which he now realized was only ever an acquaintanceship. Now he felt duty-bound to meet Gerry, to listen to his stories, to attempt to come up with some of his own. To compete.
 
   “… and so,” Gerry said days later, a hefty laugh at the crazy world around him, “she came out in just her bra and panties, pumping and firing that shotgun, hitting poor Juan in the shoulder.”
 
   “You were at that incident?”
 
   “Hell, yeah. Scary at first, but what a story afterwards …”
 
   Brad followed the wrinkle lines which stretched from the corner of Gerry’s eyes. Brad read action in every one. They stretched longer each day.
 
   Brad cleared his throat. “Well, some gimp hit a cone today … sent that thing flying. Craig, the AT&T guy, had to shift … I mean, he really had to dance to avoid that thing.”
 
   “That’s rough.” Gerry kept his eyes on the parking lot over the rim of his coffee cup.
 
   Brad paid the bill ten minutes after Gerry left. Worked himself up for STOP sign duty on the 206N out of Princeton. Some cable was getting laid. Unlike him. Some BMW driver might just get a ticket. If he was lucky.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Hi, honey.” Brad squinted through the windscreen despite his sunglasses. The phone burned against his ear from anticipation of her words.
 
   “Bradddd.”
 
   He hated that tone. It encompassed the longest sigh and a whole store of pity.
 
   “I just want to see how you are. Whether you thought things through?”
 
   She filled her silence with chores. He heard dishes clink and water run.
 
   “It’s just not working, Brad. It’s just … not.”
 
   He followed a red Lexus as if its color made the driver suspicious. “Give me a chance to fix what it is that’s not working. Let me work at it.”
 
   She halted whatever task she had. He imagined how she had a hand on a hip. “No, Brad. It’ll never work. You’re too passive. We have to move on.”
 
   She cut the call. The beat in his chest told him she’d already moved on. To another man. He turned the corner with the Lexus and switched on the lights.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Brad slumped in the seat by the window, the same he always did. He greeted Donna with as much warmth as he could muster, and hoped Gerry didn’t have anything of interest to say this afternoon. He recalled the young rich punk last night who thought it his right to mouth off at an officer of the law when he stopped him. He rubbed at his thighs to lower his heart-rate at the memory.
 
   He checked his watch. Gerry always arrived late – acted like the high-school jock even now. Fucker. Watch, he’ll have been shot, and then I’ll have to listen to it. Then I’ll contribute something about traffic cones – Gerry’s trigger to get up and leave.
 
   He stared at the digital seconds on his wrist-watch as they made minutes. Shuffled his backside at how Gerry might have forgotten him, like he’d stood him up. Did other diners watch him from the corners of their eyes, over their newspapers? Just some dumb cone-guard nobody wants to talk to.
 
   As Donna brought his customary high-sugared coffee he clocked McBride pull into the parking lot, one hand on the wheel, dumb words – no doubt – spilling into his iPhone. He left his coffee to cool and John Wayned his casual way out of the diner. He leaned his hips against the railings at the top of the steps. Adjusted his holster.
 
   The twenty-year old pulled himself out of his car, and cut off his jibber-jabber when he clocked Brad. “Jesus fucking Christ.” The words scraped through his teeth. Spittle catapulted from every syllable. Warmed Brad up. Anticipated confrontation. Wished Gerry would get a move on. Brad frowned at muffled words, none of which came out of McBride’s mouth. The passenger door opened and the female voice, all Philadelphia, hit him hard.
 
   “You fucking corrupt piece of shit.” She leaned across her man’s seat to glare at Brad. Her dam had burst.
 
   “Chloe, let me handle this.” McBride gave Brad a weak tea smile.
 
   “No.” Her feet might leave marks in the tarmac the way she pounded round to her boyfriend’s side. “I’m sick of cops targeting you –”
 
   “Chloe –”
 
   “– for a thimble of weed. Makes me fucking sick …”
 
   Brad suppressed a smile and pulled his gun. Told them to get on the ground, put their hands on their heads, and shut the fuck up. He enjoyed how the woman’s outrage crumbled, crushed to fear. Saw narrowed eyes widen. Saw a story. Where had Gerry got to?
 
   He gave both of them a little kick to play to the crowd. Diners pressed faces to the window. Passers-by stopped to gawk. He searched the car, told Chloe to shut down her mumbled complaints. How about this for passive, Andrea?
 
   Nothing in the glove compartment, nothing in the center console. Blood pumped a drum solo in his ears. He watched the human shadow stretch across the interior. Made him smile.
 
   “Brad …?”
 
   Too fucking late. Brad had already spun in the seat. Had pulled the trigger twice. Gerry stumbled backwards and fell over McBride's and Chloe’s prone bodies.
 
   Now that’s a story, Gerry, that’s a goddamned story.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Brother
 
    
 
    
 
   My younger brother dropped his bags in my hallway. “I’ll be here a couple of weeks tops, Barney.” He brushed past and left his luggage by my feet.
 
   “Sure.” My only reservation: Ely’s drug-dealing. I shrugged. Needed the rent money now I’d been fired.
 
   He soon relegated me to the basement. He took residence, and court, in my bedroom. Does all kinds of deals in there. Doesn’t want me to see.
 
   Sheila started as his customer, now she’s his accountant and lover. I hear their bedsprings most nights as I lie right beneath them. Wonder how the bedsprings manage it. Glad they do. Don’t want them coming through the floorboards to smother me with their horny sweat.
 
   He disrespects me every day, and I take it. He’s subtle. Tells me I could do better than this sweater I’m wearing. Tells me I could eat better cereal. Tells me I could do better with a woman in my life. I nod to placate him. Women make me feel lonely. Which includes Adele beneath this basement’s concrete floor.
 
   I want to get away, but public spaces make me feel lonelier. That bar is too rough, makes me feel threatened. This bar is a little too upmarket. Makes me feel looked down upon. Get enough of both at home.
 
   I’ve taken to driving around. Not in any particular direction – wherever the mood takes me. It soothes, until I fill the car and watch the numbers whirl up. But random drive-arounds have got a little boring, especially since the cops charged me with stalking. Aimless travels made me think of Ely’s cheek. Made me think of the money he throws around at me, as if I should bow before it. Makes me think of Sheila, all naked. Makes me wince that she’s naked with him. Not that I want her. Just makes me mad that he has somebody.
 
   Couple of weeks ago I began to follow other cars again, getting right up their ass. I sometimes shadow them all the way to their driveways. Women, and I can appreciate where they’re coming from, freak out. They hit kerbs as they look over their shoulder. Should really use the rearview. Should keep the road in their peripheral vision.
 
   Sometimes I follow men. I imagine they’re my friends. Got beat up once. A deep cut under my right eye, lying on top of a big red bulge. Ely sat on the wall outside our colonial that day, arm round Sheila. Said I could look after myself better. Maybe take up boxing. Maybe start with some exercise. I thought he could do better if he lied with Adele.
 
   We ate together one night, a rare occurrence. For the first time I realized how my house had not evolved from the 70s. Brown surrounded me. I even wore it.
 
   “Brother, I love you …” he said.
 
   I glanced up from my dry chicken and potatoes. Should really add sauce to this, I had pondered. The “love” distracted me.
 
   “… but you’re not bringing in the money. It might be time to move out.”
 
   My forehead creased. Just a little.
 
   Sheila’s dead eyes, also brown I now noticed, told me I could leave the table. I stayed put.
 
   Two weeks later I’m following this one man. Had a friendly face. A face that didn’t judge. The type of man I could relax with. Kept my eyes on him all the way to the suburbs. He parked, got out. Nice round here. Flowering trees, well-tended front gardens, nicely maintained fences. Undoubtedly decent property prices. Nice place, so surely a nice man.
 
   Didn’t see the dog run out.
 
   Hit it.
 
   Watched it lay there in the rear-view.
 
   Then I didn’t see the man I’d followed – until he rolled down my back window.
 
   Foot down. The tire squeal wouldn’t help anonymity. The rearview told me he wouldn’t get up, even with … witnesses … helping him.
 
   I got close to home, still all shook up. Noted Ely and Sheila, in t-shirts and shorts, sat on the wall at the middle of our T-road’s crossbar.
 
   My road.
 
   My wall.
 
   Outside my house.
 
   They heard my tires. They saw my front end hurtle at them. Drugs must have slowed them. They only moved when I hit them at sixty.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Drumsticks
 
    
 
    
 
   We fidgeted on chairs with torn upholstery beneath fluorescent lights. The lights flickered in sympathy with our nerves. Moist clung to the changing room walls as if sweat poured from their pores. The sickly yellow paint reflected on my skin. Maybe the other way round. It's not what made my stomach turn, though. Mark did that. He sat on his haunches in front of me. His eyes beamed all superior as if he still disapproved of me across that cheap Formica desk in the benefits office.
 
   He shook his shiny just-come-from-a-shampoo-advert fringe away from his eyes and laid a hand over my drumsticks. Stopped me practicing the night’s beats on the empty crate at my feet.
 
   “There's a scout here tonight.” He should have smiled. Why didn’t he smile?
 
   “Wha …? You're kidding me.” My mouth curved up for the both of us.
 
   “Nah, I'm not kidding you.” He shook his locks with every word to reinforce how his gorgeousness glued the band together.
 
   Steve and Connor didn't flinch. Kept their eyes on their mobiles, swished their fingers in studied avoidance of our conversation. They already knew. I tightened my belly to hold its rolls and sways in check. The light above jerked and made me blink.
 
   “We have to stay tight tonight. This could make us. You don't get too many chances anymore, mate, not with the music industry as it is right now.” He placed a hand on my thigh, gave me a little squeeze. It took effort to restrain a donkey kick into his smug face. “If you miss a beat again, like you did last night, we’ll fire you. Get a new drummer.” He sniffed. “Keep the beat … okay, fella?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I bang war drums. Keep my eyes on the skins and away from the crowd. Away from that woman cupping her boobs for Mark to leer over. We sound tight. Steve's hitting the chords just right on bass. Connor's fingers are all over lead guitar like he wants to take it home and give it some serious loving. I try not to look at Mark, but he draws me in. His locks shimmer in the spotlights. Look how he holds that mic-stand – strokes it like his dick.
 
   He swings it, leans back, points the stand's bottom at the venue's ceiling like its 1970-something. I risk a quick crowd-scan. One dipstick surfs the crowd wearing a pair of Doc Martins. I shake my head at the impending black eyes. The walls are drenched. The into-it kids mosh at the front. The cool mob nod their heads further back, above weak beer.
 
   I hold the beat, smash the cymbals sweet, shift my arse in anticipation of the drum solo – the one Mark said I screwed up last night. Fuck him – I never miss a beat. I scan the crowd to see where the scout is stood. Probably at the bar chatting up some woman. He won't catch any mistakes. But what if he does?
 
   Mark – I can't call him his artist name: Lou – thrusts his hips at the woman who likes to touch herself a lot. A right pair of wankers.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mark let go of my sticks. I tapped the crate to my words. “I set this band up. You can't sack me.”
 
   Steve and Connor swished away on the phones. They'd wear away their fingerprints if they carried on.
 
   Mark stood, kicked away the crate. “And I made the band. Without me, you'd still be looking at someone across a desk with those puppy dog eyes, begging to avoid a job.”
 
   This band is my identity. Mark had sucked away all my power. 
 
   “I can do whatever I want.” He messiah-ed his arms, turned, and left the changing room.
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I bang hard. A lull. I tap-tap the cymbal, build a crescendo, slam the pedal for a boom, visualise Mark's head opening like a macheted melon. The third verse is about to kick in, where he screams for Van-essssa and the orgasms she conducts from him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Mother … fucker.” I had my hand beneath a sweaty armpit. The machine tool had put a divot where it should have banged a rivet into the umbrella. The floor manager charged across the factory. Wanted to know if his machine still worked.
 
   “Fuck your machine,” I said. “My hand is going to inflate and take off.”
 
   He continued to fiddle with levers and screws to test its efficiency.
 
   I must have turned purple. “Bloody hell. Hello?”
 
   “Hmmm?”
 
   I lost it. Hit him with my good left hand and headed for the dole queue.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shit, did I miss a beat?
 
   I panic, but I’m sure I kept rhythm. Mark stands before me. Rocks his mane. My sticks blur. My drum solo kicks in. He stares lizard eyes at me, his lids heavy but unblinking. The sticks become heavy – hammers I want to throw at his head. I glare so hard at him that his face begins to melt into that of the dole man, the one who screwed his lips in disapproval at my handout request. Sweat cascades over sweat. Mark's lips move, but he taps his thigh with the mic.
 
   “You're going to fuck up ... You're going to fuck up ... Miss a beat ... Miss a beat ... Miss a miss a fucking beat.”
 
   I've got nothing else but my band. I'm too old to start anew and get a respectable job like all those dying from boredom in clinic-white offices. If Mark screws this up for me ...
 
   I hit a dud. I don't know if anybody sensed it, but it deadens my heart. Connor's lead guitar begins to sound like a forty-five on thirty-three. I see dole man tut and pull on his tie like he's showing how he'd use it to hang me from the rafters. Mark's reptile-eyes widen with his mouth. I read his lips: “Bye, fella, bye, bye, bye.”
 
   A man in the audience writes on a paper pad. His Elvis Costello specs slip to the end of his nose a few times and he pushes them back into place with his pen hand every other word. He slips the pad into the back of his jeans, turns to the woman he's with and whispers whatever into her ear. He's expended few words on us. Maybe I did miss a beat and that put a full stop to his report.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I craned my neck to see what he had on my file. I've gone from job to job in my life, never settled on anything. He hunched over the keyboard, a finger pressed on his lips. He made the odd cluck, and it made my skin crawl that this fussy hen had power over whether or not I can subsist in the next few weeks until I find another job. I begin to imagine his purple tie a perfect noose, for both of us.
 
   He should have introduced himself. The polite thing to do after all. I gathered his name only from the Jobcentre tag pinned over his cold heart. He'd written his name, Mark, in straight, almost runic lines.
 
   Good hair though. Would look good in my band.
 
   “Can you wash glasses?” Mark tapped the pen on his desk, his eyes holes of boredom.
 
   “What?”
 
   “In a bar. A pub. Can you collect and wash glasses?”
 
   “Are you kidding me?”
 
   He rapped his finger on the desk with each word. “You don't have any marketable skills. Can you wash glasses in a pub?”
 
   I could have grabbed that finger of his and shoved it in his eye – but his hair, all rock star, had me mesmerised. “I can bang the drums.”
 
   “You're a drummer?”
 
   “In a band in need of a front-man. You'd fit perfectly.”
 
   I left the place with full benefits and a new singer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I kick the drums over. The crowd surges, as if we're doing a Nirvana tribute. I smash the right stick across Mark's left cheek and streak a red line. His head snaps into the left stick as I keep rhythm. He stumbles back, arms out to protect his front-man looks. He's on his back. I'm on his belly. Lock his arms down with my knees. I drum his temple, dig my knees into his side. The mic reverberates, sends grunge feedback through a thousand pairs of ears. Steve and Connor play on, in the groove, eyes closed. I have the mic in my hand. The crowd becomes still. They follow the mic’s arc as it descends dagger-like towards Mark's forehead. He bucks like an abused donkey and I miss. He thrusts his hips and topples me from my advantage. The microphone squeals across the stage. Mark grabs the wire and swings the mic like a lasso, before thrusting it at my head. He jerks as I lift my right hand and the wire wraps round my wrist. He snaps the wire and pulls me towards him, right into his waiting fist. My nose cracks and I see red pitter-patter on the stage.
 
   We've silenced the crowd. I know Steve and Connor have cottoned-on when their guitars choke and screech like a train piling from its rails. The audience's eyes are little neon lights, all shining on us. Hands cover mouths. My hot sweat turns icy as my t-shirt shifts over Gremlin goosebumps.
 
   A murmur builds from the left.
 
   “Are they for real?” I hear.
 
   I belly-flop the stage on the run and slide to my drumsticks. I turn and roll before I tumble off the edge into the moshpit, and slash a stick across Mark’s arm as he advances on me with the mic. I slash again, but miss. The first strike must have been lucky because my sight is blurred by tears from my mashed nose. He catches my funny bone and I howl like Mike Patton on Angel Dust. He grabs me in a headlock just as I kick at his legs. We both tumble and he ends up on me. My blood mingles with his in our aggressive embrace.
 
   “You're going back to the dole queue, my friend.”
 
   I bare my teeth and growl. “Fuck you. You'll go back behind that desk.”
 
   I crane my neck to the crowd. The scout stares at us. He's enjoying the spectacle, but he knows we've recognized him. The Roman Emperor lifts his hand and drops a thumb.
 
   “Bastard,” I say.
 
   “Twat,” Mark says.
 
   I push Mark from me, thrust to my feet and throw a drumstick into the crowd. My aim is all Robin Hood’ because I knock the scout’s glasses from his face.
 
   The “whoas” Mexican wave to the right, and as I stumble off the stage, I trigger the night's final crowd surge. Angry men and women storm my space, grab me, and lift me above their heads. I spot the scout scramble around the floor for his glasses as they crowd-surf me to a beating from which my drum career might not recover. I thrash at the crowd with feet and stick, see Mark charge through the crowd like a Viking warrior. He strikes through the hordes with his microphone sword. Steve and Connor strike up Iron Maiden’s Run to the Hills. I hear laughter and screams of fury at the blasé guitar riffs.
 
   I smash down and hear a hollow crack, as if somebody’s skull has just opened like a coconut. I'm dropped. Right on my tail-bone. Hurts worse than my nose, but I manage to stand. The crowd parts and I find myself in a gladiator circle. Part of the crowd bays, part eggs us on. Security guards stand with the crowd, nervous that if they interfere they might get eaten alive. Mark swings his mic. I tap my thigh with my only stick. I don't miss any fucking beat.
 
   Through my burnt eyes I see the dole queue. I fear standing for what seems like hours for someone to interrogate me and click buttons on my profile in their zoned-out state. I see Mark recognize the same. I'm sure he imagines that purple tie cut at his throat as he interviews the likes of me.
 
   “Thank God for that.”
 
   Our heads swivel from each other to the man on his hands and knees just inside the crowd’s first line. He stands, breathes condensation on his glasses, and rubs. His squinty eyes become owl-like when he wears them. I’m sure I've ground my teeth to the gum line. His smile beams awkward. His eyebrows form crow wings in high-flap.
 
   “You're going to get a solid report, I promise. That was … awesome.”
 
   Neither of us believe him. I didn't even see the Indiana Jones whip from Mark, but that snap cracked the scout’s left lens. He staggers back but doesn’t fall. Maybe the air from all the gasps behind keep him on his feet. The second crack from Mark sets me off. I wind-mill my arms and bring those sticks down down down on his head. Red spills from the cracks and rolls over burgeoning purple skin.
 
   Hands are all over me. They pull, they push, they punch. Somebody holds me in a headlock and pulls me away. I watch in horror how Mark finishes the job with a hard slam on the man’s head. The mic swings from the wire he still holds, in search of a bell to toll.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I bang the drums with my eyes shut. Mark is loud and energetic, but he’s lost his soul. There’s no woman for him to leer at. The crowd doesn’t know how to mosh, or if it did, it wouldn’t. His voice, ah, he’s just shifting through the gears. I keep my eyes shut to keep a bit of magic alive. I don’t want to see shaved heads on packed bodies sat on plastic chairs screwed to the floor.
 
   “Fuck it. I don’t feel it. I’m getting nothing from any of you fuckers.”
 
   I open my eyes. Mark has thrown the mic to the floor. His shoulders have slumped. He walks from the stage under a barrage of spit and the prison governor’s disapproval.
 
   Time for a drum solo. I hit In the Air Tonight to his miserable slouch back to the cell.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Banking on It
 
    
 
    
 
   Robert pressed a palm to his cheek to squeeze the pain away. This would blossom black, blue and sunset yellow. He padded across the room, though he had no need to soften his steps. Bluey’s fist shifted his skull to the right, but Robert’s Johnny Walker Blue bottle sent his opponent’s consciousness to the ether.
 
   He swept his hair back and grunted as he bent to gather his piece. “I’ll miss you, Bluey.” He pointed the muzzle and pierced the aging man’s heart with a single shot. He peered into the gym-bag and howled.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They all had pre-paids. Robert left each of them a voicemail before they ditched their phones – used a Christian Bale-as-Batman voice to hide his identity from outside ears.
 
   “I’ve got your money. If you want your share…”
 
   He provided four addresses and times. He expected they’d all arrive beforehand to surprise him.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I thought you were on holiday.” Robert closed the door and kissed Chloe on the cheek.
 
   She bounced his nephew on a thigh. Little blond curls fell over his eyes so Robert could only see the boy’s lips and a bit of nose beneath his mop. Looked a little like a Sesame Street puppet.
 
   “Next week, you dip.”
 
   “Chloe, you’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   Her smile shrank into her teeth. “This is my home … What have you done?”
 
   “Nothing. Yet.”
 
   He ran the back of his fingers along the thin line that ran from the corner of her mouth. It had healed, but the knife’s work would brand her for life. She took his hand as the boy watched. His little chocolate eyes peered through blond strands. He knew …
 
   “You don’t need to worry about me, Robert.”
 
   “I know … You can handle yourself.”
 
   “He got a broken nose for his troubles.”
 
   “That’s what worries me.”
 
   “If I can smash your school bully’s face in for nicking your rucksack that time, then I can deal with him. Come on, brother, you now me.” She fingered one of the boy’s stray strands into place and bopped his nose with the tip of her index.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We’re on course, Mr Jones.” Robert gripped the phone too hard. He tried to relax his fingers, but they had locked.
 
   “Okay, then I have the green light. There’s no backing out from this.”
 
   “I said we’re on. I just need to get –”
 
   “You get it fast, Robert, because I’m not fucking about here.”
 
   Robert’s lips receded over his gums.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So … what’s happening?” Matt scanned Chloe’s rustic kitchen like he wanted to chill there and flip the top from a beer.
 
   Decent fella. Had rapped the door’s knocker and beamed a smile when he invited him inside. Still smiled at his poker face as Robert glanced beyond his shoulder to the open fields which rolled around the house like giant waves in a storm. Robert shut the door on the rain and possible prying eyes. Matt sat back in the wooden rocking chair. If he had time, Robert knew he would rock himself to sleep, content with the world.
 
   “I took the money from Bluey. He had plans which didn’t involve any of us.”
 
   “What? How …?” Matt puffed his cheeks, blew it all out, but didn’t shift forwards as one might expect. He smiled, shook his head, brushed his little quiff to the side with his palm. He laughed, probably at Bluey’s cheek. Maybe he thought, “What a lad.” A frown nudged the smile away and choked his sense of fun: what about my money? “That blows.”
 
   Robert nodded. “Don’t worry – you get your share.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.”
 
   “Let’s go, it’s in the shed.”
 
   They chattered across the yard. Matt helped slide the rickety door across the gulley. They entered and Matt wrinkled his nose at the sheep smell and the months-old straw.
 
   “Here you go.” Robert reached for the Beretta inside his coat. The one he’d used in the robbery. It weighed solid in his hand, the handle useful in cracking that guard’s skull. He aimed at Matt’s head. Matt’s eyes opened to perfect vowels, as did the hole the bullet planted in his forehead. Robert watched his body spasm back and forth before he began the clean-up.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The abandoned warehouse downtown smelled of birdshit and week-old rain. Trenches and pulley-tracks for long-gone machinery lined the floor. Robert pulled open his little travel seat and parked his arse in the darkest corner. His stomach still churned for Matt. He was a good guy, but circumstances made him want Matt’s share.
 
   He resisted his phone to read news, play a game, read a book. It paid dividends – he spotted Zed peek through broken windows, his muddy-blond hair side-parted and firm in the wind. His shoes crackled broken glass, heralding his entry. Robert made sure his gun ran smooth. Watched him check texts. Zed peered into a couple of side-rooms. He turned. Used his phone’s camera as a mirror to check his side-parting. A hair must have strayed. A licked finger disciplined it back into place. Robert’s brows flickered at Zed’s selfie.
 
   “Glad you made it.” Robert’s voice echoed in the void. The previous silence made his voice sound all Ming the Merciless. Zed stumbled backwards. He patted for his gun and pointed to the wrong corner.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   Robert emerged into the light. Must have appeared like an angel for the smile he planted on Zed. Robert could tell he pictured yachts and exotic beaches, and lusty women who hung on his words as if they would drip like gold into their purses.
 
   “You’ve got my money?”
 
   “Did anyone follow you?”
 
   “No. Have the others got their share?”
 
   “Not yet. You’re the first.”
 
   “Where’s Bluey?”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Why nod?”
 
   “I’d have killed him, too. What’s an old man want with all this money, right?”
 
   Robert played along. Shrugged his shoulders. “Bluey said you had plans to take everything. For yourself.”
 
   Zed wrinkled his pretty-boy skin. “Bullshit. He offered to split it fifty/fifty. I said no. Of course. What … you believe him?” His gun-hand shifted just a touch.
 
   “No.” I sighed. “I know he played divide and rule.”
 
   He loosened. His finger relaxed from the trigger. “If that was my plan, I’d have taken you all out already.”
 
   He’d not pulled his weight throughout the operation. He just wanted to get the money from others’ labour and huffed when we worked slower than he hoped for. He viewed all the money as his, the makeweight for what his daddy had cut from him.
 
   Chloe’s scar struck lightning across Robert’s thoughts. He thundered a bullet through Zed’s eye. The man shuffled back as he worked to maintain purchase, until his brain cut the signal to his feet. He fell. The trench had its new purpose.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert pondered how long Chloe had before her ex came back for another crack. She’d dumped that man five times. She liked danger. She’d dated a couple of other men. Good types, like Matt. Decent, hard-working, pleasant.
 
   Boring.
 
   Chloe considered herself a zoo keeper, the one who could tame that beast. Christopher would never tame. He’d lash at a moment’s notice. That knife mark across her face would nip at him until his sense of honour found satisfaction.
 
   He grunted as he toed Zed’s foot into the trench with the rest of his body. He swung around.
 
   “Why’d you kill him?”
 
   The pin-prick light that pierced the clouds and made it through the windows above shone direct on Briony. It backlit her, gave her an aura. It couldn’t darken those bright Asiatic eyes which bore on Robert. She had both hands gripped on the gun, pointed at his head. The weapon had nothing to do with the words which fell from his mouth like lead lumps.
 
   “I ... he ... he fired a shot at me.”
 
   Her muzzle seemed to flash in slow motion, so slow he thought he had dodged the bullet. Not a chance. His shoulder seared, and its burn spread down his arm and up his neck. It knocked him back into the trench, his fall broken by Zed’s shattered body. He sucked at air like it might run out. Held his shoulder. Her fine form moved into view above him, blurred by his watery eyes.
 
   They’d spent nights soaking their stories in whisky. They’d laughed, lied, told truths they’d never told anyone. She told him she loved him once. He made his move, but she didn’t mean that way. He watched her wooed by others, all turned down. High standards. No man could ever breach those towers.
 
   Until Zed joined our crowd.
 
   She read his bullshit. Knew his silver tongue was only plated. Yet he switched something on inside her. Something primal, depths Robert could not reach.
 
   “Whatever happened to you?” Briony’s gun hand remained an icicle.
 
   “You.”
 
   “We had great times together, how did I turn you into a brooding mess?”
 
   She thought her rejection of him that time had ended the matter. She’d moved on, she clearly expected him to have done the same. He rolled off Zed – suppressed grunts as pain shredded his nerves. He got himself seated after he pulled and balanced with his good arm. She’d not asked about the money. It floated around her tongue, but had not positioned itself for take-off, yet.
 
   He fidgeted. He’d shuffled onto his gun and now its barrel wedged between his arse cheeks.
 
   “You knew what I felt. You did nothing but tease me.”
 
   “It’s not for me to act all coy around you, or dull my life to make sure I don’t hurt your feelings. You need to get over me, and yourself.”
 
   “You’re right. I wasted my time. Could have had a proper woman.”
 
   She laughed. “Don’t do me down. We had fun. We shared something soulful. Physically, we had nothing. Don’t think with that thing.” She waved the gun at his crotch.
 
   “Are you going to help me up?”
 
   “Help yourself. I’m here for my money.”
 
   “You got over him quickly.” He nodded at Zed whose eyes stared blank at the iron beams which stretched across the roof.
 
   “He had physicality. He reached deep inside, made me ...” She caught herself. “But he had no soul. There’ll be others.”
 
   Her eyes glazed at the recent past. It hurt, stung to close them forever, but here was his chance. He leaned over, swiped his gun, and fired quickly. He hit her neck. Blood splashed and she keeled over. He leaned into the concrete for protection against the gurgling. Hoped it would dull the gasps and the scrape of heels against the hard floor as they failed to grip life.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The third location was moot now Briony had followed her lover to the warehouse. Robert got to his flat, stripped, lied in the bath, and bit into a table knife’s wooden handle as he poured Johnny Walker Black into his wound. He writhed and stifled that scream into a grunt.
 
   Robert sweated a fever away for a few days. Worried about Briony – hoped she’d not suffered too long. He’d blanked out in the trench, woke up as if drunk. Maybe the same day, maybe the day after. Dragged himself to the car he’d parked down an overgrown side-road. He’d visited the last location, the fourth, and flicked through plans in his head as to how he’d handle Roy. Roy never came. Maybe Robert read his phone’s calendar wrong and he’d arrived a day late.
 
   He got out of the bath. Weighted everything on his good arm. He called Chloe. Asked about her status.
 
   “Nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Have you heard from him?”
 
   “Not yet. I expect he’ll call soon. He always does.”
 
   “Everything’ll be alright.”
 
   “I know it will, brother. I’ll see to that.”
 
   He nodded, surprised that her belligerence still staggered him. She had broken Christopher’s nose. She could give as good as she got. How could she end up with such a loser?
 
   He downed the whisky, shook his head as if that would free him of the fever which brewed at the base of his skull, and called Roy. The automatic message told him that line had become disused.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A week flitted by and Roy had not come for his money. Had one of the others offed him? Maybe his life had blown away down some gutter. Maybe soil pressed him down in some grave on the moors. His mother would go frantic if he didn’t visit her at least once a week.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Creaky ‘70s doors squeaked in Victorian doorways. The smell of bleach and piss. His footsteps echoed down the empty corridor to the front desk. A place to wait for your time to come. What a place to spend your last years. Robert’s frame shook before he could dampen it. The sun seemed reluctant to sneak through squinty windows. Ancient radiators moaned like torture victims.
 
   The woman at the front desk didn’t stretch a single wrinkle to smile at the visitor, even when Robert cracked a grin for her. She must have seen one death too many. Her body language told him she’d let life seep from her pores.
 
   “I’m here to see Mrs Bracken.” He patted the small hammer in his pocket to quell the self-conscious creep up his back.
 
   “Mrs Bracken moved out last week.” Her eyes reminded him of countless unimpressed nightclub bouncers. She narrowed her eyes, didn’t recognise him. Examined his black flat-cap. No doubt had suspicions why its wearer had pulled it down so close to his eyes.
 
   “Oh … well, Roy never told me that.”
 
   “And you are?” She eyed him above her sharp-edged black glasses.
 
   “I’m her son, Roy’s brother.”
 
   She leaned back in her chair, rubbed her necklace. “I have never seen you before.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have. I live in Australia. I’m visiting and I wanted to see me mum. Where did she go?”
 
   “I’m sorry –”
 
   “Jack.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jack, I’m not at liberty to give you that information. You can always ask Roy.”
 
   Robert pursed his lips and planted both palms on her high desk. “We’re not on speaking terms.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that. I still can’t give you information.”
 
   Robert pulled what an American would call a “gee-whizz” face, thanked her for making time for him, and traipsed down the corridor. He made every steel-toe booted step bounce off the walls – imagined her eyes become dots in her head as she watched the back of him.
 
   The inside door creaked open and shut. In the little passage between that and the outside door he took his phone in one hand and fiddled aimlessly. Kept his other on the hammer. He waited. Nodded to himself as the woman stood, her eyes firm on a file in her hands. She headed down the long corridor away from him with strides younger than her age. Robert lifted the hammer and smashed the glass on the fire alarm. The old bells rang out, not for Christmas cheer, but for wild-eyed panic, narrow-eyed confusion, and clattering steps. Bodies charged from quiet rooms, scrabbled to shift old folk into wheel chairs, stroller beds, anything that could shift them faster than their normal glacial paces. Robert scurried to an emptied room and bided his time. He made his move once the building had emptied.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert jerked his old Vauxhall into Acacia Avenue as he might a cranky horse, the car too sorry and cheap for such a posh road. Pink blossom fell from the tree he parked beneath onto his collar as he pulled himself out. He winced at the bullet wound as it stretched. Swung his arm to rid the ache. He strolled beneath the Acacia Retirement Village sign. Checked the high walls and through railings which protected pretty little houses plotted around manicured squares, filled with bright flowers and lush, almost luminescent grass. This place must cost a lot of money.
 
   He pulled his cap close to his eyes, worked to show his teeth. Took a chance that the receptionist in the entry building had not seen Roy before. He nodded to her as if they’d met over a nice cup of tea, and walked by.
 
   “Excuse me.” Her strong Nigerian accent tickled his ears, made him engage her eyes. They’d seen things. Things Robert wasn’t sure he’d like to know about. They mined him, recognised something she’d seen before. He guessed that something didn’t make her warm and fuzzy, despite her smile.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   “Oh, sorry, I’m Roy. Roy Bracken.”
 
   “You know you need to sign in, Mr Bracken?”
 
   He tutted, rolled his eyes, slapped his thigh. “Sorry, I always forget. I was the same in the old place.”
 
   Her smile never broke, but her eyes said she believed nothing. She guided him to the desk with a look over her shoulder. Seated herself. Lifted the phone.
 
   “Excuse me, one second.” He pulled out his phone. “I have a call.”
 
   He exited the building with the phone to his ear. Listened to dead air. Cursed beneath his breath that he should just have parked on the road and waited. Fever had got into his thoughts.
 
   He removed his cap, ruffled his short black hair, and eyeballed the man who pulled into the parking spot before him. Roy’s eyes bulged like two hardboiled eggs, his mouth a thin line across a pasty face. Quick hand movements shifted his car into reverse and he put his foot down. Wheels squealed backwards, Roy spun to Robert’s right, and he left a stink of rubber as he screeched, without any decorum for such an avenue, down the road.
 
   Robert panted back to his car. Threw himself inside and, arm round the passenger seat to check behind, pulled away. He cocked an ear through the open window. Heard tires spin an orchestral panic to the east. He sped in that direction – made sure his wheels didn’t pull eyes his way. Posh soon gave way to haggard terraced housing, potholes, and graffiti. Roy’s red Mini, more Michael Caine than BMW, helped Robert keep him in sight.
 
   Robert risked fourth gear on the next bend. He curved long by a brown wall topped by barbed wire and broken glass. The road fell into a dip down which you could turn the engine off and free-ride. Fourth gear didn’t work. His old Vauxhall complained, tilted, screamed at him. Robert relented, pounded the clutch, shifted to third, and caressed his car back to balance. He pushed quickly into fifth for the stomach-churn drop.
 
   His bumper came close to the mini. Robert gripped the wheel, circled his bad shoulder, squinted at the back of Roy’s head like he already pointed his gun there. They roared past a stretch of green fields as the road levelled, blurred past a couple of corrugated factory units, and headed into industrial wasteland. He banged into Roy’s bumper once, twice. He jolted, but did not destroy the man’s balance. A stray cat scuttled for cover, a black bin-bag full of junk scattered across the Tarmac on impact, and a pothole almost sent Roy into a wall.
 
   Abandoned factories, stood like industrial gravestones, gave way to brick-strewn demolished lots protected by wire fences bent like a tidal-wave. Robert urged his car forward and aimed for a corner of the Mini’s rear. He caught it and backed off a little to eye Roy’s hands go frantic as he spun the wheel. The Mini heaved one way, then the other. He hit a kerb. The Mini tilted. His target might get away on the two left-sided wheels, but it overturned and skidded on its roof about thirty feet through wire, bricks, fence and rusted remnants of old machinery.
 
   Robert parked up, left his engine to purr at the success, and scanned the area for coppers. He got out when satisfied and padded to the Mini. He sat cross-legged at the driver’s side, bent forward to see through the window.
 
   “Hi, Roy.”
 
   Roy stared at him through a slit of bulged flesh, dark purple already. Blood streamed from his nose, screened his right eye, and merged with that from the gash in his forehead. It matted his hair. Robert swivelled his head almost parallel with his old colleague’s, as his seatbelt kept him upside down.
 
   “You were always a quiet one.”
 
   Robert hoped he wouldn’t have to ask. Silly, he knew. Roy had always been shy. The others presumed him gay because he never had a woman on his arm. He tended his mum all the time. Shopped for her, sometimes with her. Often slept at her house. It sent the man a little haywire when she could no longer live alone and he put her in an old people’s home. He hated that place, but it was all he could afford.
 
   “Where’s my money?” Robert shook his head when the man didn’t respond. He kept an ear for cops, the other for Roy’s breath.
 
   “I thought you had it.” Roy grinned.
 
   “Nah. I don’t.”
 
   Roy coughed. Robert noted blood on his tongue. He didn’t have much time.
 
   “You told everyone you did.” Roy’s voice gurgled and crackled. “I guess they all came looking for you. What did you do to them?”
 
   “I shot them. One by one.”
 
   He winced. Pain pulled him closer to the ether. “You’re shallow, Robert.”
 
   “Me? It’s you who stole it all. How’d you get it from Bluey?”
 
   “I ... I…”
 
   “Never mind. Just tell me where the money is.” He didn’t have time. Cuffs and Roy’s expiration might catch up with him.
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   A blood spot shot from Roy’s mouth and settled on Robert’s cheek. He used the back of a finger to wipe it clear. He slid the gun from the back of his jeans and pointed. “Tell me where the money is.”
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   Robert slammed a hand against the car door, gritted his teeth at the vibration which ran up his arm and bit at his wound. He breathed deep to regain composure. Spoke through his teeth. “Now I know where your mum lives. Tell me where the money is or I shoot her through the mouth.”
 
   Roy laughed, but tears betrayed him. They pooled in his eyes and glistened in the late afternoon light.
 
   “The b...”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The fucking boot.”
 
   “Shit, are you kidding me?”
 
   “It’s for my mum. Please –”
 
   “She’s an old woman, Roy, she won’t need it for long.”
 
   “Please …”
 
   Robert scratched his nose with the muzzle and glanced back at his car. He sprung to his feet and ran to it. Adrenaline dulled his pain. He threw himself back into the seat, pounded the accelerator and pulled up by the Mini. Kept the key in the ignition. He reached inside Roy’s car. The lever to unlock the boot didn’t work. Had to slide in on his back to reach for the keys. Avoided Roy’s eyes above, but heard the man’s lungs bubble blood in his pipes. There, got them. His skin crawled as Roy attempted to put an arm round his neck and lock him in place. The ploy hadn’t much strength, though the pain in his shoulder stabbed at his nerves. He squeezed Roy’s arm until the man’s strength dissipated, and slid back out. He wiped his neck with the back of his hand and shook Roy’s death smell from his skin. Swung his and Roy’s boots open, eyed the whole lot sat there as if Roy had thrown his old wellies in the back. Clever, he supposed: who’d nick an old banger like this? Who’d even think it contained such a stash?
 
   A distant siren quickened his pace. Grabbed armfuls, waddled, let it fall into his own boot. Repeat. Mopped sweat from his eyes, allowed his hands to rest on his hips for a moment to breathe cool air. He blew out a low whistle and bent down to check on Roy. Something pinched Robert’s skin. Shivers cascaded across his body. He put the gun back in his jeans and straightened.
 
   He hit the ground and peeled the silence which blanketed this place from civilisation with a wail. It scattered a flock of birds. They chirruped their warning as they clouded the sky. He grasped his shin. How had his gun fired off by itself? No. Can’t have. He had planted it in the back of his jeans. He glared down the length of his leg and through the window, to the point of Roy’s gun. It fired again, but his grip had gone limp and the shot flew by.
 
   Robert rolled away. Grunted, sniffled, ground his teeth to dust, it seemed. Dug his nails into the rough road, snorted snot from his nostrils. Splashes of blood. His DNA everywhere. Heard sirens again, distant, consistent – sure they headed his way. He hooked an arm through his open window to haul himself from the ground. Opened the door, belly flopped across the backseat to pull the old roadmap he never used anymore from the sleeve in the back of the chair. He puffed his way back out, bent to get across the front seats. Pushed the lighter into its socket. Talked his pain away. Words tumbled from shaky lips. The lighter popped. He grabbed it, pushed himself back out and hobbled to the Mini.
 
   Sirens sounded as loud as those birds. He pulled the petrol cap, ripped pages from the road map and scrunched them. Not too tight. Needed air. He jammed them in the funnel and applied the lighter. Wafted a hand to help the breeze fan a flame. It took hold. He held the lighter between two fingers like a knuckle-duster and hobbled back to the Vauxhall.
 
   He put his foot down, replaced the lighter. The effort made him drag air from his lungs in a screech monkeys make when a chimp rips them apart. He took one long look at the flames as they spread. Hoped the fire consumed the DNA from his blood stains which dotted from the Mini. The explosion brought concentration back to the road.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert blinked grit from his eyes. His gaze shifted from the white of the ceiling to yellow stains in the corners. The damp would hit his nephew eventually and get into his lungs, make his breath a low-rolling thunder. He eased himself into a seated position, stuck a finger down the bandage on his leg. Scratched.
 
   He limped across the room, dragged the curtains wide, stared at the shed where he’d shot Matt. Chloe called it a barn. Barns seemed cleaner to him, more organised, more American. This had weeds which grew up its sides, and planks drifted from the nails which had long given up – definitely more a shed than a barn.
 
   Hardly country living. This old cottage hid in the hills, but tourists would turn up their noses for how it spoiled the tidal-wave hills around it.
 
   She deserved better.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Just remember, you called me.”
 
   Robert scratched mental itches. “I have no problem.”
 
   “You haven’t been in touch.”
 
   “I’ve been recovering.”
 
   “From what? Flu?”
 
   “I wish. But stop fretting.”
 
   “I’m going to fret. The fee is in my budgeting. I expect it.”
 
   “And you’ll get it.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Yes. Good.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chloe tended his leg. Cleaned it, bandaged it, made him take his exercise. Her boy watched, always silent. Cogs whirled beneath that blond hair.
 
   He squeezed her arm. “How’s your scar?”
 
   She ran a finger from its end to the other. Practice told her exactly where its root began. Proud of the mutilation? “It’s fine. I think it’s disappearing. Nothing worse than I gave you when we were kids.”
 
   He hoped his frown didn’t show as clear as her scar. She took his hand and rubbed at the scar on his palm. She flexed her hand to pump colour into her identical scar and planted it against his. “We’re still blood-siblings.”
 
   He closed his hand around hers. “We’ll be okay, soon.”
 
   “I’m sure of it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Robert peeled the gauze from his wounds. Bared his teeth at the staggered pulls. Brushed a hand over the closed holes, shivered at his near misses, smiled that he’d come out on top. Briony still hurt, and some of that shake in his frame was for a desire unfulfilled, but life moved on and he hoped to fry something a little bigger.
 
   He skimmed the newspaper which pontificated about their robbery on page four. He limped around the house and up the lighter slopes which surrounded the home to keep his muscles active. All the bodies he’d piled up – why’d he put this job out for tender? He tapped the new pre-paid Chloe bought him. An old brick which flipped. Blared polyphonic sound like the year 2000 hadn’t ended.
 
   Robert called. “It’s me”.
 
   “I guessed.”
 
   “I’m calling it off.”
 
   Mr Jones’ breath intake made Robert ball his fist. He had every right to cancel anything he wanted. This prick was never short of work.
 
   “We’re fucking not.”
 
   “We’re off. I don’t need you to do anything. I’ll do it myself.”
 
   “Fuck off. You called me in. I’ve budgeted for the fee. I can’t replace it with other shit. Too short notice, mate. I’m doing it. And then I’ll collect my money.”
 
   “Stay the fuck away.”
 
   He flipped the phone off, shoved it in his pocket and lifted his head to the peaks around him. He felt like a god, a Zeus on Mount Olympus. He’d recovered enough to drive, so he took Chloe and her boy out for lunch. He winced only a little at the multiple bumps down the rock and mud road which slithered down the hill to the town. The café’s menu catered for those who viewed black pepper as exotic. When it arrived he bit into his sausage and egg sandwich, ruffled the boy’s locks, and smiled at Chloe. She grinned back, happy.
 
   “He called.” She dabbed at her lips.
 
   “He did?”
 
   “I said he would.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll be free soon.”
 
   She grabbed his hand firm, squeezed. “What are you up to?”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “After that last bit of drama? You’re asking for trouble. You robbed a foreign prince for God’s sake ...”
 
   He focused on the sandwich.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” Robert’s neck muscles bulged.
 
   Loud music had drowned him out at first, but the man’s sob hit the gap between Oasis’ Cigarettes and Alcohol and Arctic Monkeys’ Don’t Sit Down ‘Cause I’ve Moved Your Chair. From that point he couldn’t help but keep an ear out for each blub, and when it hit, a surge ran down his arm which wanted to end in a punch.
 
   His next sob wracked the man’s body as it rumbled from toe to split-ends. It merged with the Supergrass riff on Lenny. Robert hooded his head to cover himself from rain, slammed the breaks, eased off to avoid a skid into the trees, and leaned against the car’s trajectory as the back-end followed the front’s slide round the tree-lined bend. At the field’s gate he stopped the car and shouldered it open. The whites of the man’s eyes radiated the gloom beneath the green canopy as he strained his neck to see over his shoulder. Robert had him hog-tied and lying on his belly.
 
   Robert breathed so hard it stung his nose. He grabbed the rope which tied the man’s feet together and dragged him until his face bumped off the car’s edge and splashed into the mud. He’d left a piss snail-streak on the back seat. The man wriggled until Robert’s sharp kick stilled him. He placed a knee in his back and tightened the gag from the back of his neck. Slit the rope which bound his legs with the jagged hunter’s knife. Helped the man up, pushed him forward with his Beretta’s muzzle until the reservoir’s tall stone wall blocked their path. Robert threw the rope he’d cut at the man’s feet.
 
   Robert opened his mouth. His heavy breath came out loud through his nose. He followed the tear’s path which seeped from the man’s right eye, until it soaked into the gag along with the rain.
 
   “Stand.”
 
   The man shuffled against the wall to get to his feet. Robert stabbed the gun into his ribs with his left hand, pulled the gag with his right to turn it into a blindfold.
 
   “She deserved it.” The man spluttered spit and snot. Rain and sweat plastered his floppy fringe to his forehead. 
 
   “A plummy accent doesn’t give you any rights. None.”
 
   “She deserved it.” Birds sprung from their perches.
 
   Robert kidney-punched him. The man grunted, used the wall to prevent a fall to the waterlogged mud. Robert lifted him straight. The man wound his neck back and attempted a headbutt. He missed Robert’s head but smashed his forehead into his wounded shoulder. Robert staggered back. Bit his lower lip to transfer pain. Charged forward and smacked the gun’s side into the man’s cheek.
 
   “Get up.” Robert wobbled for a moment. “Get up.”
 
   The man found his feet, swayed, stared at Robert with the one eye left open. Wriggled his tied wrists.
 
   “She’s my .... She deserved none of it. You cut her. You ... You can face the firing squad for it.”
 
   The man laughed. He should have shit himself, but he grinned and nodded at what approached behind Robert’s shoulder. Robert followed his gaze, muttered a “shit.”
 
   The red VW Beetle rattled to a stop and out she stomped. Fired bullets at Robert from her eyes. The blond mop scurried after her.
 
   “Chloe, go home. This is under control.”
 
   Her momentum stopped only when her hand streaked finger-marks across his cheek.
 
   He rocked on his heels like her eyeballs might pop and penetrate his flesh, but he fired back.
 
   “You have no idea about anything.” Her voice a bark, all gravel. Her boy wrapped an arm round her leg. Her hand moved to his head. She stroked his already soaked hair to keep him calm.
 
   “I’m getting rid of dead wood. He’s caused you nothing but misery.”
 
   “He’s caused me nothing but joy.”
 
   “What?” Robert rolled his eyes. She’s not the kind of woman to make excuses for a man who abused her. Pathetic. Disappointment tightened his chest for the argument ahead.
 
   He swept a hand at the kid. “What you bring the boy for?”
 
   The kid leaned back to catch his mum’s eye. She pushed at the back of his head to force him into her leg again.
 
   “Who am I going to leave him with?”
 
   “Yourself, in the house. There’s no need for you to be here.”
 
   “I had to come. You’ve been talking weird shit for days, saying I’d be free soon. I knew you were up to no good. You’ve never been up to good all your life.”
 
   “I’ve done everything for you.”
 
   “You’ve brought me grief.”
 
   “I robbed a Saudi entourage for you. I offed my team to get you in a better position …” He pointed to the boy. “… and take care of this one.” He nodded at her ex. “And get rid of him.”
 
   “You’re an idiot, Robert. I’m the aggressor. I beat him. I asked for the knife mark.”
 
   “Nothing you did could have asked for that fucking thing across your face. Makes you look like the Joker.”
 
   “Listen to the woman.” Christopher coughed.
 
   “You shut the fuck up.”
 
   “No. Listen to her.”
 
   “It’s okay, fella.” Robert offered the boy a weak smile when he buried his face in his mother’s thigh.
 
   “She’s fucking nuts. She hits me with golf clubs. Stabs me with screwdrivers, sometimes uses a knife. Lift my shirt if you don’t believe me.”
 
   Robert made eyes at all three. She glared defiance, though her feet shuffled a little from embarrassment. He lifted the man’s shirt with his gun, followed the track of one scar from his abdomen to a nipple, and a couple of pinched scars dark against his pale skin.
 
   “You did this?”
 
   She nodded. Chewed a corner of her mouth. “We’re the same, brother. We love pain. Love how it feels. Love giving it. Makes us feel in this dead, boring world. And I love him.”
 
   “I don’t love you.” Christopher mumbled his feelings again and again.
 
   “Shut up.” Robert glared, though Christopher couldn’t see him behind the blindfold. He wanted to scratch the tingle which burned from his wounds. How could she enjoy such pain? He never wanted to feel a bullet puncture him again. She’d stroked that scar on her face like a battle wound. Had she used that scar as an initiation, the first step to bring her man into her true world?
 
   “What about the boy?” Robert turned to her. “Do you ever hurt him?”
 
   “No.” Her face creased at the offence. “He’ll find his own way.”
 
   “Jesus. What is wrong with you?”
 
   “We’ve gotten so bloody safe. Everything’s so civilised we’ve forgotten how to feel.”
 
   “You need to get away from these hills.”
 
   “And you need to stop chasing me, brother.”
 
   “I am not your brother. Can we end this fiction, now. I love you. I always have.”
 
   She grabbed his scarred hand. “We’re blood siblings.”
 
   “But not related. We could be more …”
 
   “Then let’s end this fiction. I made us blood-siblings to stop you trying to get inside me. You’re too safe for me.”
 
   “Safe? Look what I did for you. A Saudi prince is short of a few bob and all rattled. He’ll never cruise London streets the same way again.”
 
   “Not the kind of danger I want. I want you to hurt me. You never could.” She held up her hand. The scar stood dark against her cold, pale skin. “I had to cut my own hand, because you couldn’t.”
 
   A thud interrupted the rain’s rhythmic pitter-patter. His captive’s head split, jerked backwards. His body smashed against the reservoir’s stone wall. Robert swung his gun round to search the trees which clung to the hills above. Another thud and his leg caught fire. He stumbled to the ground and gasped. His eyes ran across the landscape for that one blot.
 
   “Oh my God.” She swivelled, unsure whether to tend to Christopher or himself.
 
   She threw her body across Robert as if her embrace of pain could protect him from his fear of the same. The shot had thrown him, sent his gun against the stone wall and into long grass. He spider-crawled a hand in the mud around him, hoping to find it near.
 
   The boy stepped in front of his mum and Robert, swept his golden hair away from his eyes, and attempted to stare down the man who emerged from the oaks and sycamores. This invader’s rifle pointed their way. His knee-length raincoat flapped around his legs. Wet streaked and dripped from its bottom.
 
   “The kid’s not going to protect you. Where’s my fucking money?”
 
   Robert spat bum notes through his keyboard teeth. The rifleman fired a shot into the ground, splashing mud into Robert’s face. Chloe sprung to her feet. Hair straggled over her eyes. The man shot her through the stomach, forced her onto her back. She writhed. Robert bubbled mud and spittle from his mouth, crawled towards her as she pushed herself onto her knees.
 
   Her boy shook and his eyes wobbled as they flit between them all. Robert could tell he wanted to wrap his arms round his mother, but revenge took charge of his fists and feet. He pummelled and kicked the man, who blocked everything while he kept his eyes on the two live adults.
 
   “Get your hands off my son.” Her voice was the sound of mud and rock, lava from the Earth’s bowels, raised to shatter this man’s being.
 
   “I want my money.”
 
   “I don’t have it.” Robert growled as if it would grate his pain away. “I don’t fucking have it.”
 
   “Your gang is dead. You’re the only one alive. I know you have it. Pay me and I leave.”
 
   Robert shook his head. Knew his death would arrive either way. This bastard would leave empty-handed.
 
   “I never found it. I thought Bluey had it. I went through everyone. The money’s gone. Maybe you’ve got it.”
 
   Chloe’s slow steps telegraphed her intentions. The boy continued to hit, his grunts like a skewered pig. The man had had enough. He swung his arm across his chest and released the spring, back-handing the kid across a stretch of drenched grass until a rock brought his voice and body still. Chloe picked up her pace. Blood seeped through her fingers as she held the wound. Her other arm swung to increase her speed. The man creased his forehead, curious more than frightened, until she clawed five lines across his high forehead. The assassin’s eyes widened, unsure if he believed what had happened, until the blood curled into the corner of his eye and pooled. It dripped into his five-o’clock scruff. He wiped with his sleeve and examined the stain before rain diluted its deep red. He watched her turn to her unconscious boy. She bent as the pain she’d just lusted for began to take her. Robert scoured for his gun. Every shift of his body sent splinters up his frame.
 
   “Mum.” The boy mewled, the sound like anaesthetic.
 
   The man lifted his rifle and fired. Hit Robert’s shoulder. His forehead smacked against the ground, his eyes rolled into his skull, and the groan bubbled from his lungs. “Myyyyy … God.”
 
   He heard a kick and Chloe’s yelp. How’s this for pain? How’s this for living, sister?
 
   He craned his neck, focussed his eyes. Wished he hadn’t. She lied on her back. The man pointed his rifle with one hand and shot her in the heart. Rain dampened the red mist. Memories flooded. River jumps together. Tree-climbing. The gang hanging around the council estate – how she ruled the roost with force of personality. How he eventually lost her to hormones. She drifted from childhood to a world he couldn’t catch. How she ran from his love.
 
   How’d she get to this hillside recluse?
 
   The boy had shifted to Chloe’s elbow. Robert watched his chest rise and fall, and feared a last expansion. He sighed, relieved when the man ignored the boy and splashed steps towards him instead. His rifle rested loose in his grip and pointed at the ground. The man’s head bobbed like one of those nodding dogs people planted in the back window of their cars.
 
   “Money? Where?”
 
   “I ...”
 
   “I’ll make you this promise.” He knelt just beyond a knife-thrust’s distance, his back to the boy. “Tell me where all the money is. I’m taking it all, now. Tell me and I’ll let you live. I’ll let you both live. One more word of bullshit and I let you watch me shoot the kid.”
 
   Robert rolled onto his back, eyes on the sky. Watched the boy push himself off the ground, quiet as he could. His eyes ... Robert could see them burn.
 
   “In a ditch, south of the house. Below the rock peeking over the hill’s rim.”
 
   The man laughed, wiped the blood which seeped from his scar. “I keep my promises. You live.”
 
   “I’ll find you.”
 
   “You won’t. I’m not as careless as you. That’s why you live. I’ll be back if the money’s not there.”
 
   Robert gulped, eyed the man as he headed for the trees. A hand stroked his hair, wiped it clear of his forehead. He shifted to take the hand in his, the boy he now had to care for. The hand felt metallic. Robert shifted focus, jerked his head to the boy and the gun the kid pressed into his palm. Those eyes encouraged him to do it. Robert raised the gun, tensed his arm to still the shakes. A bad shot and he wouldn’t have the chance to care for himself, never mind the boy. The man merged with the bleak trees on the hill’s crest – but the rifle slung over his shoulder like a shovel, as if he’d just done something normal, made his hand hold steady. The trigger felt immovable, but his finger made it. A shot burst the tension. The man stopped as if lost in his plans. Maybe he considered the evidence of what had just happened. Couldn’t believe it. Maybe he’d walk on and ignore the sound like he would thunder. He dropped to his knees. The rifle slid from his shoulder. He fell forward. His corpse slid a couple or so feet down the grime.
 
   Robert’s breath come back from retirement. Lowered the gun. The boy prised it from his cold white fingers. The kid’s hair flapped in the wind, a torch beneath slate skies. The boy headed for the man, each step like he jumped from one stone to another above a pit of crocodiles. When he reached his mum’s killer, he pointed the gun at his head. Hesitated.
 
   I wanted him to shoot. I didn’t want him to shoot.
 
   He dropped it by the dead man. Such a thing belonged to a man like that. Robert watched him walk back, his shoulders back, his blond locks a beacon.
 
   “Charlie, my boy.”
 
   He had a kid to care for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   A Conversational Robbery
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt bad for Mr Patel that I'd chosen to rob him. He'd always been nice to me, always asked how my day had gone, and never failed to smile at the lies I offered at how my hours had drifted by. I checked my shoulder and pulled the balaclava over my face. Barged open the door. The bell rang dull, as if its little hammer had become meek at the sight of my gun. I charged into the shop and froze at the sight of some other fella behind the counter. A young man, with slicked back hair that wouldn't move in a tornado, read the newspaper he had sprawled over the surface. An aviary fluttered in my stomach. I'd wanted the familiar in my robbery. I don't know why – maybe if they discovered my identity they'd forgive me.
 
   I raised the gun at the man because I couldn't calculate quick enough to turn and get out of there. He wet a finger in readiness to turn the next page and made a casual glance up, a habit, I guessed, to check on customers. His eyes danced in amusement at first, but soon turned all Japanese cartoon-eyed as his focus hit the gun aimed at his bonce.
 
   “Tim, what the fuck are you doing?”
 
   “Wha …? What?”
 
   “Put the gun down, you tit, what are you thinking?”
 
   “How? I mean … Empty the fucking till.”
 
   “No. I'm not emptying the till.”
 
   Of course, Mr Patel’s son, Nik. We talked football just the other day. He said English football is about to crash and the big money would soon leave to new pastures, leaving English football barely a step above Scotland’s variety. My tunnel vision for his dad blinded me to him.
 
   Someone shuffled behind the crisp section. My nerves made me slam a shot in that direction and puff went a few bags of salt and vinegar. A woman screamed.
 
   “Please don't kill me. Please … I have a son. He's an arse, but he's all I've got. I'm all he's got. Oh please don't kill me.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, Tim, you calm down.” Nik had his hands in surrender mode.
 
   “My name’s not Tim.”
 
   “Okay, Tim, okay, it's not. Just put the gun down and we'll say none of this happened. Alright, love?”
 
   The woman’s voice wobbled across the air. “Yes, love. I won't say a thing. I promise.”
 
   “Just give me the money, Nik, and I'll get out of here.”
 
   “See, we know each other. We have a rapport. If you put the gun down, we can talk about a loan. How much do you need?”
 
   “I'm not borrowing anything, Nik, not a penny. I'm taking it. All of it.”
 
   “But, what's dad gonna say? He'll be proper pissed off. He works his arse off for all this – he won't take kindly to giving it all away to a man whose day’s work involved only the wave of a gun. Goes against his principles.”
 
   “Tell him you lost it.”
 
   The woman risked my attention. “Just give him the bloody money, Nik, and claim the insurance.”
 
   Nik could have been the front man in a boy band with that smile and tone. He made me want to drop the gun and discuss loan terms over a cuppa tea. But I'm skint and my old job is never coming back. And my kid wants a birthday present. I mean, he's not demanded it, or even mentioned it. In fact he's been dead good about not asking for stuff since I lost my job. But he's a kid, so I know he definitely wants a prezzie. The pressure of that want kills me.
 
   “Look at this.” Nik holds up the free paper. Page five. “Thief in garage robbery gets ten years. Imagine that, Tim.”
 
   “I'm not Tim. Tim’s probably at work or something.”
 
   Nik gets all forensic, like he scalpels my eyes for examination. I glance away, dead embarrassed. “Of course you're Tim. You have that little brown flaw in your pupil. I always thought you had a tumour, but it felt wrong to bring it up. I mean, it's none of my business, is it?”
 
   “No, it bloody well isn't.” I rubbed at my eye, self-conscious. I waved the gun again to make him shift his eyes from me. “Come on, how much have you got in the till?”
 
   “Not enough to buy your lad a present.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake, what is this?”
 
   “The truth, Tim, nothing but –”
 
   “What is this?” I spun at the strong Indian accent. Mr Patel’s stern eye might have knocked me out, given time, but the woman behind the crisp shelf did him a favour with one fine throw of a can of beans I saw only at the point of contact with my temple.
 
   My son would have to go without, this year.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Lad Needs a Lesson
 
    
 
    
 
   The creak pushes through alcohol tha … swishes round me brain, like you'd imagine one of them ships groan beneath the sea. Me fingers twitch over the sofa’s rough surface, an injured spider in search of occupation. All I feel is the thud in my chest and the gun I'm sat on sticking in me arse.
 
   I've sat here weeks waiting for this moment. I knew they'd find me. It had to happen. You can't hide forever. Not after how I screwed them over and wasted it all. I want to pull the gun and aim it at the door, but my hands rest limp on the pillow as if I slept on them all night. Chin rests on me chest. It swivels with the front door’s handle. They're testing it. Here they come. Come on … put me out of my fookin’ misery. I have nothing to live for. Just an iPod and next door’s cat, who, for some reason I don't know, prefers me to the old woman who owns it.
 
   The door is kicked in. Makes me jump, shock the only way to animate me bones it seems. I close me eyes. I don't expect they'll ever open again.
 
   But they do. A kid’s voice drops. “What's this fuckin’ shithole? There's nowt here to nick.”
 
   I open me peepholes. The kid has a skinhead and wears a brown t-shirt. He smells of Lynx. It overpowers the alcohol. I manage a shuffle. I hope the squelch beneath me is sweat, but I reckon it's piss. I can smell its tang above the deodorant and Special Brew. He is not my killer.
 
   A man with shaggy brown hair, but shoulders broad enough to store a book collection, stands by the door and stares right at me. Folds his arms. That look pins me to me seat. Nods at the kid to get on with it. He is not my killer.
 
   Another kid piles in, all business-like. My flat is on one level and has only two rooms and a bathroom. It doesn’t take long for them to realise I have nothing. The second kid stares at me. His front teeth buck from his mouth like they want to escape the foul language it spouts. He is not my killer.
 
   I'm as rough as a badger’s arse, but I can manage a couple sentences or so without exploding a ‘fuck’. Me fingers tingle and spasm. They’re coming alive again. The man’s marble eyes don't shift from me. These are not my killers.
 
   “What about this?” says skinhead.
 
   “Take it.” The man doesn’t even make a judgment on the object’s value.
 
   Skinhead weighs it in one palm.
 
   “It looks older than me gran.” Buck-tooth’s laugh ends in a snort.
 
   “It weighs tons.” Skinhead clicks it and wheels through some songs. “Let Me Make it Through the Night … What’s that sad shit?” He lifts his head to me. “I don't know half of the shite on here.”
 
   “Take it.” The man sniffs.
 
   The iPod won't last two minutes taken from its dock. The battery died long ago. All I know is that it provides me some comfort as I wait here to die. I shuffle, which triggers a step from the big man into my space. Don't dare try anything, his electric-symbol eyebrows tell me. His nose quivers. He can smell the piss. He scans me up and down and the bottles by the settee. Shakes his head. Skinhead puts me iPod in his pocket. There’re songs on there which are me last link to a life long gone. Alcoholic waves which sloshed round me eyeballs and blurred these people have wisped away. I see the thieves, sharp. Buck-tooth and Sknhead ransack the cupboards and napalm the air with a few more fucks and cunts.
 
   I heat up. Me hair clings to me forehead. But not from fear. I see meself in these kids. I was a little shit back then. Now look at me, sat here in me own piss, getting robbed by kids, and sat on a gun …
 
   They need guidance. A sure hand. An experienced man to show them their errors.
 
   The boys dart back into the living room, stand in the doorway, all pissy at their master.
 
   “He's got nowt.” Buck-tooth’s front teeth look like fat little legs with their feet cut off.
 
   “He's fuckin’ skint.” Skinhead swings from the doorframe, his arms thin as rails.
 
   The man turns his head from me. When he turns back I have me gun pointed at his belly. His eyes widen to saucers and he takes a step back. He holds up his hands, shows me his palms. The kids see the gun and grasp each other's arms. Skinhead is about to cry. I shoot the man in the belly. He crumbles with a grunt, rolls into foetus position and screams.
 
   “Be warned, kids,” I say. “This is what you're heading for. Now get out of here and think on.”
 
   They jump over their master. Almost shoulder each other to the floor to get through the front door first.
 
   I'm warming up. Maybe I've found a vocation. I can teach kids. Show them the way. Prevent them from ending up in a pile of their own waste. I close me eyes at that future. I smile at the neighbour’s cat purring round me feet ...
 
   When I open my eyes, two men stare at me, guns pointed at my head. Bollocks – here are my killers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Dirty Night
 
    
 
    
 
   I just love my football.
 
   I don’t have enough skill to write home about, so I referee five-a-side games to enjoy it close-up. Some great players here. Dozens of teams run about fields marked side-by-side as if tonight’s games will influence the rest of their lives. I love their joy at the art they create with that round thing. But there’s always one or two out to muck it all up. Not by stopping how others play. There’s room for that – I’m not a purist snob. What I mean is this prick who has just threatened my life, stood on his tippy-toes because he’s a couple of inches shorter than me, his right index finger pointed dagger-like at my left eye – because I made a call he didn’t like.
 
   “I’m going to chop your fucking head off, stick it on a railing, let the other players see what kind of twat you are then.” His dot-eyes pinch so tight together they almost merge.
 
   It’s a dirty Sheffield night where the rain stains the city rather than washes it clean. It’s not a particularly heavy rain, but it needles its way through your fabric and bleeds away your warmth. Makes this Cyclop’s attitude all the harder to bear.
 
   I’m used to abuse in this game. I referee four games, four nights a week. Supplements my income from the warehouse day-job. Pays more per hour, though I get less hours. I like it. I always shrug off the abuse, bite back with an F-bomb that makes most either quieten down, or force a “shit, yeah you’re right” grin, and I’m thankfully ignored for the rest of the game.
 
   Of all the threats that people have spat at me, I believe this one. I could report the player to the facility manager. Get him banned. I won’t, because that will escalate the situation. He’s sent a shiver down my spine, and no manager is going to keep this shithead away. Even his own team are scared of him – they laugh at his threats to ward off his attention on them. I see it as a challenge. He must see my eyes narrow. Maybe he sees my upper lip reach for my nose as I show my upper teeth.
 
   He jabs me in the chest. “Keep looking over your shoulder.”
 
   I hold my breath so I don’t have to infuse his mushy pea aroma. I shake my head, keep my eyes on his. I’m not a violent person. I love a good laugh, enjoy hosting my friends, and looking after them with the odd slap-up meal, even if it is always spaghetti Bolognese.
 
   His eyes cross, surprised that I don’t drop my head to show deference. Sod that. He’s just declared war. I check the game card for his name: Billy.
 
   I let him play on. The opposing team don’t say a thing. I have my whistle ready for whenever he’s near the ball, alert to any opportunity to piss him off. The other team dominate possession, full of tricks and crisp passes, shifting the ball in seams between their opponents. The way that nineteen year old one-touches a pass with a spin off the outside of his little toe, beating two oncoming defenders … it’s art.
 
   Beautiful.
 
   The kid gets it again, but this time Billy anticipates. He knows he won’t get the ball. He takes the kids ankles instead as he goes through him from behind. The kid’s face is scrunched like his feet have been held over a flame. He doesn’t roll around, but his teeth are gritted and a pained tear has time to roll before the rain washes it away.
 
   I blow the whistle, reach for a yellow card.
 
   “Fuck off.” Billy’s teeth are so tight he could munch through his gums.
 
   He charges towards me. His face is close to mine and I can smell vinegar mingled with the mushy peas. Anger makes his caterpillar eyebrows meet in the middle.
 
   “Back off.” I manage keep my voice level.
 
   “I already warned you.”
 
   I know the difference between a threat and a promise. My cogs grind. I have one more game after this, and I’ll leave about ten. This facility lies in the middle of an industrial wasteland. The ‘last game’ staff can’t leave until all the players have exited. We’ll all go to our cars which are sprawled around the neighbouring streets. I doubt any eyes will bear witness. I eye the spikes on top of the railings and can’t help giving my neck a rub.
 
   “Willy – don’t turn this yellow into a red.”
 
   “Billy – my name’s Billy.”
 
   “Okay, Willy, I get it. Now get on with the game.”
 
   I blow the whistle a minute later to end the game. Willy’s team have scraped a 2-2 draw through sheer intimidation. I hear the other team mutter complaints about why he never got a red. I referee the last game, amazed I only blow the whistle twice. No problems, just two teams who want to play, without ego. I catch glimpses of Willy through the facility’s fence. He stares through the bars at me. My lonesome car lies beneath a graffiti-choked brick wall, only a single street lamp to show me the way back to its old charms. The car park had been too packed to get a spot. A slither of light bounces off Willy’s shaven head like a warning beacon.
 
   I clock off, usher our last customers off the premises, help lock the building. I should ask a couple other referees to escort me back to my car – safety in numbers and all that – but I can’t see the arse anymore.
 
   “See you later, lads,” I say to two of my colleagues.
 
   “See you, Fraser.”
 
   I watch them drive off, then head for my car. I refuse to take a beating. Or worse, die a bachelor. I straighten my back, keep my head raised – like I mean business. My Renault is untouched by anything other than weather. I kneel on the front seat and fiddle with the steering wheel, hear footsteps, climb out and plant my feet a foot apart for ballast. I’m going to take a hit. Come on: give me a big purple bruise. I reach into the car, take hold. I turn my face into a punch that knocks me back into my motor. Fire sears my senses. I worry about my chances of recovery. A dozen or so blinks clear my vision. I’m glad I stay on my feet, relieved I keep my grip, happy I have proof to show why I needed to defend myself. I hear Billy step in for the next punch. I swing the wheel-lock two-handed, hear his cheek collapse. Wince at the splinter sound. The follow-through is quick enough to smash his nose to the right. He falls, rolls on his back, hands to his face. Grunts stretch to squeals and back again. The darkness oozes between his fingers. I grab his boots and drag him onto the pavement. I wouldn’t want him to get killed by a passing car.
 
   I shake my head. What is his life is missing to ruin a perfect game of football? I throw the red card I should have shown him earlier on his writhing frame.
 
   I grab it back – it’s a cheesy flourish and it’ll point the finger right at me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



The Other Woman
 
    
 
    
 
   Carly tingled as Jim took her hand. Linked his fingers between hers and rushed by the heaving bar. Carly smiled until she turned to see his head down to avoid the throng. She guessed he'd have turned up his collar, if he could, and tilted the brim of a trilby to cover his eyes, if he had one.
 
   She owled her neck to the people who burst from the bar’s seams. Its windows had been thrown wide, and balcony railings kept punters from tumbling out. The speakers pounded some generic lyrics into the street like a sewage leak.
 
   A woman, blonde with Eiffel Tower legs, watched them from the upper floor behind balcony railings, a smirk behind the rim of her wine glass. The woman hula-hooped her hips to the music. Those child-rearing thighs aimed at Carly. The woman backed into the folds of drinkers, fondlers, and grinders.
 
   Carly avoided each crack in the pavement, a childhood habit she'd carried into adulthood. Hard to do when she wore platforms. His fingers held hers tight, sweaty but rigid as dead bones. She squeezed – told him it's okay, you can tell me in your own time. But a couple of minutes passed without a word and her fingers turned to stone. On any other romantic night their handholding would have included playful tickles of each other's palms, an occasional passionate squeeze, and a pull into the other’s body.
 
   “So …” He fumbled for a topic. “That holiday we were talking about.”
 
   His eyes wandered around hers without any penetration, like a bug circled her face.
 
   “The one we decided we couldn't afford?”
 
   “Well, maybe we can …”
 
   His voice trailed down a path she knew led back to the blonde. She imagined him grind into her, his tongue in places Carly expected were exclusive to herself.
 
   “I looked at the figures.” She shouldered her images away the best she could. “We can't do it.”
 
   He nodded too quick, easy to accept her analysis – because they'd already agreed. The bastard had just tried to throw her off the scent. Instead, her nose filled with the other woman’s.
 
   “Let me call a taxi, these shoes are killing me.”
 
   “Your brother?”
 
   “Sure, why not. He needs the business.”
 
   His forehead creased and he searched up and down the road as if her sibling lied in wait. “Jump on my back. I'll give you a ride.”
 
   She laughed. Dragged memories of how they got together back into her present.
 
   “I'm Jim,” he'd said. “Your future husband.” Once she'd got over the urge to make his nose a pancake, she allowed him to buy her a drink. Only if she could buy him the next few. That took him by surprise, but she enjoyed how his wide eyes slipped into an open smile which invited her right in.
 
   She jumped on his back and reached over to whip her hand across his arse. He neighed up the street past clubbers and drunken couples just like them. Some meatheads shouted “knobhead” at him. All of them single, she had no doubt. They wore t-shirts with necks that dropped low to show their pecs, but not low enough to reveal their cocktail sausage penises. Made her hold him tighter.
 
   They collapsed onto a wooden bench beneath an uplit sycamore tree. The night’s warm breeze filled his shirt, did its best to lift her thigh-length skirt higher.
 
   She danced her fingers on his arm. “Are you mine?”
 
   “Since the moment you said yes.”
 
   That smile got her. She'd gone to college. Nodded along to critical thinking seminars. Learned how you could speak truth to power and spot manipulation a mile off. But we're all animals. That smile made her drop her clothes all over a bedroom floor.
 
   She called for that taxi. Put a curvy leg across his, slipped a hand between buttons in his shirt, let her fingertips electrify his flesh. He talked about business. She gave his toned chest a little nip to shut him up and dragged him from the bench.
 
   “Are you ready for another drink?” He pulled at her to follow him to the bar down the road.
 
   “No. I'm enjoying the night air too much. Let's walk. I'll listen to you tell me how much you love me.”
 
   His brow didn't work so well when she asked him to do such things. Not the way she wanted them to work, anyway. They didn't spread like they would with a smile, but instead squeezed into a v-shape.
 
   His honeyed words dropped to the ground and flapped like clubbed seals. She held his arm tight like they had plucked her strings. That blonde in the bar. A pang of self-consciousness made her run a hand through her dark curls. She resisted the temptation to cup her boobs. Snorted at how only the window railings held blondies tits from spilling into the street.
 
   They arrived back at the bar. He’d not noticed how she’d led them back. She kissed him hard. Had to press against his concrete lips. She opened her eyes. His remained open. Like lip-locking a mannequin. Up on the balcony the blonde watched. Jim had his back to the woman so he couldn’t see the blonde bob her head up and down over her tight fist.
 
   The taxi arrived. “Here we go.” She let go of his arm.
 
   He opened the door, nodded for her to go first – ladies first and all that.
 
   “Get in, you daft sod.” 
 
   He shrugged, jumped in, opened his palms to her, all question marks, when she stayed outside and slammed the door shut.
 
   “Brother.” She nodded to the driver through the open window.
 
   “Sis.” Broad shoulders. Pecs like a bull’s, wrapped in a proper-necked t-shirt.
 
   “He cheated on me. You know the score.”
 
   The doors thudded, locks activated. Jim’s hands flattened against the window, his face a molten mess. She swivelled to find the other woman.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Invisible Man
 
    
 
    
 
   My boss, Jones, calls me over and tells me I need to pull my fucking finger out and clear tables quicker. He never had any of this slack shit when in the marines.
 
   “When nature calls, I need to do something about it,” I tell him. I can’t picture him in a marine uniform.
 
   He blinks twice, maybe thinks I violated a health and safety law, and thrusts a new cloth in my hand to go with the disinfectant spray I hang from a finger.
 
   “Well, I hope you washed your hands, amigo. Table five needs cleaning.”
 
   I glance over and almost drop everything. I tighten, brittle enough to smash to pieces if even this slight girl with blonde hair brushes me as she passes by.
 
   The man at table five taps the table top with a credit card, as he would chop the shit he deals. He hasn't seen me yet. Or pretends he hasn't. I'm used to people not seeing me in this job.
 
   The shithead wears those glasses which I'm not sure are for bad eyesight or if the wearer is just sensitive to light. Maybe he watches me behind those shades, though he concentrates on the table top.
 
   “Well?” Jones says.
 
   I act the humble Latino and bow my head amongst the rich college kids. I can't help check out their smooth hands and innocent faces. What a life to have mom and dad back you up with such ease, to walk these Princeton streets with all the swagger of an easy passage.
 
   My hands, never mind all the soap and water I scrub these tables with, are still rough from farm work wayyyy south of the border. They're still strong. Firm enough to wrap around this man’s neck and hold through all the wriggle he could manage.
 
   I'm a few feet from table five when David, his eyes still on the imaginary cocaine, says, “Rivaldo … you took some finding.”
 
   I pretend I don't get English. I nod and smile. Acquiescent to the white man. His white teeth beam beneath the strip lights and his tan wouldn’t look out of place in an orange grove. A dagger of hair stabs down his high forehead.
 
   “Rivaldo …” He extends the last vowel like he enjoys my cheek.
 
   I spray his table and work my elbow. Concentrate on the sauce congealed on the surface. I nod again. Mock-understand him like I don't really know a word he says. But I learn fast. Taught myself the Anglo tongue pretty quick once I crawled over the border, cracked and almost mad from dehydration.
 
   “We have your family.”
 
   I scrub faster and harder. Grease from the kitchen attacks my nostrils. I work the cloth in circular mode until I realize he has forced me to show my agitation. I stand straight. I stand about five or six inches short of his full height, but I can glare him down to my size. The used cutlery which litters the table is plastic and wouldn't penetrate his eyeballs. My finger plays with the spray’s trigger. His stupid glasses would protect his eyes. He must notice how my nostrils flare like a bull’s, pulled wide by a ring towards crazy.
 
   “Don't try anything stupid.”
 
   “What have you done with them?”
 
   I think of Maria, her lips always apart like temptation, though it's only because she can't breathe through her nose. How she talks with a hand on my shoulder as if she thinks I can only concentrate through her touch. My sweet daughter running barefoot through the house, lungs full of her grandmother’s bedtime lullabies.
 
   “They are safe. For now.”
 
   “For now? What does that mean?”
 
   The man frowns his mock-sympathy, but it only dumps coal on my fire.
 
   “You can't range-out from the radar, Rivaldo – you know the rules. You put your own family in danger by thinking you can avoid your duties. You owe us for the passage.”
 
   I plant my fists on the table as I glare at this chicken-slither of a man. “You didn't get me over the border. None of your people did any good, despite your damn fee. I made it over myself, and nearly died doing so, you …”
 
   David concentrates on the table’s new soapy smear pattern, his eyebrows as sharp as the hair. “What am I, Rivaldo, but your guardian angel. I am here to save you and your family.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We’ll give you a second chance. You kill a man.” He tapped a beat with the credit card. “Let's make it easy for you – kill your boss.”
 
   I squeeze my eyes for fear they'll fall out. I check the boss out, sly, so he can't tell we're talking about him. Good God, I burn with shame. “Is he …?”
 
   “He is an innocent man. Utterly innocent. Just a regular Joe, working hard to make ends meet.”
 
   I could plant potatoes in the boss’ furrowed brow. He sticks two fingers up and claps across the restaurant. As if I am a monkey. As if my low wage makes me low value.
 
   “When do you need?”
 
   “No time like the present.” David taps his watch.
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Clearly not in everyone's view. But, yes – now. Think of your wife. Your child.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “My white Honda CRV is on 2nd Street. Find me. Let me finish this falafel, first.”
 
   One of our waiters pushes me aside with his contempt. Every whomp of my heart bounces me to the kitchen, where I clean my cloths and change my bucket water.
 
   “Did you clean table two?” My boss pierces me with those squinty eyes. His bald dome flashes his warning red.
 
   I shake my head, no. He invites me into his tiny office, not much more than a closet. The slanted wall forces me to bow to this pumpkin head. He sits down at his desk, so tight a man could not spread his legs to air his balls. I scan for a weapon. Something heavy and blunt, or with a sharp end. He’s the type to own a letter opener. I could slice his throat with that. I imagine him as nothing more than a pig, a small sacrifice to save my Maria and little girl, Rosa.
 
   “Rivaldo …” He sighs, as if what he's about to say will hurt him more than me. “You're starting to lose focus, maybe pride, in your work …”
 
   His words make me lose focus. A shake of his head, a clasp of his hands, a rub of his chin. I get his gist – I am an illegal and so should be grateful for this wondrous opportunity.
 
   I measure the table – its material is cheap – I could lift and smash it over his head. No, not with this sloped wall. I'd bring the ceiling down first.
 
   “Do you have anything to say?”
 
   I shake my head and stare at my feet. That usually works.
 
   “Nothing? At all?”
 
   The wire from his little radio to the wall socket snakes and shimmers. Wags like a puppy tail. I shake my head again and he scrapes the chair, all indignant as he stands. His head bobs, he mutters about my ingratitude at the few dollars an hour – no share of the tips – he pays me. I grab at the wire as he shifts towards the door. The radio swings into the wall as I pull the plug from the socket. I'm quick. Before he realizes what's happened I have the wire round his neck. I pull hard before words, or any noise, can spill from his mouth and flood the joint. He's heavier than I judged and when he bucks I'm almost head over heels and through the wall. The music outside, mixed with the general hustle and bustle, must muffle the noise. We're on the floor. I wrap my legs round his waist as he tries to slot his fingers between wire and throat. My sweat drips on his face. He manages to propel some croaks in what little gap he has in his throat. I strain and gawp at the picture that must have fallen from his table. A little boy. My girl’s age. A sob footballs up in my throat so that I must look like one of those toads. I let go. Back away. Hug myself. Want to hug Jones. He writhes on the floor, gulps at the air. Rubs at his throat. His head is a big red balloon. He makes it to his hands and knees. Coughs phlegm over the floor. Snot gloops from his nose. My eyes feel unmoored. I pat at them to make sure they haven't rolled across the floor.
 
   His breath steadies. His chest is up and down like my hopes. He lifts his boiled lobster head – his white, gummy oyster eyes bulge.
 
   “What the …?” His voice rips from beneath the Earth’s crust.
 
   “Jones, I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean … I am in trouble.”
 
   “Trouble? You're not fucking kidding.” He coughs out his words. Growls to clear the choke which still pins him to all fours on the floor.
 
   “There's a man outside. Table five. He … he demanded I kill you, to keep my family all safe. I-I-I couldn't do it. Even though you treat me so badly.”
 
   He stares at the floor. Those coughs must cheese-grate his throat to flappy shreds. He pulls himself into his desk chair and slumps. Stares at me through fat eyelids. “What man?”
 
   “That man – the one why I stood doing nothing for so long. He's threatening my family back home. He says his people have them. I know these people. They kill.”
 
   Jones’ belly bagpipes up and down. His voice comes out like the instrument’s warm-up. “Tell him to come round the back. Tell him you did the job.”
 
   “He might have gone. He said I should meet him by his white Honda once I … finish the job.”
 
   “Check, you fucking moron. Check.”
 
   I scramble to my feet and bounce off the wall from lack of balance. Objects sway left and right from my view like they want to escape my dangerous hands. I let out that breath I've held tight in my chest. Sneak a glance down the little corridor and through the busy tables. I see him through the bustle of a family who seat themselves at the table in front of him. David’s face is down at his phone, though he still wears his sunglasses, so his eyes might have lazered on me already.
 
   I retreat back inside the office. “He's still here.”
 
   “Change of plan, Rivaldo. Go out to the back yard and sit in a corner. Rock back and forth and cry.”
 
   “Sir, what –?”
 
   “Act, man, act.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Don't question me, Rivaldo. Do as I tell you. For once.”
 
   I nod, annoyed he always uses my name in a sentence. That, or amigo. Maybe white is right, though he's still very red. I sneak out the back, but leave a little gap in the door to see through. I hear, above the music, the waiters shout orders, the white noise chatter from customers, Jones clear his throat. He sounds like my hands are still round his neck. The block of lard finally squeezes out the office and heads for David. The butter mountain has a new authority I have the urge to follow. His shoulders are up, his head lowered, a bull in full charge at a red cape.
 
   David slides the sunglasses down his nose and even from here I can see his eyes wobble in surprise. He thought I could kill Jones? He thought he would never see this man in front of him? My hand shakes. The tremor hits a vein in my arm and pulses every muscle on the way to my mouth. My teeth rattle. David stands. He's about the same size as Jones, height-wise. Could fit three of him into my boss width-wise. His head turns to the door I tremble behind and he steps my way. I backpedal to a corner of the courtyard. There’s one window which overlooks the square, and that’s high up. I won’t need to act – I can't control the earthquake which runs through my frame. I wrap around myself and blink at the roofs which shadow this back courtyard. They lean in so far I cower at how they must topple on my head. The door swings open and David towers above me. Shakes his head. Tuts. Jones follows him out.
 
   “You told your boss I was going to get you fired? I don't even know you.”
 
   David scratches his belly and his shirt lifts with each scrape to reveal his gun. My hands move through my hair. I scratch at my scalp. Pull at my face so my eyelids stretch to a ramp my eyes could roll down. David leaves a hand on his belly to keep his shirt high. He wants me to take the gun. He wants me to shoot Jones. Behind him, Jones shifts from one foot to the other. He's still mad and the slither of sun which slips into this yard glints off whatever he has in his hands.
 
   David clocks my eyes – planets in my face – and he swivels. His hands shoot out wide of his body and his fingers splay. He takes a knee. From my angle it seems he prays to my boss and his newfound authority. Jones leans over and pulls the knife from David, who shakes and gurgles. I'm sure he wants to say words, but they come out limp and unformed. Jones inserts the knife again. Cool like a butcher. Knows how to slice his meat. David slumps and Jones is quick to wipe the knife on the dead man’s shirt.
 
   “You don't fuck with an ex-Marine, Rivaldo. Even when he gets to my size. Now get back to work while I clean up. Make sure nobody comes out the back.”
 
   I shake at the fact he might kill me, but I’m sure he’s satisfied with the one kill. My shakes level up. What kind of trigger has Jones pulled? I don't know the whereabouts of my Maria and Rosa. This man knew. I rustle through his pockets and find nothing. No slips of paper with an address. I fiddle with his phone, but it's locked and the code will take forever to find. I growl my anguish.
 
   “What is wrong with you? What are you looking for?” Jones has the dumpster wide open for the corpse. His hands rest on his sides. He's forgotten my family. I doubt he cares. I'm an illegal. I'm cheap labor. I'm disposable, like the boxes he throws in this dumpster.
 
   “My family.” He cocks an ear. I must have whispered. “My family. He knew my family’s whereabouts. How will I know, now?”
 
   His bald head folds. My family has only just registered. His shoulders rise up and down. He just shrugs. Just fucking shrugs. I can read his lips, if not hear the sound that left them – “Who gives a fuck?”
 
   David lies before me. His blood trickles down the slight incline and pools toward the central drain. I see Jones washing it away, soon, like a bad memory. I focus on the red stream until it’s like the gush of a river, its source the ragdoll figure of my Maria and Rosa. I jerk the gun from David’s pants and hold it to my chest. I try hard to push my heavy breaths back inside as it simmers the air before me.
 
   I make out Jones’ sneer through my tears. “I care, Mr Jones, I care.” I aim the gun and hope it's just a matter of pulling the trigger. The pop races round the courtyard. Assaults my ears two or three times and jolts my eyes about the walls. Until they settle. On Jones. Slumped against the dumpster, the sneer tattooed in his dead eyes.


 
   
  
 




 
   Scrag
 
    
 
    
 
   I get on the tube at Shepherd Bush station. Feel like toothpaste eager for a hand to squeeze me out. There’s a quiet from most of the passengers which fails to silence the obnoxious kid at the end of the carriage. I hardly ever get a seat, so now I’m stood in the middle of the carriage, surrounded on all sides. I can’t lean into anything to have the comfort of nobody behind me, judging me. I prefer to keep my eyes on a face or at groin level. Faces tell me things that groins, rarely, do. At least I think so. That man over there, his eyes are on my hand. What? Does he reckon I hold the handle in an effeminate manner, or something? I hope not. I grip harder, manlier. I relax again. I’m foolish. Has the woman seated before me taken the odd glance at my crotch? I’m mortified and excited at the idea, despite her mousy, bookish demeanour. I haven’t been with a woman for years. I’ve forgotten how they feel to touch, or to converse with in any meaningful manner.
 
   The floor fails to hold my attention away from the obscenities coming from the kid. I look over and see he’s about eighteen. His floppy fringe contrasts with the crew-cut that shows the rest of his bone-head, like he’s stepped out of an early-80s SKA band. There’s a variation of “fuck” in every one of his sentences, all aimed at an older woman. She’s in her forties, or thereabouts, but the way she sits, all hunched and bitter, says she’s lived a hundred lifetimes. My stomach tells me emotion has left my depths and is headed to the surface.
 
   I can’t wait to get to work. I sit in my cubicle and enter data all day. Reams of it. It dampens my soul, which makes me glad. If I let that thing blossom it’ll hothouse some ambition, enough to crush me when I again realise I don’t have the skills to match it. I concentrate on how it’s possible for humans to scurry beneath the earth in metal tubes like mindless worker ants to feed the system – but the kid really grates my nerves. The hum of the train prevents me hearing much of what he says, but I can see him point at her, and his face doesn’t tell me he throws compliments. I stare at them. Why does the woman sit still and passive at this boy stood above her, lightly – yet so sharply – tapping her cheeks when she doesn’t respond? Who is he? Who is she?
 
   The man next to me, stood so close I can smell his aftershave barely overpower his halitosis, sees something in me I barely understand. He’s distracting. His hangdog eyes tell me to keep out of it. A shake of his head tells me there’s nothing I can do.
 
   Why? Why can’t anybody do anything? I’m sick of people like this. I don’t have enough money for taxis, but I’ve begun to take them every other day to avoid kids on buses and the tube who know adults shy away from them, and then take a score of liberties. That kid on the number 92 who called that frail old woman a “fucking witch,” asking when she last had a “bit of cock to ride on.” Wow. I watch a lot of gory, violent, and sexual films in my isolation, but that forced a blush from me at its rudeness. The vile spite of the – what? – eleven-year old. My left eyelid twitched, but I did nothing, and neither did anybody else. The woman shook and remained alone.
 
   I shake now as I remember. Shake at the man next to me, saying keep out of it, nothing good can come of my involvement. A young woman, reading the free newspaper, has the occasional huff at the pair, but stays schtum and seated. A bald man, close to the scene, his muscle barely concealed by his Parka coat, stares out the window at the black void. He knows what ought to happen. His body language says so. I wait for him to act. He doesn’t.
 
   A grey-haired businessman who sports a ‘tache that surely takes all morning to groom, reads a paper with the front page headline, “Modern Youth the Most Obnoxious Ever.” Something about the headline’s capitalisation makes me feel it. Its strength has shifted me within feet of the pair. I’m shoulder-to-shoulder with the bald man, who still stares at the featureless outside. I don’t know what the kid says. I no longer listen. I see only body language: foul, spiteful. I recall the old lady I was too much of a coward to help.
 
   “Shut your foul mouth,” I say. The last word almost stalls like a beat-up car.
 
   Everybody in the carriage sways from confrontation. Or maybe that’s me. Now I’m here I can barely believe I had the guts to step into this potential nightmare. The kid has acne scars between which I could draw constellations. His savage eyes take my attention from his spots. The London cold has not hidden the kid’s gym-built torso beneath his layers of clothing. I hope that my under-worked tongue can solve this woman’s problem through negotiation, but “Shut your foul mouth” is hardly going to conciliate.
 
   The kid’s pupils are furnaces, directed at me. His body turns to follow his gaze. Confrontation beckons. I think of my flat. It’s usually cold, and I never decorated it to any kind of warmth. It entices me now, but I cannot back down. How my life plays out from this moment will set on how this situation ends. I’m sure judgement blooms behind me. From the corner of my eye I note a grey-haired old woman’s satisfaction. Her eyes sparkle a “go on, son.” I absorb her spirit. I take strength from the grip in which she holds that umbrella.
 
   “Stay out of my face, you fucking cunt.”
 
   A bit of his spittle hits me. The hum of the train fades in awe of that ringing in my ears.
 
   “Leave the woman alone.” I want my words to come out with a deeper timbre, for authority. My voice is so reedy. I barely use it.
 
   I expected another C-word. I get a fist to my nose instead. I’m down with everyone’s shoes. I feel my face. Make sure my conk remains its focal point. The kid kneels into my soft stomach as his knuckle crashes into my left cheek. I reach out and push at him. It’s like pushing a granite statue. I flail for something to defend myself. My hand brushes an object, as if someone has thrust it into my hand. The umbrella. The old woman gave me her umbrella. It has a sharp point. I use my left arm to bar his next punch. I’m sure my bones splinter from the impact. My right hand thrusts, the sharp end of the umbrella pokes something soft. A primal scream assaults the carriage and I’m free. I stand, eager. Fury strengthens every floppy muscle. The kid is on the floor. He holds his face, red stuff between his fingers. I kick him hard in the side. His face must really hurt because he hardly shifts.
 
   “Stoppit.”
 
   I smash the umbrella down on his forearm, the one connected to the hand holding his eye. He flinches, but most of the pain clearly remains in that eye. His mouth is wide open. I can see fillings and this morning’s breakfast between some of his teeth. He had a bacon sandwich. Might have had some lettuce, too.
 
   “Stoppit. Now.”
 
   I lower the toes on my right foot, lock the ankle, and step in to kick his balls as if I’m shooting a free-kick from the edge of the penalty area. His screech is worse than the last, and his arm pulls away from his face to soothe what’s left between his legs. But I’m just warming up.
 
   “Stoppit …”
 
   His eye is a pulpy mess. His ooze drips all over the floor. I’m a little sorry for the person who will have to clean it all up. I hope the rail franchise provides them with rubber gloves. I clench my right fist, raise it high – search for a fresh spot to purple. My fist begins its descent –
 
   Not quick enough … a fist from my right, hard enough to rattle what’s inside my skull, sends me sprawling to the left. I squeeze my eyes like that could purge the pain, and squint up to see a fist, at the end of an arm that belongs to the woman I’d saved from this shithead’s harangue. It lands on my already pulped nose. My neck snaps back, my head saved from a smash to the floor by the cushioned seat behind me.
 
   “What – ?”
 
   “You leave my boyfriend alone, you shit.”
 
   A kick takes the wind out of any reply I might have made.
 
   “It’s only me can hit him. You stay out our fuckin’ business … Cunt.”
 
   I wince as the train stops at I-don’t-know-what station. The jolt shakes my aching head. Security guards pile on and take hold of me and the one-eyed lunatic I thought I’d saved this woman from. They pull each of us to our feet, probably ready for a frog-march to the nearest cell. The halitosis-aftershave man heads for the exit, as does every commuter in this carriage, an “I told you to keep out of it” in every shake of his head.
 
   I don’t care. I wipe the back of my hand across my face and check the blood smear. I see life. Bloody hell, this donkey-faeces-for-brains had somebody to love him. Sure, she reeked of desperation, but she had enough passion for his behind to lash out at my attack.
 
   I smile at the mousy woman who might have inspected my groin. I keep my smile despite how she turns her cheek from me. I smile at the security guards who hold each of my arms as they lead me from the train, up the escalator, to the waiting police vehicle. I smile at commuters in expensive business suits as they check me out. They pretend to check their flashy wrist watches when I catch their eye. I smile at the sun as I’m forced up the long stairwell. I think about how to live my life properly. I’ll start by decorating my flat warm enough for company.


 
   
  
 




 
   Pop Star Burger Van 2
 
    
 
    
 
   I'm one false step from humiliation, I know it. Liz, my sole employee, on five quid an hour, says something about me getting my arse back in the van and to stop acting like a tart. Burgers need a flip. Onions need a chop.
 
   No. No way. I'm Adam Callen, former big fat pop star, and my audience waits.
 
   “Adam Callen, burger-flipper, I thought he’d died.”
 
   “I'd forgotten about him, mate.”
 
   Who said that? Who fucking said that?
 
   Three blokes in the pack stand like statues. It's a cold night and all three are in those t-shirts where the neck drops just above their massively well-defined pecs. They look like a bag of walnuts.
 
   “My bird used to love him. Said she'd marry the ladyboy eventually – wait until I send her this picture.”
 
   I stamp forward from my burger van, but I don't know what holds me back. Could be the freezing blast of a wintry night’s wind. Could be Liz. Could be cowardice.
 
   Nah. Despite the seventh sip of whatever brand of whiskey this is, it's opportunity that I recognise. That prevents my fists windmilling into these fellas’ chops. I wish my old boyband mates could see me – and back me up. I snatch at the Tommy sauce bottle before I lose balance and the moment. I attempt sincerity as I give my best smoulder into the camera phones. I suppress that burp and sing one of our old songs into the ketchup bottle:
 
   “When I look intooo your eyes,
 
   I know it's you who holds me,
 
   Don't let’s ever say our goodbyes,
 
   Let it be our love that sets us free.”
 
   Someone laughs. That bird with the beret sat on her head like a sundial. No … that bloke whose chin ripples a tidal wave at every guffaw. Maybe that …
 
   Ignore. Ignore the bustards, every one. Bustards? Bastards. Bustard bastards. Busted badtards.
 
   I burp. I'm drunk and even I heard that one. The low-neck t-shirt men absorb the cold wind. The freeze shows in their stance.
 
   “I can't believe that ever got to number one.”
 
   I pinpoint a woman in her thirties until my eyes can't hold and she becomes fuzzy.
 
   “For two whole fucking weeks, bitch.” Did I say that out loud? Did I?
 
   Yes I did.
 
   I did. I don't care. Their phone cameras are all on me. I'm at the centre of a social media viral virus about to come and give me back my fame.
 
   “Adam. Get back in the van and serve some burgers. There's some people here actually wants to eat.”
 
   “Shurrup, Liz. I've got people here who really want to be entertained.”
 
   Her mohair jumper shifts like grass in a breeze – I strain my eyes for the velociraptor that must stalk within.
 
   “Not the way you think.”
 
   That triggers a titter which tightens my grip on the ketchup. It squirts into my face with a raspberry. That titter bellows into a guffaw. I hurl an evil eye at Liz and surprise myself at the magic I conjure. A flame shoots up for a second as she shakes the pan to flip the fried onions. She pulls her face from the flame. I missed. That would have taught her a lesson. She rubs her forearm against her side to hitch her jumper’s sleeve up the arm.
 
   Another swig on the whiskey bolsters my frame. Adds a little depth to my reedy voice. I break into song again, but all those smiling faces withdraw and turn sad. A little … sorry. Sorry for what? What they sorry for? They want less boyband? More trashy rock?
 
   A whole bunch of phones have dropped to dangle by their sides. I raise a palm to the van for balance and swig from my flask once more. It roasts my larynx. Axl Rose’s 1980s spirit fires within. Nah. Nah, not that whiny git. Keith Richards. Yeah. Or … God, I don't know, I was never a bloody rocker. I let go, physically and metaphorically. I don't need the van to support me. Damn these Friday pissing nights serving drunken bastards in the cold. My voice comes out rich, like it never had ten years ago. All those tweenies, dammit. Never any women, apart from mothers, who didn't want to attack the inside of my kegs.
 
   “This is bollocks, mate.”
 
   “Oh God, embarrassing or what?”
 
   “Give it up you sad twat.”
 
   No, pal. I'm a star. You're all just deprived of real music because of Simon fuckin’ Cowell. They need a bit of The Who, I reckon. I kick at the van.
 
   “Adam.” Liz sounds like me mum.
 
   I carry on with the song as her hands blur over the food. I Kung-fu kick the van again, and yes – the camera phones rise from their slumber. I'm entertaining. I headbutt the siding. It clears the whiskey for a second, but that second sparkles some stars in my eyes.
 
   Laughter.
 
   Calls to Jesus.
 
   Shouts of nutter.
 
   Somebody walks away. They're stupid. Here comes the rest of my act.
 
   I writhe on the floor to my acapella session of The Beatles’ Helter Skelter. I recognize the squeal of guitar would fit better, and also the correct lyrics, but I drive past it. My audience thins. I get pursed lips and shakes of the head.
 
   “You're all losers. The lot of yer. I run a burger van now, bastards, but I've reached the top. What have you lot done? Fuck all, you fucks. Fuck all.”
 
   “Adam, get a taxi, for God’s sake. I'll run the van tonight.”
 
   Most of the crowd has deserted me for the warmth of a pub or nightclub. The three men with pecs of steel gee me on. I'm a dry sponge. I make it to my feet and frame them through my fuck-you fingers. They tell Liz to step out. The five quid an hour isn't strong enough to gather any protest. They push me into the flower bed beside the van. I lie in the moist earth amidst dead leaves and mulch, and watch them set my van on fire. Goes up fast. Liz was lucky she didn’t fry like the onions, working in there with that mohair on her frame.
 
   She shoves a bottle of water in my hand and tells me goodbye. I blink away my tears.
 
   I ran a burger van once.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Should Have Been a Son
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn't realize how much I preferred the company of my sons until I traipsed from one house to another round Atlanta. I'm looking for a house for myself now I'm divorced from that scumbag, Davis, and my daughter Arlene is with me every step of the way.
 
   “So this place is very airy, lots of windows for natural light.” The realtor is very helpful. She's a flamboyant lady with hair I can't help crane my neck at to check for bees. I know she's after commission, but I like her positivity.
 
   Arlene tuts – a dental drill right into my nerve. “I don't know – I mean the natural light is very nice an’all, but this place needs work. Look at the cracks in the wall – I mean, maybe something structural is wrong with the place.”
 
   I pat the small of her back and wonder if my daughter is chewing one of the bees from the realtor’s beehive hairdo. “It's a fixer-upper is all. Your brothers are willing to help any way they can.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Next day, we appraise a little house in Lilburn. It's small and I doubt I can fit a fifth of my extended family in the living room, never mind the kitchen. But it's all finished and gleaming, even if I think a little soulless.
 
   The realtor wears a multicolored something or other over leggings. I don't know whether to shade myself from the sun beneath her, or launch her into the sky and control her with a tug of string. I stand a little stiff, annoyed I've wasted my morning. She makes little touches on my forearm to comfort me, as if she watched a truckload of Bill Clinton videos and I would also melt at her personal touch. No way, lady, your shine has truly faded.
 
   My daughter, because my sons spend their days productively, accompanies me again. I don't know where she gets that mouth from – all mangled and twisted from years of disapproving everything.
 
   “It's a little over your price range, but it's all finished. You'd have little to do in here bar add some personal color.”
 
   Maybe red. Which is all I see right now.
 
   “I have two sons. Two daughter-in-laws. Five grandkids. I'm not sure I could fit them all in with any kind of comfort.” I fan my face with an open hand to accentuate the claustrophobia.
 
   My daughter sees fit to add that she's my offspring, too, though I'm sure I mentioned that, so I don't know why she has to reiterate. I didn't ask my daughter anything, but she offers her opinion anyway. “It's a bit small, you're right, ma. And it's over your budget. Daddy didn't leave you a dime, and your office job won't cover much.”
 
   She adds a few lines to my old lips, I'm sure. I don't know if you could see them through my red lipstick, but I imagine them crack long as if a stone hit my windshield. Just like she haggard my vagina. The damn thing withstood two strapping boys, but this one really blew it open.
 
   “Thanks for sharing that, sweetheart.” I glance at the realtor. “You needed to know all that, right?”
 
   The realtor’s forced grin has no impact on Arlene. She just shakes her shoulders and peeks round various corners. “Well, it's true. If you're going to sleep around, don't get caught. No wonder daddy left you nothing. I'm not here to judge –”
 
   “Of course not, darling.”
 
   “– but, well, it's all in the past.”
 
   “I can see that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Ah, this is more like it.” This house, all brick, had more to it. “Love the ceiling shape, really like the old light fixtures … originals?”
 
   “They certainly look like it.” My realtor’s face had, since yesterday, fixed that smile so tight you couldn't chisel it away. She wants me to buy something, anything, to get rid of me. I don't blame her – I can no longer stand the over-dressed flooze anymore, either. Today she wears a shawl you might see at a play in a theater. All she's missing is a bunch of pearls she could clasp at any revelation my daughter cared to reveal today.
 
   Arlene arrived an hour before I even stuck a toe from under my sheets this morning. The flat feels smaller and smaller, and this house the realtor shows me seems palatial.
 
   “It's rough.” Arlene cannot see beyond the scratches in the hardwood floor and the shitty paint job the previous occupants inflicted on it. She has no artistry. No vision. My boys would see its potential. They'd guide me through options, support my opinions, and work to solve its many problems.
 
   The basement seals it for me. The house sits on a slope, so the basement has a high ceiling and I could fit all kinds of distractions for the grandkids.
 
   That intake of air through her teeth makes me wince. I stare at my daughter long enough to recognize any value – but I see not a modicum. That north-eastern haircut could have come right off the Mayflower, along with her judgements.
 
   “That's such a steep staircase, ma – I mean, it could break your neck.”
 
   I really don't think my boys beat her enough when they were this high to our German Shepherd. She doesn't have an ounce of danger. Avoids it at all costs. God help any kids she ever has, because I don't reckon I could call them my grandsons if she does. They'd mince around until they got their heineys kicked from here to Kingdom Come.
 
   I run a hand over the vintage fireplace, shuffle my feet on the rough hardwood, and crane my neck at the crown moulding. “This place has a lot of character. I'll take it.”
 
   “Ma?”
 
   The realtor’s smile beams genuine. Money in the bank, I guess, and she's rid of Arlene. Lucky bitch that she is. “I'm glad you're happy for me, Arlene, and you helped me make the decision.”
 
   That puts a stopper in her gob. Her lips make some approximation of words, but her expression flops to the floor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   My boys do me proud. They turn my new house upside down and inside out and make it the home I envisaged. They tip-toe around Arlene, who would like to say she supervised it all, but those broad shoulders didn’t need any help from that gym-slip. I only wished they'd grab her by the shoulders and plant her outside with the plants. Maybe beneath them.
 
   I shake that thought away. I mean, she's my flesh and blood. I couldn't …
 
   My eldest smacks his affection on my right cheek and the youngest on my left, and they go home to their merry wives whom I so adore. Lovely creatures, both women, with fine children who will grow to much the same stature. I watch them leave and tingle with pride. When I turn I wish they had remained. Arlene sits on my new leather sofa, a brown autumn leaf who refuses to leave the branch. She ruins my loins and refuses to risk her own with a man. That's what she needs. Something hard up her might just loosen that tight little bitch.
 
   A horrific image rushes up my spine and clamps the base of my skull. My old flat – a tiny little place. Just one bedroom. No room for another. My new house has a second and third bedroom … She couldn't think she had a place to stay?
 
   “Sweetheart?”
 
   “Yes, ma?”
 
   That little unguarded look … ah, a reflection of that little girl who blossomed oh so briefly when she was, what?, ten. That little moment stood as her glory. She flicks through her magazine, as if she wants to ask me a question I might not like.
 
   I fold my arms. “I have some cans in the basement. Kidney beans. Could you be a darling and get me a couple?”
 
   Her shoulders slump, but her willow-branch arms hold firm as she pushes off the sofa. I follow her to the top of the stairs. She was right – they are steep. I mean, she could certainly snap her neck if she fell down them at a funny angle. I plant a hand on the small of her back.
 
   Not just yet.
 
   I'd decide after she asks the question she mulls over.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Dressed to Live
 
    
 
    
 
   1.
 
    
 
   Dean flinched at the wind as it reached round the bend to slap his fringe across his face. He leaned into the blast, jumped over muddy puddles down side streets, and kicked the odd Coke can. Practiced a scissor-move followed by a Cruyff. Almost fell over at the v-move when the can lodged in a rut.
 
   He could smell the chippy from here, a tang of vinegar rose above the damp smell which infected the back gennels between houses. He followed his nose.
 
   Dean handled the change in his pocket. Hoped he had enough for chips, or scraps at least – some chippies gave those out for free. You usually had people yank unruly dogs round here, and older teenagers advertise their musical taste from the open windows of their Nissan Micras, but silence settled on the street today. He pulled the straps of his rucksack tighter, as if fast fingers might steal the special suit he'd developed with Sultana and Mr Breckin.
 
   The chippy’s neon green sign shone bright even in the sunshine. Dean patted his pocket again, shook the coins in his hand as if unsure. The last time he'd ordered chips here they'd lacked any firmness. Soggy at the bite. A bit pale, too. The vinegar drew him under the sign like it hooked two fingers up his nostrils and led the way. The owner, Mr Craig, had given him his first bag of chips and mum’s pudding face had risen like a Yorkshire pudding in pride.
 
   Dean couldn't see through the chip shop’s window. He couldn't tell if grease or condensation obscured his view, but a squint and cupped hands didn’t help. He liked to check the menu board from outside so he didn't feel pressure to order, even if he always ordered just chips and drowned them in vinegar or curry sauce. He dragged coins from his pocket and bit his lip in hope that tens and twenties added up to dinner. He couldn't see a thing so he made his way to the door. The pull on the handle almost jolted his shoulder from its socket. He tried again, but the door didn't budge.
 
   He would have given up, but he could hear the fans, some urgent voices and a scream which might have cut through the grease on the windows. Dean dropped to his haunches and scrubbed at the door’s window pane. Nothing cleared. All the muck came from the inside. The skin beneath his eyebrows fluttered as the scream rose up and down until it turned into a miserable moan. The men’s voices barked and hissed – demanded something.
 
   Dean checked over his shoulder. Surely somebody else heard all this. It felt dangerous that he stood as the only witness. Wind whipped the back of his t-shirt and froze the sweat which tidal-waved down his skin.
 
   He rolled and tumbled as he backpedaled from the step. Someone’s feet slapped the old tiles towards the door until the forms of two men stood fogged and ghostly. Dean scrabbled backwards on the palms of his hands, like a crab chased by a seagull, until the wall behind barred his route. The bolts slid and the bell jangled as one of the men opened the door. They stepped out and stood shoulder to shoulder. They stared at Dean’s bag on the ground for a moment. Dean patted his shoulders. How had his bag had fallen off his back? He worried they might take the suit and he'd have to face Mr Breckin to explain himself, but the men turned their attention to him. Dean withered, certain their necks creaked. Dean’s chest inflated and held, as if he would never get another breath if he let this one go.
 
   The tall man took him in for a second. Scratched the point of his dagger-like hairline – shaved almost to his scalp – as he lost interest. The shorter one made a step towards him – his biceps stretched thicker than Dean’s waist.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   2.
 
    
 
   The tall man halted the short bulk with a hand on his shoulder. He gestured to the road’s end and they left Dean alone with the wails which exited the chippy.
 
   Dean’s sixteen years had not prepared him for a noise like that – even his uncle’s death metal collection didn't compare. His feet shuffled, his legs stretched, as if they reached to get away, but the moans pulled him towards the doorway and into the chippy, until he set eyes on Mr Craig. The man lied on his back beside the fryer. The man’s eyes had rolled inside his head so Dean could only see the whites. Mr Craig’s right arm jumped and quivered, all fried and stinking. His lower jaw worked at something, whether for words or on his tongue Dean couldn't figure. He stepped across broken glass, which made Mr Craig kick out and groan.
 
   “It's okay, Mr Craig. I'm not one of them.”
 
   The man became still, as if movement motivated pain. Dean scanned the counters and wall hooks. He padded into the back room. Peeled potatoes and bowls of batter lied on the counter. Dean grabbed a hand towel and drenched it beneath the tap. He stepped all careful on the fat which greased the floor around Mr Craig, and bent to wrap the towel around his raw arm. His head jerked up and he glared at Dean without seeing him, his eyes cockles marinaded in tears. Dean backed into the fryer’s metal side. His hands searched for a grip on a handle – anything he could latch to – to steady himself. Dean shifted once Mr Craig gurgled some phlegm and let his head crack on the tiled floor. Mr Craig’s right leg began to shake. Dean forced himself calm and compressed the man’s arm with the towel and placed a hand on his hot head.
 
   “It's alright, Mr Craig, I'll get the ambulance. You'll be alright, I promise. I promise you'll be alright.”
 
   Dean couldn't handle the kneeling anymore, so he parked his arse on the floor and let the fat seep into his jeans. His mum wouldn't like it, but what could he do? This man had given him his first bag of chips. She’d be in the kitchen, all mad at the lukewarm Turkey Twizzlers. Ah, she’d forgive him. She always did.
 
   He fished out the ancient mobile his mum allowed him and flipped it open. Called 999. The copper, or whoever answered, had a nice voice. Calmed the burn in his chest. She asked if the call constituted an emergency.
 
   “I reckon, yeah. Two men have just fried a man’s arm in a deep fat fryer.”
 
   She asked about his safety. If anybody accompanied him. If the men had gone.
 
   “Yeah,” he said each time.
 
   He confirmed his name and the woman kept her comforting tone on level ten.“Now don't you worry. We’ll have people there in no time. Is there anyone we can contact?”
 
   “Errr … yeah. Me mum. If you can tell her I don't fancy those Turkey Twizzlers, I'd really like it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The policeman caused Dean to tap his toes, dance his heels up and down, and chew on his fingernails. The officer stood almost as tall as the chippy’s doorway – too clean-shaven and well-dressed for his image of a copper. The detective had pressed his suit crisp – a well-aimed wrist-flick could cut off a man’s head. He had plastic skin, and Dean worried he might turn out a robot from the future, sent to kill him. Maybe the robot copper wanted to destroy the suit. It had potential to change the world.
 
   PC Roberts calmed Dean, the type the police sent out to mother victims, or maybe even criminals. Turn them to putty to entice a confession without the defendant’s realisation. She had an arm round him as they sat in the shop’s front-end. He enjoyed her soft fleshy boob against him each time she moved. He didn't know whether to enjoy it or shuffle sideways. He shot out the chair when his mum got there.
 
   “Dean.” She waved from the other side of the police tape. “Are you alright, love?”
 
   The window, still blurred from condensation, muffled her voice, but her tone broke through.
 
   “Is that your mum?” PC Roberts gave his arm a squeeze. Sent a buzz up his neck.
 
   He nodded. His eyes opened wide to show her all his worry. Authority made him nervous. Except for Mr Breckin. He didn't come off like authority. His words had nothing but power, but you had to be one of the few who listened before he would invite you into his inner world – full of magic alchemy.
 
   Another copper outside prevented his mum’s entry, so PC Roberts cradled his shoulder and her right boob ushered him to the door. He couldn't see anything but business in her set lips. Maybe her blonde hair, tight in a bun, had pulled any expression from her face.
 
   The detective called out from the other side of the fryer, distracted from his conversation with the paramedics. “Is that his mum?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Tell her to come in and park herself in the front.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Look at you, you daft sod. My daft, superhero sod.”
 
   Dean liked the hug from mum, but he wished she’d not done it in front of PC Roberts. The copper’s smile exercised every muscle in her face and … she just made Dean want to go home with her.
 
   “What were you doing here? I had tea ready. Your favourite – Turkey Twizzlers.”
 
   She held his shoulders at arms-length to throw interrogation eyes at him. “That Sultana girl had nothing to do with this, right?”
 
   “She's sixteen, mum, how's she going to force a grown man’s arm in a fryer?”
 
   “She did what?”
 
   Dean shook off her tight grip and appealed to the coppers with his wide eyes. Robot detective invited her to take a seat with a sweep of his hand and a lips-only smile.
 
   “The boy probably saved the man’s life.”
 
   “I just put a towel on his arm, that’s all.”
 
   “He’d have lost it without that simple action.” The wink he offered the boy blinked like a software glitch. “So the paramedics tell me, anyway. You're a hero, son. A great big hero. At least you will be if you can just tell me what the two men look like.”
 
   A frown clouded his mum’s initial smile, and he couldn't see much of a silver lining around its edges. “The men saw you?” Her voice shot up. Her frown forged a new line.
 
   “I … I don't … I think so. Why?”
 
   “There could be danger, son. If they saw you –”
 
   “They did, and they didn't do anything. They just walked on. Wouldn't they have done me in?”
 
   “Heat of the moment, lad, heat of the moment, they might be rethinking their mercy right now.”
 
   “Sir …” PC Roberts’eyebrows shot about like a warning flare.
 
   Dean’s mum pulled him in tight. He wished she’d leave him alone with PC Roberts.
 
   The detective nodded and knelt in front of him. “Let's find the buggers, eh? Get them locked up.”
 
   His mum’s head didn't move, but he knew she shook her head just from how her soft brown eyes hooked into his subconscious. He risked a glance at PC Roberts. His blush squeezed out a little sweat before he met her eyes. Hers sparkled and she nodded encouragement.
 
   “Now, hang on a minute. Did you see them properly, love, or is it all a blur?”
 
   “I think I saw them clearly.”
 
   “You're emotional – this is all bound to mess with yer head.”
 
   “Please, Mrs North –”
 
   She puffed her cheeks. “Mrs? His father is God knows where – haven't seen him since he saw the lump in my belly.”
 
   The detective and PC rested their eyes on his mum’s stomach for a second, as if she had another one in there.
 
   “Miss North,” the detective said. “If I could just talk to your lad –”
 
   “I don't believe you can, no. I think he's made it clear he didn't see a thing –”
 
   Dean didn’t much like the iron which set in PC Roberts’ face. “With all due respect, Miss North, I don't think he said anything. These men are dangerous – they need to be found very quickly.”
 
   His mum’s back, already stiff as a ruler, became almost queenly in a show of resolution. “Precisely.” And there she expected an end to the matter.
 
   Dean prickled from his lack of input. He wanted to stand up and be counted. He'd had enough of people like those men. Poor Mr Craig dished out chips and fish and battered sausage. He didn't deserve to have his arm fried off for that, even if he ought to keep his chips in the fryer a bit longer. And maybe add a few more to a portion. And not scowl when you asked for scraps.
 
   He stood up to the knee-aimers when he played football, and he whacked that lad round the head with a science book after he yanked it from his grasp to in an attempt to throw it in the river.
 
   He wanted justice.
 
   His mum’s strength surprised him. She dragged him from his chair and out the door. Muttered about coppers and their so-called good intentions. He stole a last glance at PC Roberts before the door closed on them.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   3.
 
    
 
   “You know your problem, lad?” Mr Snidden stood as still as the King Edward statue in the town centre, but Dean could tell his feet wanted to dance and shuffle and kick him up the arse.
 
   Dean shook his head, half-confused, half to judder the sleep from his head. Mr Snidden’s teacher-breath, surely a week’s build-up of black coffee, almost knocked him out again. Dean stood straight. The backs of his knees rested against the wooden bench in the changing room, ready to balance him from a swoop backwards away from his PE teacher.
 
   “You hide – that's your problem. It drives me nuts. When you have the ball, you whizz around and do some magical things. You have clear talent. But without the ball, you just stand there and wait for things to happen. You have to make it happen. And until then, I can't have you in the school team.” He tapped the side of his head with two fingers. “Think on that.”
 
   Mr Snidden’s smell hung in the air for a few moments after he left. Stunk like a skip round the back of a Starbucks. Dean hung his rucksack off a shoulder and edged round the corridors away from the boys he knew waited for him. He poked his head round a corner when he heard their voices, which sounded clearer in their whispers. One of them had rolled a book into a weapon. He’d get beat round the head or choked down the throat with it. He backed into the wall and tip-toed into Mr Mentis’ empty classroom. Mr Mentis never locked the door because nobody wanted to steal his classic literature texts. Dean smacked the window lock upwards and climbed through, out to the path. Smiled all the way to Mr Breckin’s room.
 
   “Ah, here’s my boy.” Sultana hugged her legs, sat on the desk in front of Mr Breckin like Sir performed theatre. Mr Breckin held up a beaker, swirled it, Eureka on his lips. Lines on his forehead dipped and elevated like a stormy sea.
 
   “Sultana.” Sir shook his head. Wagged a finger. “Goggles. Look what I'm throwing about. If you go blind, it'll not be my fault, but I will surely bear the blame.”
 
   “Sorry, sir, I just got caught up in it all.” She jumped to the floor, ran to the wall hooks, grabbed a pair of goggles, and high-fived Dean on her way back. She patted the hard wood beside her and rested back on the palms of her hands. Dean laughed and took his place, careful not to brush against her. Electric shocks surged through him every time he touched a female these days.
 
   “A-hmmm.” Dean shifted his attention back to his hero. Mr Breckin hurled a nod to the wall hooks he had just directed Sultana to.
 
   She fastened his wrist as he made to get up. “Got you a pair, so stay right where you are.”
 
   Mr Breckin continued once Dean had his eyes covered. A fizz erupted from the beaker and a stench hit Dean’s nose and curled things up there. The students wafted the air before their noses and snorted various “blaaah” noises.
 
   “Some scientists you two are.” The goggles made Mr Breckin’s eyes owlish as he glared at them. They softened at Dean, turned playful. “Maybe science is not glamorous for you anymore, lad. Mr Snidden talks about you in the staff room all the time.”
 
   “Does he?” Dean’s smile hit lopsided, like some invasion of his face.
 
   “Says if you could just get the team-work part sorted, you'd have a chance at the big-time.”
 
   “I have good feet.”
 
   “Look at you, bigging yourself up.” Sultana shouldered him, like she played football.
 
   “But I do. It's just, I love the ball and that’s it. I don't want to defend. I don't want to make runs. I only run when I have the ball.”
 
   “Then Mr Snidden’s blowing hot air. He's probably desperate. I've seen the team. Bloody awful.”
 
   “I'll agree with that.” Sultana’s nod had all the seriousness she’d put into a scientific experiment. “They all look more like angry wasps than footballers.”
 
   “Since when did you watch football?” Dean wanted to shoulder her the way she had him, but ...
 
   “I watch. You don't pay attention.”
 
   They followed Mr Breckin’s lead and removed their goggles, his obscure experiment now done with.
 
   Sir swirled the formula. His lips twisted, disappointed at something. “And now you’re a celebrity. A local hero. Patron Saint of Fish and Chip Men.”
 
   “You saw that? It's embarrassing. I wish they didn't mention me.”
 
   “What's with the photo they printed?” Sultana pulled a face.
 
   “The school sent an old school team photo to the paper. Me mum refused to say anything. Told them to sod off about taking any photos of me. She's scared those men will come and get me.”
 
   “True, at least they don't know what you look like as you are now.”
 
   Mr Breckin’s voice boomed in the nearly empty classroom. “But you described them, and the newspaper printed your name for all to see.”
 
   “True.” Sultana hunched her shoulders for a moment, but straightened them in support of her friend. “The coppers will have them both behind bars before they hatch any revenge plan.”
 
   Dean scratched an imaginary itch at the tip of his nose. “They saw me. One wanted to do me in – that's what it looked like anyway. But the other one stopped him. They sodded off after that.”
 
   Sultana and Mr Breckin shared a glance. Their eyebrows mirrored each other's. Sultana knocked his knee with hers and fingered her fringe behind an ear. “You're invisible. Nobody sees you. Sometimes I don't even know you're there.” She laughed and slapped the table.
 
   Dean slipped from the desk with a shrug of his shoulders. “I think the suit is close to something.”
 
   “That suit is close to nothing.” Mr Breckin’s face quivered. He planted his hands on the workbench and leaned in. “It will never work. And maybe it never should.”
 
   “I can't help feeling it’s just one little … thing away from success. It flickered last night.”
 
   “Flickered?” Sultana’s face lit. “How long?”
 
   “A second. A microsecond.”
 
   “Just a flash of light hit it, that's all.” Mr Breckin dismissed the thought with a wave of his hand.
 
   “No.” Dean took a step towards his teacher. “The suit flashed. It died straight away.”
 
   “What does a flash do?” Sultana said. “It's not what we worked on it to do.”
 
   He sat and folded into himself a little. “Seemed significant. It did something – at least.”
 
   “Don't bring it back to school. Rip it up. Bury it. Keep it away from … prying eyes.”
 
   “That was the plan.” Sultana narrowed her eyes at the implied insult.
 
   “Not funny.”
 
   Dean rubbed at his lip. “I don't have a computer, sir. I can't program into the suit from home.”
 
   “Poor pauper … you can always come to mine. We can continue to work on it.” She planted a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Your house? Errr …”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You said the whole thing was a crock of …” Dean trailed off like Mr Breckin’s bushy eyebrows.
 
   “I changed my mind now you’re all gung-ho about it.”
 
   “You two … I'm not sure … You …”
 
   “I'll see you tonight, then.” She punched his shoulder and almost skipped out the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4.
 
    
 
   Dean’s Sanskrit-lined forehead translated as Oh My God, I’m off to Sultana’s house. He pulled in a familiar breath and held it. Enjoyed the space in his lungs, a relief from the usual tightness. Earth filled his nostrils. He clocked the potato peel on the counter and the chips on the chopping board. Poor Mr Craig.
 
   “Where've you been?” The two Es elongated and the N capped the whine. His mum stood like a monolith by the kitchen table, though he had about three inches over her. He loved his mum, but she worried too much. Those fellas wouldn't come and get him. They had coppers on their backs.
 
   “I was in Mr Breckin’s class.”
 
   “This late? I thought you had science in the morning?”
 
   She planted both hands on each hip. Her elbows jutted out. Made herself bigger. She's the boss. Listen to her.
 
   “It's an after-school class.” The inside-ends of her eyebrows met. “I go every week. With Sultana.”
 
   “Who is this girl? She's always the first name on your lips these days.”
 
   “Sultana Brown.” He couldn’t figure out why he lied about her last name. “She likes science. Like me.”
 
   She turned to the cooker, dialled a ring on hot, and chopped some fish. Dean inched further into the kitchen. Didn’t’ wish to trigger further conversation. In times like this he hated the only-child life. He had no distractions. No one else around to turn the conversation. Where had dad lived his life?
 
   Mum huffed. “What kind of interest is that? Robots will do all that work in the future. Like everything else.”
 
   “How was work, mum?”
 
   “Bloody awful. I couldn't think of anything but those two men. And Mr Kelly … well, he just needs to keep his hands in his pockets. I don't know why he thinks being the shop manager allows him …” She shook whatever image she had away.
 
   She swivelled round and nearly knocked the chip pan off the cooker. “I saw a man down the street this afternoon, as I came back from work. He was sat in his car and I could tell he watched me in the side mirror – though the soft get tried to hide behind his newspaper.”
 
   Dean slumped into the chair by the table. Shifted the salt and pepper bottles as if he played chess. “Do you … What do you … I'm a bit scared, mum.” There. Admitted it.
 
   She rushed to the table and kneeled beside him, her features scrunched like acid melted them away. She thrust her face into his chest. Made Dean feel like the parent. He combed her hair with his fingers and pulled her face into him tighter.
 
   “You're my only child.” He felt her gulp in his chest. “My life. I can't lose you. I can't.”
 
   “Mummm, it's okay. He was probably a builder on a tea break. Some neighbour down there is having some work done on their roof.” She sniffed and appealed to him through watery eyes. Dean held firm. Dammed his tear-ducts.
 
   “You're probably right, son.” She realised a change. The confusion in her eyes sharpened to wonder. “You're a big lad, now. Look at me – I should be cuddling you.” She stood, wiped her clothes as if she cleaned away emotion. “Are you sure you want fish?”
 
   Dean hadn't asked for fish, but he nodded.
 
   “We still have Turkey Twizzlers, too.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His mum insisted he take a taxi to Sultana’s. Dean nodded his head at the driver’s tirade against the Premier League and its soft, pampered footballers, without commitment to an opinion of his own. He’d gripped the money mum gave him like gold, but paid the fare and hopped out. Sultana waited for him on the doorstep of her big old house. Its roof arched and a third floor made his jaw slack. The house stood alone, a few metres of separation from its neighbours. He imagined the front room inside bigger than his whole house. His hands tightened round the straps on his backpack. Would the bag’s contents net him a place like this? Such a future seemed impossible – no matter how hard he worked. It made his breath heavy. He sniffed and coughed a little at the pungent flower scent which shot up his nose. The late sun radiated all their yellows and reds, the odd purple and orange. Sensory overload. A place which only existed in a Hollywood England.
 
   Sultana grabbed his wrist and whispered. “Come on.” He followed in a daze. His eyes flitted between her long, jet black hair and the lush green of the plants down the side yard. Her hand slipped to his for a moment. She let go as she opened the back door.
 
   “Dad … This is Dean. Dean, this is my dad.”
 
   Dean lifted his chin. Searched up the length of this giant for the head. He found it in a forest of beard. Two exclamation marks represented his eyes.
 
   “Sultana.” His voice soared above mountains and forests. Might have reached the moon. “This is a boy.”
 
   “Yes. Yes he is.” She tugged Dean’s sleeve. “Come on.”
 
   “Hold right there.”
 
   Dean couldn't tell what made him jump first: the man’s cannon voice or the wide, sudden rabbit eyes that transformed Sultana into a girl he'd never seen before.
 
   “Dad …”
 
   “Dean, is it?”
 
   Dean nodded, for his throat had shut up shop.
 
   “Can you step out a moment?”
 
   He hugged his rucksack tight. Wished what lied inside could work now. How would he take on this man-mountain? He couldn't. The beard alone would strangle him into submission.
 
   “I'd like a very serious word with my daughter … If you don't mind.”
 
   “Oh.” Dean smiled, all relieved. “Right. Yeah, definitely. I’ll …” He pointed at the entrance as if Mr Singh-Cheema didn't know its whereabouts, and shuffled out. Any faster would appear rude. He sat at the patio table in their front yard. What kind of job paid for such luxury? He'd noticed her dad’s black briefcase and the black polished shoes by the doorway. What a contrast to the back yard of his house, where the sun hardly reached, and the old council fence which drooped all splintered and crooked. He could work his football skills in Sultana’s yard without slipping on moss or breaking his head in tight spots. Dean dragged air through his nose and coughed at the flower-scent which shot into his brain. Mr Singh-Cheema’s voice had started as a rumble enough to rattle the house’s foundations, but now reached high enough to crack wooden beams and concrete pillars to bring the building down round his head. Sultana raised her voice in defiance, mixed it with submission, added some tears to break the old man’s heart, and showed her strong head again with sharp words of her own. She reminded Dean of those scraggy trees which hung off a cliff’s edge. She carried on like that and she'd be lucky to cling to any freedom.
 
   He stared through the gate as he listened to their music. Their words clanged and sang like swords clashed against each other. He heard “boy” a few times. Why did Mr Singh-Cheema dwell on that? Half the population are boys. There's nothing he could do about it.
 
   The sun touched the horizon and sparked a nuclear sunset. It deepened the red of that boy racer’s Ford Mondeo which passed by. It pumped electro-music which beat open a path as other cars gave him a wide berth. The tall, manicured privet prevented Dean tracing the car’s route, but when he glanced through the gate as a means of escape from the bickering father and daughter, he noted the car parked on the opposite side of the road. The car’s passenger side had a long stripe scraped across it and had to have had some reconstruction with a hammer. He squinted at the two men inside. They stared at him. Dean shifted and shuffled, like they had him on a weighing scale. Tapped his foot up and down. He wanted to stare back, but objects dragged his eyes away to comfort. That yellow flower with the orange centre. That cool little statue which plucked at his imagination of India. The car, an old Renault, choked and belched and spluttered away down the road. Dean edged off the chair and tip-toed to the gate to see where the men from the chippie headed. He squinted at the vehicle’s rear end. It had a broken brake light on the right. Maybe that's why they left him alive, because they might get stopped by a copper after a kill. He wrapped his arms tight round himself and hurried to Sultana’s side-door. Rapped it hard.
 
   Mr Singh-Cheema swung it open and almost hurled his eyeballs at Dean. “Yes?”
 
   Dean kept his attention on the turban which sat on the top of his head. Made Mr Singh-Cheema appear like those great Russian buildings he'd seen on TV, with the swirly roofs.
 
   “Well?”
 
   Dean coughed. Checked his shoulder for the men. He scratched at his arm as if chip fat frazzled his skin from bone. “Sir.” He puffed out his chest and latched his eyes on the man’s to reel him in. “We have a school project that we really need to finish. Sultana has the computer we need to get it finished. I don't want to end up flipping burgers in McDonald’s. Can I please come in so we can get the job done?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sultana skipped up the steps ahead of him and shut her bedroom door behind them after they entered. “Wow,” sat on her lips, but scurried back inside her mouth as the door thundered back open.
 
   “This door stays wiiiide open.” Mr Singh-Cheema held that door handle tight. Dean stared as if it would crumble in his grip. “I don't know who you are, lad – Sultana has certainly never mentioned you, but you keep your eyes on the screen and your hands to yourself.”
 
   “Dad –”
 
   “Never mind ‘dad’. You know computers, Sultana, and I know boys. Don't let me hear this door close. You got that?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Dean’s head stayed in nod mode.
 
   Sultana rolled her eyes, huffed, and muttered. “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” Her dad slammed the door shut and pounded down the hallway. He stamped his heavy feet back and reopened the door. Kept his eyes on the floor. Headed back to the stairs. Dean’s left eye twitched at the man’s every creak down the steps.
 
   “Wow.” Sultana pinched him. “I reckon you gained my dad’s respect.”
 
   “He doesn't give it out easily?”
 
   “He doesn't give it out at all. He's a lion in his own mind, and we're all his underlings.”
 
   She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the edge of the bed. She parked herself on the swivel chair by the computer and turned this way and that. Those little touches sent electric shocks through Dean. He jumped off the bed, confused, and peeked out the window. Her bedroom window overlooked the neighbours’ equally large house, made from red brick unlike the Lego-like new builds which pocked the city. The drive had three cars, two of which Dean could live within. He craned his neck to see if he could clock the men. He couldn't see them – their car would have attracted unwanted attention in a place like this.
 
   “You have hidden depths, Dean. You're not quite the invisible man.”
 
   “You haven't thought me that for a while.” He refused to engage her face-to-face. Those brown eyes circled too big, too Disney. They pulled at him. He didn't trust himself. He'd never felt this weird. He didn't trust Sultana. She’s never serious. She used him as her toy.
 
   He scanned the walls. Checked the bearded men in ornate frames which hung on the wall opposite her bed. Could he sit on the beams which criss-crossed her ceiling? “This is some place.”
 
   “It's just my room.” She spun to face the screen. Shook her head at him.
 
   “You don't know what you have.”
 
   “Take the suit out and let's get on with it, superhero.”
 
   He shrugged the rucksack from his shoulders and opened the bag. The zip’s rip made him eye the doorway for Mr Singh-Cheema. He shook the embarrassment away. Why did his hands shake? The men outside had sent enough tremors through him to make his muscles ache, but they had slouched away to the back of his mind now. His spine danced the Tango with every movement from Sultana.
 
   He laid the suit across her bed. The thin fabric rustled and glistened in the spare light from the lamp. He clicked the little black button on the sleeve, which caused a camera-style flash to erupt from the garment.
 
   “See, I get this, then nothing.”
 
   She yawned. “Plug the bugger in, let me see.”
 
   She inserted one end of the USB lead into the computer and he did the same into the suit with the other. She booted up the program and squeezed her eyes at the reams of data.
 
   He scratched the back of his neck. “I'm sure the fabric is right. The chemical mix is all good. It just needs the right programming.”
 
   “I'm not sure I like this new you.” She blew her fringe out of her eyes. “You should make yourself comfortable – this might take a few hours.”
 
   “I don't have a few hours.”
 
   “Whoa, horsey, slow down. Pull the reins in. Why the rush all of a sudden?”
 
   “The horse doesn't pull the reins in. That's the rider. Let's just get it done.”
 
   He didn’t like his mum sat all alone with just a cup of tea and Coronation Street for company. He rubbed at his arms at the possibility of those two men parked outside his house. Sultana banged away at the keyboard. Dean stood behind her, which elicited a few tuts. He sat on the bed again. Her finger movements mesmerised him for a while. The back of her neck caught his eye and he almost lost balance at the dizziness it brought him. He paced from the window to the open doorway, drew with his finger-tip the outline of the shadow her dad cast on the wall downstairs. The man had listened to everything they said. They hadn't said anything in much detail, but this project had shed any fun and morphed into urgency.
 
   He cracked his fingers, rubbed his palms together, and attempted to squeeze a shiver away at how those two men might harm Sultana now they knew of their association. He shrugged his shoulders at any hurt they might inflict on Mr Singh-Cheema. Those eyes Sultana’s dad gave him quickened his pace back to the window where he met the gaze of an older woman in the window of the house opposite. Her eyebrows surfed on the waves her forehead made in her surprise. Dean offered an embarrassed smile, though he couldn't figure why. He glanced back at Sultana. Her eyelids had become ladles he could scoop soup with. He laid a feather-light finger on her shoulder. It seemed to trigger her into sleep and she slumped into her seat. Her chin rested on her chest and a snort calmed into a snore.
 
   “Nice one, Sultana.”
 
   He thumbed the suit. Felt like silk, but looked like gauze. He unplugged the USB and pressed the little black button. Again, a flash and nothing more. He grabbed its shoulders and pulled it to his chest. He glanced down his body, shook his head, and snorted that it wouldn't even look good as a lounging-about suit. He toed off his shoes and socks, tucked them under the bed, and pulled the suit over his clothes. He checked himself in Sultana’s full-length mirror.
 
   “I look like a muppet.”
 
   The stairs creaked, which made his heart bolt round his chest. His daughter lied asleep in the chair and Dean faced the mirror in this weird suit. It would appear more than odd. Dean had an idea of Mr Singh-Cheema as the kind of man to drag him down the stairs feet first, maybe hair first, at any hint of strange in his girl’s presence. Why did Mrs Singh-Cheema not introduce herself? Dean flapped his hands, rubbed at his fingers, and ducked to the side of her bed. He pressed at the button in his stress and lied still on his back as the suit flashed. Stupid, because if her dad stepped round the bed, this would appear even worse. Even on carpet, the man’s footsteps crackled like the first rumble of a thunderstorm.
 
   Dean lied still and stared at the beams above. His teeth hurt as he gritted them. The room temperature drooped, the man’s freeze in embrace with warm air.
 
   “Sultana? Sultana? My girl, what happened?” Dean heard the chair on which she had slumped creak as he swivelled it. “Oh my God, where is that boy? What did he do to you?”
 
   She oinked a sleepy-pig noise. Mumbled. “Always … always. Always what you want. Always …”
 
   “Oh, thank God, thank God. For a moment …”
 
   The snooker ball-sized gob of air which sat in Dean’s throat readied for the largest gulp. He fought it. Steadied his breathing. Should I stand up now, while the man cooled in his relief? Should I stay, just because this is the most awkward thing I have ever done?
 
   “Boy? Boy?”
 
   Had he forgotten his name already? It felt an opportunity to stand up and expand a sheepish grin, act like he had fallen asleep on the floor. Better than falling asleep on Sultana’s bed. Her dad’s feet shuffled about. He opened her wardrobe on the other side of the room. He thought I’d hide in a wardrobe? He bit his lip and squeezed his eyes shut as the man made his way round the bed – as if Mr Singh-Cheema couldn't possibly see him if Dean couldn't in turn see Mr Singh-Cheema.
 
   “What kind of school project is this?” Sultana’s dad fingered the suit round Dean’s ankles. Almost made the boy laugh. The man huffed, grunted a little as if he lifted a heavy object, dropped something on the bed, and exited the room.
 
   Dean opened his eyes. Stayed still for maybe a minute or more. Sultana’s hand dangled over the bed’s side. He touched her fingertips through the suit’s silky gauze. He crouched on his feet and made slow progress to his feet. Her dad … what had he thought of him lying there like that? The man opened and shut his front door a couple of times. Maybe he had had a few beers.
 
   Dean almost fell backwards onto the bed and Sultana as he turned and caught his ghost in the mirror. His clothes shifted about in the reflection, but he had no head, no hands, no feet. Dead. Mr Singh-Cheema had killed him. How? He'd only rubbed the suit between finger and thumb. Had it caused a chemical reaction which had dissolved his head? He rubbed at his hands through the suit’s gloves. He could feel them. They existed, though he couldn't see them. He rubbed at the suit, at the black button. He pressed it without meaning to. His body came back into view. His head emerged from the ether. He smacked his mouth with a palm. His eyes bulged. The suit sort of worked. It needed a tweak, definitely, but they had made progress. Sultana stirred and he laid a hand on her ankle. He pulled away from the electric shock at Mr Singh-Cheema’s fear that he had done her some harm. He scrabbled beneath her bed for his shoes and socks as alarm hit him that those men might have made their way to his house.
 
   “Mum.” He dragged off the suit, stuffed it in his rucksack, dressed his feet for outside, and sneaked out the house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   5.
 
    
 
   On a normal day Dean could run a mile or two without much cost to his lungs. Today it seemed a giant stone pressed against his chest. He wheezed and coughed as if he'd forgotten how to pace his breathing. Rain spattered across his face and his feet slapped the drenched pavement. He paused and grabbed a gate post to prevent a death fall into any cracks in the pavement which might have opened up. Mr Singh-Cheema had not seen him. Just the suit, or the part which covered his legs and torso. Her dad must have guessed Dean’s body one of those CPR dummies.
 
   “Bloody hell.”
 
   His run slowed to a walk. He edged out of view of the old man in the window, who peeked through his curtains, fearful Dean might rob his house. Dean’s shoulders slumped and straightened, drooped again. His mum would never believe he'd invented such a thing. “People like us didn't do such things,” she’d say. Fancy types invented fancy things. Dean lived on a council estate. He had no business changing the world. He scratched an itch that ran across his chest and tensed his muscles to squeeze this other person back into the depths. Don’t come out here.
 
   “Sod that.” He trotted home. Stuck his chest out. Didn’t shift his eyes to the floor as he passed strangers. Stared straight ahead. He'd invented something here, and it just might lead to the sort of house Sultana lived in. Maybe he could get a TV slot and help make science as entertaining as Barcelona v Bayern Munich.
 
   He hid behind a bush at the end of his street. He knew most of the cars on this road and he couldn't spot the one the two men had driven earlier. He squeezed the bag into his side and flinched. All those people silent behind their windows who watched his progress down the street – did they question what he had in his bag to hold it so tight? Greedy eyes everywhere. Maybe the fat-eye moon, which bulged above the cardboard box houses, tracked him.
 
   Crisp wrappers floated on the wind. A plastic bag swirled. Rested against a lamppost and flapped. This place lacked magic. Sultana’s house, street, dripped in luxuries he'd never imagined possible. He sneaked into his square house, with its square roof and square windows, and breathed in relief that the place hadn't been invaded by strange men. His mum’s mouth had fallen open, but she breathed through her nose. The telly blared. He worried for her hearing. He pointed the remote at the telly, but laid it back on the settee. He stood above her. His eyebrows scrunched as he examined. A little sneer escaped his lips as he let her stay in la-la land. He tip-toed upstairs to his room and shut the door behind him.
 
   Dean threw the bag on his bed and examined the suit under his bare bulb. Sultana’s dad could only see his body. Why? What had Mr Breckin suggested he add to the material? What had Sultana programmed into the little chips embedded in the material? He stuffed himself back into the suit, drew the face-cover across his face, and planted himself in front of the square mirror, large enough to show his face and a stretch of neck. He clicked the button, blinked the flash that orbed in his eyes away, and shook as his head disappeared. He lifted his hands before his face – he couldn’t see even an outline. His clothes still showed. He waved his arms about and checked how he shifted around – a headless, handless, horseman. His heart must have beat with the steps of his mum, because he'd heard nothing. When he turned, there she stood, framed by the doorway, a hand over her mouth, which must have formed the perfect O.
 
   “Mum.”
 
   Her mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing engaged upstairs to fire signals to her tongue.
 
   “Mum, it’s not …” Not what? Not what it looks like? What does it look like?
 
   “What … What have they done to you? My God …” She backed away, slow steps, made slower by her palms puckered against the walls for balance. He stepped towards her, his arms up and down, an attempt to calm her - which failed. She gulped masses of air and little whiney noises strung out her nose – a little rev in a build up to some scream which would have the neighbours round in a moment.
 
   “Mum, calm down, it’s nothing …”
 
   Too late. She didn't check that last step. Her foot swivelled for footing, but the floor had dropped a step, the first of many down the stairs. She tumbled like a ball and bounced off the carpet at the bottom.
 
   He planted heavy feet at the top of the stairs. He could only muster a wide-eyed stare. She didn't move, which made him as still as Sultana’s sturdy bedroom beams. If he stayed still he hoped reality wouldn't hit, and she would push herself off the floor. Shake her head. Pull him in for a big hug.
 
   Oh God, what would he do without her? He jumped down three steps at a time and kneeled beside his mum.
 
   “Mum, wake up. Wake up.”
 
   He checked her pulse. It beat. He angled his ear close to her mouth. Her warm breath wrapped his relief. She groaned, squeezed her eyes – they remained closed. His eyes watered. The suit’s face screen prevented him from wiping. He pushed the black button, wriggled the suit off his body, folded it, pushed it beneath his bed, and rushed back to his mum. He poked at her arms and legs, rolled her head a little by thumbing her chin this way and that. She didn't groan, so he lifted her off the carpet and carried her upstairs. He had to stop halfway up to grab his breath. He shouldered her bedroom door open and placed her on the bed. He arced his back to release the strain, and vowed never to buy her chocolates again.
 
   Her eyes flickered open. The Martian landscape erupted on her forehead. “Son … What happened?” She shot a hand to his face and ran her fingers across his skin to check his reality. Her bedside lamp’s dim light made hollows of her eye sockets, but he could see the shine burn from within.
 
   “You fell down the stairs, mum. Slipped and rolled down like a hedgehog.”
 
   “I thought … I thought you … You didn't have a …”
 
   “You hit your head.” He held her hand, which remained on his face. “I need to take you to the hospital.”
 
   “Why? I'm fine, love. I'm perfectly alright.”
 
   “You hit your head.” He shook his own. “I need to get you checked out. Can you get up?”
 
   “You didn't have a head. You … your head wasn't on your shoulders.”
 
   “Mum.” He squeezed her fingers, moulded the best concern he could muster, and smiled some pity from his bloodless lips. “You hit your head hard. Here's my head. You're feeling it now.”
 
   “I am, aren't I?”
 
   “You are. You definitely are.”
 
   “Those men, they must be making me stressed. Making me do stupid things. I saw them again, earlier.”
 
   “Did yer?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Let me make you a cup of tea.” He squeezed her hand and rested it gently on her chest.
 
   “I'd like that.”
 
   She pulled him in for a kiss. He let her hold his head to her lips, before he pulled away as gentle as he could without a hit to her feelings. He peered out the window as he made the tea. Feinted this way and that when he feared they might have a gun aimed at his head. He closed the blinds and curtains in the kitchen and living room, and questioned why he hadn't told his mum about the suit. He imagined her pride, how she'd tell the extended family about his genius, and let other parents at school nights know she was his mum. He imagined it, but he knew the reality would involve tuts and cringes. She’d make him crawl back in his box and pull the flaps over his ears.
 
   He stared at his hands and rubbed his cheek. Finger-combed his hair. Ran hands across his flesh as if every ripple and the odd zit could inform him of the suit’s missing ingredient, until he knew he had it. He bolted back upstairs to his bedroom and pulled the suit to his chest. The kettle whistled the soundtrack to his eureka.
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   His old flip-phone buzzed and fell off the chest-of-drawers. Sultana’s name pulsed from the screen. He bit his lip and threw it on the bed. He stripped down to his undercrackers and inserted himself into the suit. Covered his face, patted himself down, and pressed the button. Didn't notice the flash anymore. The suit shimmered before it disappeared, along with his arms, his legs, his feet, hands, body. He shivered at the excitement. Wrapped his arms round his body to induce some warmth. He had left his comfort zone – it cheered him up. Until he noticed his underpants bobbing about as if by themselves.
 
   “Oh, come on.”
 
   A murmur sprang into the air and travelled the small hallway and through his door. “Dean?”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   He hit the button, ripped the suit from his body, and stood almost naked beneath the bulb. His mum stuck her head round the door, checked him up and down.
 
   “Mum.” He turned sideways and covered himself.
 
   “I thought I heard you, love. I thought you had a problem. I'm sorry, I'm just nervous.”
 
   “I'm okay. You can leave now.”
 
   “I've seen it all, you know. It's nothing new to me.”
 
   “Can you leave, please?”
 
   “Sure. Don't know why you're making such a fuss.”
 
   Guilt scratched at his conscience once he heard her shuffle back to her room. He wanted to ask how her head held up, but he let her climb into bed without another word. Once he’d ensured he wouldn't suffer further interruption, he stepped out of his underwear and slipped into the suit again. Everything disappeared this time. Everything. He turned off the light and popped his head under the curtain.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Dean knew he had to work on the suit’s see-through material. If he pressed the sleeve’s little black button by accident then coppers would arrest him for exposing himself – though he had confidence he could make his escape.
 
   Dean made light steps down the street under the torchlight moon. He had the urgent need to take more care in his invisible state than if visible – people might examine their surrounds harder to identify the source of his movement. He invited investigation with every false step. A sadness rested on his spirit. When he had made the suit with Mr Breckin and Sultana, the idea pumped fun into his veins – an emotion that had bled out of him from school bullies, joyless teaching, and his mum’s worries. The pranks he could pursue in such a suit. The secrets he could discover.
 
   The men who fried Mr Craig’s arm had changed all that. They infected his decisions like some mental disease. The suit took on deeper meaning. How could he use it for justice? He walked the streets invisible as when he wore regular clothes. It was ten at night and people flitted about the streets like shadows. Everyone stalked the streets to and from their demons. That man over there held some dark secret beneath his flappy coat and that woman’s smile covered her foul thoughts, even as joyful words left her lips into the phone she pressed against her ear.
 
   Dean itched, like tendrils from the suit plugged into his skin to power him. He found himself in front of the chippy. A sign in the window told the world it had closed until further notice. A man’s living and health destroyed by those two men. What did they want with him? PC Roberts and the robot detective – he still couldn't remember his name – explained how they wanted money and Mr Craig refused to hand any over. But how much could he have had? He ran a chippy, not a jewellery shop.
 
   Dean screwed his eyes at the strange lights which bobbed around the shop window. He'd never noticed them before, though he didn't come here often. If Dean shifted this way, the lights would follow. If he shifted that way, the lights did the same. He stepped closer to check the phenomenon as if he inspected what kind of animal Mr Craig’s family had moved in to discourage intruders. He froze as a troop of teenagers approached. They swung their arms like chopping knives, shouted stupid comments and crap jokes. Some carried paper bags wrapped round hidden bottles. They halted outside the chippy, right behind Dean. He couldn't help lower his eyes, though he knew they couldn't see him. One stepped next to him. Dean pulled a shoulder away to avoid contact.
 
   “I could eat a bag o’chips.” The kid looked about fifteen, despite the bum-fluff on his chin which flickered in the wind like grass on a meadow. He wore one of those t-shirts that clung to his well-built body, and a low neck to show off his upper chest. He banged the window, though no lights illuminated the inside.
 
   A taller kid joined him and banged the window harder. Had to show his authority and how much brighter his chest shone. An older kid said, “This is the chippy the gangsters hit, right?”
 
   “Aye,” said another. “The coppers are looking for them. Whoever that kid is who ratted on them – he's fucked.”
 
   “They'll skin him alive.”
 
   “They'll fry him first.”
 
   Their laughter rang louder than needed. Street lamps cast dim yellow light upon them. Made their reflection like a faded photograph of a boy band.
 
   “What the fook is that?”
 
   They all shuffled, nervous, toward the window. “Some kind of animal. Can you see the eyes?”
 
   “I can. But where's its body?”
 
   They shifted closer and edged sideways to follow the animal. Forced Dean against the wall to the shop’s side to avoid contact with these boys. He could see the eyes, too, and the closer he examined the more goosebumps popped from his skin. He closed his eyes.
 
   “Where'd it go?”
 
   “It must have got scared. Creepy beast, that. Its eyes looked like a bloke’s.”
 
   “You think it was a man in there, staring at us?”
 
   “Who knows? Let's get away from here. That’s made my arse flitter all over the place.”
 
   They headed down the street much quieter than before. Dean watched them merge into the night’s vague shapes. He turned to his reflection. His orbs bobbed around as if controlled by puppet strings. He swivelled sideways, but he could only see the fronts of his eyes, not the full balls. Made him sweat at the idea more people might catch a sight of them. His neck and forehead became sticky and as the sweat mingled with the suit’s fabric, patches of skin emerged from invisibility.
 
   “Oh God, oh God. What do I do?”
 
   He backed into the wall in compensation for the suit failing him. Beads popped everywhere until sweat surfaced across his body. He didn't dare check his reflection, but he knew he must. He turned his head, slow.
 
   There.
 
   His head framed his eyes. His chin jutted. Part of his chest appeared like a Polaroid. Little men shovelled coal into his lungs as he scanned the street. He peeked round the wall to scan the empty road. Crouched to the nearest gennel and ferreted down it as if a terrier snapped at his heels. He paused to fuel more air and pat himself down in search of flesh. Invisible patches made his visible skin appear ravaged by disease. This bloody suit demanded nakedness, but couldn't handle sweat? He would have yelled his frustration, but nearby footsteps set his jaw tight. A meowing cat slid round his ankles and made his heart take a breather. He bent over and shook his head at his swinging junk.
 
   He removed the suit and let cold air hit his flesh. Controlled his lungs. Kept his feet still to avoid slime and dog shit in this dark strip of land between long rows of houses. Leaned back to avoid the moon’s glare. The cat calmed him, though he wished it would stop its insistent mewls. It would invite some soppy cat-lover down this dark path.
 
   “Hello, young man.”
 
   Dean’s eyes bulged as round as the moon’s. The man jerked his Scottish Terrier from the cat it wanted to paw. The dog’s low growl made the cat still for just a moment before it purred round his ankles some more, almost as a taunt. The man’s eyes toured Dean’s body, a switch for the boy to pound his feet across scraps of grass, broken twigs, greasy moss, and God-knows what else. He tucked the suit beneath an armpit and planned how he'd get home without any more chaos.
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   Dean snuck over garden fences, rustled through privets, and made simian shapes across rooftops, a Quasimodo without gargoyles to swing from. He rubbed at his spine, nervous that this night might have curved it enough that his knuckles could drag the ground. He rested on the slopes of the nearby church roof, a naked Saint. His feet tingled with the burn of bare use. The cool breeze dried his flesh and he tested the suit again. His skin seemed to dissolve into the supernatural world around the graveyard. He made ghost-steps across the church tiles. The ancient building withstood his light weight, apart from one tile which shifted, slid, and shattered against the old gravestone below. The vicar emerged from his residence across the grass stretch and knelt by the stone. He fingered the tile and craned his neck to the roof. Dean watched him between his fingers so the man didn't see his eyes and mistake them for a beast, the Devil, maybe God.
 
   He hoisted himself up and down drainpipes, attempted to ride the roof of a single-decker bus after a jump from a bridge. Jumped off at the next stop after he barely kept balance. He spent a half-hour staring at Sultana through her bedroom window – she read some book on her bed. Guilt, and a little shame, moved him on.
 
   He snaked back through his bedroom window, stripped, slipped into his boxers, and slumped on his bed. He flipped the phone Sultana always “pttthed” at, and called her.
 
   “What you reading?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A slit through the doorway allowed Dean to bulge an eye through the gap. His senses had heightened and the green-painted landing hurt his eyes. The front door opened. His mum’s expectant silence filled the air. He shivered at the cold response to the request to see him.
 
   “Who are you?” His mum’s voice had a little tremor at the affront. He knew she'd have folded her arms by now and would have a shoulder on the doorframe.
 
   “Sultana, Mrs North.”
 
   Mum ignored the Mrs title. “You know my boy?”
 
   “I certainly do. We're very close.”
 
   “Are you now? Well, he's in his bedroom – acting very strange. You can go up and see if you can make any sense of him.”
 
   Dean rolled his eyes at them as he backed away from the door. His heart pumped away at each step and stopped at the knock on his door.
 
   “Come in.” His voice came out reedy. He cleared his throat.
 
   Her head scouted the area first to check if her body should follow inside this den. Dean watched her through his fingers, as he had the vicar the night before, and fought the embarrassment which crept up his neck. Grey skirting boards framed his clinic-white walls. He didn't have any beams stretch across his ceiling, and the only wood he had rested in his boxers.
 
   “Dean?” A smile twitched like he played a game. She inched inside and headed for his wardrobe. Suspected he would jump out any moment.
 
   “Dean? Where are you?” She sputtered a laugh.
 
   He arced a pillow behind his back and slammed it to the side of her head. She stumbled sideways and threw out her hand to protect herself from the next assault. It came from the other side and she nearly piled through his window. He grabbed her round the waist and hoisted her into the air to throw on the bed.
 
   Her face was a plastic mask licked by flames. She whimpered a pilot light for the scream he knew would come. He planted his hand over her mouth and opened his eyes wide. Her words hit his palm and suffocated away.
 
   “Shhh. It's me, Sultana, it's me.”
 
   He let his hand fall away. Watched her eyes roll this way and that like the marbles he once played with. Her forehead’s lines lost their depth with the exhalation which would make her pass out if she delayed any longer.
 
   “The suit. The suit. It works. Oh my God … it works.”
 
   His eyes shifted shape and she bounced herself off his bed to run her fingers across his face. He backed away. Almost fell over the jeans lying on the floor. He snatched them up and pulled them on.
 
   “You're naked?”
 
   “Aha.” 
 
   She attempted to poke him. “What would Mr Singh-Cheema think of that?”
 
   Once he had his jeans zipped, he pressed the little black button and let himself become flesh. He wished he'd wriggled into his t-shirt too, once he caught her staring at his skinny chest.
 
   She grasped his hands and pulled him to the door. “We have to tell Mr Breckin.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mr Breckin tapped a pencil across his desk, like he did every Saturday morning during extra-curricular science classes, as if each beat made the day’s seconds advance that much faster. He leapt from his seat to open the door when he noticed Dean and Sultana squish their faces to the glass. Dean scanned the class. Five faces he barely knew in normal class wore resentment against their parents.
 
   “A bit of enthusiasm at last. This thing needs livening up.” His smile offered more hopeful expectation than conviction.
 
   “No, sir, we can't –”
 
   “Can't, Sultana? Can't? Then why step to my threshold and tease me this way?”
 
   “We've had a breakthrough.” Dean’s hand snatched at Mr Breckin’s sleeve. “A major breakthrough.” He patted his bag, all careful in case he let the genie escape.
 
   “What kind of breakthrough?” Mr Breckin’s eyebrows crawled to his hairline. “You cannot mean …”
 
   Sultana nodded, her lips all curved and red. Dean’s head tilted like a drawbridge, and his mouth pressed thin.
 
   Mr Breckin pinched his nose. Ran a finger up and down its length. Shifted his hand to perform a chin stroke. Absorbed Sultana’s enthusiasm. Studied Dean’s wariness. He spun his neck to the class. They sensed importance. They shifted in their seats. Mr Breckin met their expectations: “Take a break. Make it thirty minutes.”
 
   Dean, Sultana and their teacher had to pull away from the tide as they swept out the room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Do you know what we've done?” Mr Breckin slammed a palm on his desk. Five years ago, when Dean had his first class with this man, he almost fell off his chair at these shows of emotion. He only taught science, for crying out loud. Who cared about that? Now his outbursts made him smile. Not this time, however. Sir’s eyebrows rustled as if a storm did its best to pull their roots out.
 
   “I have an inkling.” Sultana laughed, but cut it short at the knives Sir made from those eyebrows. “We can become invisible.”
 
   Sir so wanted to smack his desk again, but he refrained, as if instinct told him its effect would diminish the second time.
 
   “This was all meant as hypothetical. I didn't expect either of you to go through with it. You're my favourite pupils, both of you, but I didn't expect you capable of such a feat.”
 
   “Well, here it is.” Dean patted the suit, which he'd laid across one of the desks. “It only makes skin invisible, not clothes. It doesn’t cover my eyes, and it exposes my skin if I sweat. What do we do with it?”
 
   Mr Breckin pulled at his lip, a lever which sparked ideas and decisions. He stared past them out the window into the sky’s grey curtain.
 
   “The prizes which should have been mine. The money …” He transported back to the present, away from a future which made Dean grasp the suit tight. “You should leave it with me.”
 
   Dean sensed Sir had just thrown a veil across something primal. “No.” He pulled it to his chest. “I invented the thing, I should look after it.”
 
   Sultana play-pushed him in the chest. “Excuse me, Da Vinci, I think all three of us had a hand in it.”
 
   Dean reddened. The sweat he knew he must control popped. He bit the back of his bottom lip and pulled his anger down. “Sure, I mean, we all did that, but … I'm the only one who can control it.”
 
   “Nonsense.” Sir’s bottom lip quivered. “This is not a toy, Dean. It is of the highest importance. It gets into the wrong hands and … I dread to think, I really do.”
 
   Dean glanced between Mr Breckin and Sultana with letterbox eyes and held the suit so tight he might have gelled it to his body as an extra layer of skin. Mr Breckin stepped towards him, blind to how Dean leaned away. He held the boy’s forearm tight. He relaxed his grip as he must have sensed how Dean’s muscles hardened and retreated from him.
 
   “Dean, you have responsibilities. If this invention gets out, you will have all sorts of people chasing you. Gangsters. Terrorists. Foreign governments. Murderers, thugs and thieves, Dean. Imagine that. Let me look after it. We can continue to work on its imperfections, and then … who knows?”
 
   The possibilities brewed and blew Mr Breckin’s eyes forward from his skull. Dean could never have done it without him, or Sultana. But he bristled, all territorial. His sweat had already seeped into the suit and it marked it as his.
 
   “Where would you keep it, sir?”
 
   “In my science room, where else?” He removed his hold on Dean’s forearm and planted his hands on his hips.
 
   Dean frowned at how the principal in assembly that morning slammed the scoundrels who had broken into the computer room to steal a couple of laptops, and the assembly before that where he evoked God’s wrath at the boys who climbed through the gym windows and smashed the library into a jumble of broken words.
 
   “It's been safe with me so far, I think I should keep it.” Dean turned the door handle and readied himself.
 
   “Dean, lad, this is not a game. This is a collaborative science project we have, all three of us, had a hand in.” He appealed to Sultana for moral support. Unusual for her, she kept her thoughts caged.
 
   Mr Breckin perched on the edge of his desk and folded his arms. Conceded defeat. “Take it home, Dean, take it away. Just realise what you have.”
 
   “I do. I do. It just needs a little adjustment.”
 
   “Try contact lenses for the eyes. Your eyes are moist – lenses might hide that a little.”
 
   Dean thrust a hand forward. Mr Breckin’s frown smoothed into acceptance. He shook the young man’s hand and told him to take care.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You know, I like this new, assertive Dean.” Sultana jumped the last few steps in a twirl to face him. She pressed a flat hand to his chest and pushed.
 
   Dean let a grin slip. He hoped it didn't come out all shy, like it always did. He wanted to exude this confidence she praised him for.
 
   She stabbed him with her fingertips and turned away. “It means we're almost equals.”
 
   His mind followed those wooden beams which laced her bedroom ceiling and doubted how he and Sultana could ever meet at the equality crossing. He viewed her so far above him that even this suit, in which she'd played a huge part, couldn't reach her heights. Look how she walked, how she trampled the ground as if she owned it all. If doubt ever flickered across that face, she kept it hidden from him.
 
   “We should go shopping. I got my allowance today.”
 
   He jogged to get in line with her shoulder. “You mean pocket money?”
 
   She ran ahead again and left him with only the sound of her laughter for company.
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   Sultana ushered him to the Primark changing room and pulled the curtain across to cover him. She checked her shoulder and slipped in alongside him. “You cold?”
 
   He rubbed at his arms and shook his head. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I want to see it work.” She rubbed his arm. “Come on, get invisible.”
 
   He dipped a hand into the bag and took care as he pulled it out. Mr Breckin’s words put a spotlight on every touch.
 
   “Errr, you have to get out of here.”
 
   She questioned him with those Malteser eyes.
 
   “I have to strip … Naked.”
 
   “Oh …” She backed into the curtain. “Oh God, yeah. Sorry.”
 
   Once the curtain’s sway halted from her exit, he stripped. He made sure she hadn't fashioned a gap for a peek before he clambered out of his underwear. He survived a tumble from the cubicle. He rushed to hide his bare body, his speed heightened by her tuts and foot taps.
 
   “I'm nearly ready, bloody hell.”
 
   “I need to see it in action.” She teased him with a poke at the curtain.
 
   “You’ve already seen it in action.”
 
   “I need to see it again. Out here, in public. I still can't quite believe we managed it.”
 
   He checked himself in the mirror. His chest hardly bulged like a superhero’s. Did this suit give him that ability? It gave him a boost in confidence. He turned and opened the curtain’s upper half.
 
   “I can still see you.” She leaned against the wall and scanned the store to ensure they remained alone. This wouldn't last long – the shop teemed with young women on the hunt for a bargain. He pressed the black button.
 
   She blinked at the flash. “Your eyes.”
 
   “Bloody hell, I forgot about them.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He didn't know anything about contact lenses. He covered his eyes down the street as he held Sultana’s arm. The rhythm of her walk made him stride with as much purpose, though she had to jerk his movement here and there to avoid a pile-up into the masses when someone stopped right in front of them, hooked by a bargain in a shop window. He made one woman leave her arms halfway in the air as she initiated a protest at the shoulder barge he gave her, only to screw her eyes in shock at the slight Asian girl she presumed had hit her. He covered his eyes again. Navigated his way by using the patter of feet around him, the smells, the wafts as bodies passed. Voices – high, low, southern, northern, foreign – all made him dance into what he hoped were vacant spaces.
 
   “This way.” She whispered the order and the pull almost toppled him to the floor.
 
   He risked a peek between fingers and eyed the spotlighted rows and columns of spectacle frames.
 
   “Do you need any help?”
 
   He closed his fingers. Suspected the assistant sensed something.
 
   “I'm just looking, for now, thanks.”
 
   Dean grinned. Sultana’s voice never wavered. He wanted to squeeze her arm. What is that tingle?
 
   “Okay, just give us a shout if you want assistance.”
 
   “I will do, thanks.”
 
   She worked his bag into a more comfortable position on her shoulder. Tapped the arm linked around hers. “Down there. Go.”
 
   “This is nuts. Why don't we just buy them?”
 
   “Just go. Let's see what we can do.”
 
   “I'm not comfortable, Sultana, I’ve never nicked a thing in my life.”
 
   “Always a first time for everything. Go, she's not looking.”
 
   He let his hands drop and took in the shop’s scale. The assistant had gone to the far end to talk to a customer. The corridor invited his tunnel vision. He opened the unlocked door at the end. He slid drawers out and back in. Contact lens boxes of various brands told him to get a move on and get out of here. Each box had a bunch of numbers, which he guessed held their power. He rested one on his index finger. It took an age to get it in. His eye resisted any touch. Every attempt hurt like a needle in his eyeball. The one with which he succeeded blinded him. His eyeball flared and flamed. He flapped a hand in the air across his face, but it fanned the fire. He clawed it out and slumped against a cupboard. Grrrred some spittle from his lips. How did people clamp these things in their sockets? He flicked the plastic torture disc in the little bin. Puffed his cheeks and readied another. This one had less power. It slot in without too much discomfort. His left eye disappeared. Mr Breckin had hit the target. The other eye floated like a Chinese lantern.
 
   The door opened and he shut his bare eye. The assistant must have heard his gasp. She didn't shift as she squinted into the room’s corners. The dim light didn't help her – increased her suspicion – or superstition.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Dean almost snorted. As if a killer would stand and wave a hand. She retreated. Stared at Sultana down the corridor, who must have stood by the same frames for an age now. The woman’s cogs locked into each other and wound. She aborted the room and locked the door.
 
   Great. He worked through the pain and placed the other lens in his right eye, blinked away tears and discomfort, and waited for somebody to open the door. Sultana’s voice drifted, all crystal and innocent. The assistant’s tone sharpened, each word ready to strike down a victim. He heard, “We have your friend trapped inside.”
 
   “Sorry?” He imagined Sultana’s eyes twinkle in amusement.
 
   “You've been staring at the same frames for so long that I know it's a front for whatever you and your friend in there are planning. I've called security, and the police will follow.”
 
   Sultana wore flat shoes and she stood the same height as Dean. He knew she'd tower above the short-arsed assistant. “Sorry, love, I have no idea what you're talking about. What friend? Planning what?”
 
   “You can feign all you want – I know there's someone in there.”
 
   Dean rubbed at his hands, embarrassed how she'd found him out. How had he betrayed Sultana like this?
 
   “I don't like how you're talking to me. But … you know what … I'll sit here and wait. I have all morning. I don't need to rush anywhere, though there's a nice pair of shoes down the road, on sale. I hope I don't miss out. But … I'll wait here for your man to open that door. Then, I hope your apology will not take so long, because they are truly fabulous shoes – I can't imagine they won't get snapped up. I will gladly take a voucher to trade against some of your goods as compensation. I really like the frames, here, that I've been staring at for so long.”
 
   Dean pictured how the assistant’s lips might have lost a little colour, how that gob of air might have stuck in her throat, and how her eyes might have popped as her doubt pricked at certainty.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Right, then, I'll make myself comfortable.”
 
   Dean slid the drawer slow. Gritted his teeth at the little metal-on-metal creaks which peeled the air. He snatched another box, two more, a fourth. Ahhhh, it would appear like they floated out the door. Boots stamped the floor outside. Dean balanced the boxes on the thin ledge above the door and pressed into a corner as keys jangled outside. The door edged open and grey daylight poured into his open pupils. The security guard’s torchlight tracked the darkest corners, ran up the wall and ceiling, and scanned the floor for a trapdoor as a means of escape. It pinpointed Dean. Would the suit shimmer in direct light?
 
   “Are you sure there's somebody in here?” The guard pressed his lips tight, maybe at the cuppa he'd left behind.
 
   “I definitely felt a presence.” She moved in behind him.
 
   Dean looked beyond to check on Sultana. She had an arm across the chair’s back, a leg crossed over the other, and a devil on her lips. He edged round the wall and took care in how he handled the boxes.
 
   The security guard had given up. “Maybe the place is haunted. How old is the building again?”
 
   “It was built in the 80s.” The assistant had a wasp in her tone.
 
   “Long enough for people to die and rise from the grave again. Do you believe in ghosts?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   Dean shifted gear, tip-toed fast out the door, and hurried the boxes into the bag by Sultana before anybody saw a thing. He dragged his accomplice from the shop.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After the warmth inside, the wind outside struck at his bones as if it would shake them out of his skin. “I need to get my clothes back on.”
 
   “Come on, then.”
 
   They rushed through the gaps between shoppers down the high street. Fruit sellers shouted their wares and a lonesome trader sold knock-off CDs. Dean stared at kids his age work the market stalls. For money. What had he missed out on? Did Sultana have a job he didn't know about? She didn't need one, did she?
 
   She jerked at his arm to shift his feet. The girl never stood still. He mumbled a few “bloody hells” as he tumbled after her.
 
   Customers parted like snow before Sultana’s plough. Her head pushed forward like she dragged Dean at the end of rope, until they reached the women’s section in Debenham’s. She grabbed a pair of jeans and a t-shirt without even a glance at the sizes, and drove to the changing rooms.
 
   “Just these two.” She lifted the garments head-height for the woman who tracked and helped customers. The woman nodded and smiled a crooked one. She sensed something else. Sultana dragged the curtain wide, kept her hand there, and followed him in. She rolled her eyes at the loud girl on her phone in the next cubicle. Sultana drew the curtain across the cubicle again and ran her hands in the air until she found his head. She held it like a ball and guided him to her lips. She twisted them as they smacked the fabric.
 
   “I want to try it on.”
 
   He almost shoved her out the cubicle in fright. She suckered her palms against the sides to prevent embarrassment and pushed back into him.
 
   “Let me try it on.”
 
   He hoped her whispers didn't penetrate next door, or to the attendant. “Why? What do you want with it?”
 
   “It's my invention, too.”
 
   “About twenty-five percent, if that.”
 
   “Arsehole … Let me try the thing.”
 
   He huffed and fell into a silence he hoped would persuade her that the idea didn't hold water. She didn't need the suit. He had the thing under control.
 
   She shaped her fingers into a dagger and stabbed him in the ribs. He grunted and collapsed into the wall. Flung himself back like she had jabbed an inflatable dummy.
 
   “Okay. Ten minutes. No – five, and that's it.”
 
   She placed her fingertips against his ribs. “I can go deeper than last time. Just try me.”
 
   The woman in the next cubicle knock-knocked on the wall which separated them. “Are you okay in there?”
 
   “Fine. We're fine. Thanks.”
 
   The woman hesitated. “Okay.”
 
   The pair didn't budge until they heard her feet shuffle into the distance.
 
   “Fine.” Dean smacked the button on his wrist before he realized what he'd done. His smile lopped to the side. “Don't look down. Turn around, away from the mirror, and let me get dressed.”
 
   “Of course.” She manoeuvred to face the door. Planted her head against it and laughed. “Oh my God, Dean, you are so funny. I don't think I've ever had so much fun.”
 
   He squirmed and contorted so as not to touch her as he climbed out of the suit and into his clothes, but the odd elbow brush against her back sent an electric pulse through him sharper than the finger-dagger to his ribs.
 
   “There.” He thrust the suit over her shoulder, resentful he had to hand it over. What if Mr Breckin’s argument came about, and a whole bunch of people wanted to get their hands on this thing. It had a pull, already, and it hurt to let go, like he had shed skin and exposed not a new layer, but raw flesh beneath.
 
   She turned. They stood almost nose-to-nose. He checked out her lips, not exactly bee-stung, but full enough that a hornet might have landed on each, however brief. Her eyelashes batted, on the edge of a take-off. He scrunched his nose and failed to dive into her eyes. They'd fry his circuits.
 
   “Okay, you face the door now. And don't dare look.”
 
   “I'm going to examine this door hook with all my concentration.”
 
   “Good boy.” She smacked his arse once he'd turned. He couldn't rein in the laugh.
 
   She shuffled, backed into him, tutted, huffed, and snorted. “The material isn't the best.”
 
   Dean ran a finger over the hook, examined the loose screw, swung the hook upwards from its mooring as far as it would go, and used his bitten fingernail as a screwdriver. Once the flash whited his vision for a moment he turned to see those earthy eyes, and only those, twinkle back at him.
 
   “Contact lenses.” He ripped a box, pulled away the covers and held the containers in his palms for her use. One eye disappeared, then the other.
 
   She opened the door. “See you later.”
 
   “What?” He reached out to grab her, but she’d gone.
 
   Once he'd gathered his senses the attendant stood before him, her eyes tractor-beams for his transportation to the exit.
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   Dean’s head buzzed as if he'd just lost the love of his life. His status. He headed down the street and back, his eyes telescopes for signs – somebody who lost balance from an unseen obstacle, a footprint which normal physics couldn't account for. His invisible woman.
 
   Sweat popped and chilled. He fretted at the manic sensation which rode him hard. He knew where she lived for God’s sake. He only needed to wait outside her house. He wouldn't see her, of course – she'd sneak right past him. He might detect her by the laugh she hurled over her shoulder. He could wait, but he wouldn’t – wanted the suit back. Now.
 
   A kid and his mum halted and laughed. His neck hair turned all hedgehog at this assault on his dignity, until he realised they didn't have cross-eyes and in fact pointed at whatever lied behind him. He turned once they moved on. The Debenham’s window displayed a couple of mannequins, bald women in tight trousers and multi-coloured shirts. One’s hand wafted up and down as if it had learned to dance from her mum. Or maybe it told her to calm down. The other mannequin remained still, as if embarrassed at her mate’s bad dance.
 
   He sprung to the entrance. It didn't have security guards at the door, but he slowed his pace and kept his steps all casual, as a normal lad who hadn’t just been escorted from the premises would. He calculated the mannequins’ bearings and put his head down so the woman who attended the changing room didn't spot him. He ducked and weaved, checked his shoulder, and found himself deep in the women’s section. Exposed. He knew he shouldn't act that way, this is the modern world after all … but did that old woman raise an eyebrow at him? Did that blonde, in her early twenties give him eyes she'd fling at a pervert? He threw off her accusation as he realised he could do without its weight, and found his steps. He lightened his movement on approach to the window display, but he caught the swish of old people clothes down the aisle, with no draught or visible person to accompany the disturbance.
 
   He surged into the section, his hand out to machete Sultana like overgrowth. He slammed his phone to his ear and pretended he talked down the mouthpiece.
 
   “I know you're here, Sultana. I can hear you. I can see your arse.”
 
   The tinkle in her laugh mingled with a squeal. She must have spun to check his whereabouts, and lost balance. The rack, already overburdened with bargain gear, collapsed, like he'd pulled out the screw which kept it upright.
 
   “You.”
 
   He spun and almost joined Sultana on the floor. The attendant bent her head and muttered into the radio in her lapel. Dean reached down and grabbed at air until he found a wrist. She resisted until he dragged her into him. She turned and twisted.
 
   “Your arse is fine.”
 
   “Excuse me?” The attendant jutted her chin at him, her eyes lasers as they pinned him into a repeat of what he had said.
 
   He pushed out his lower lip to brew confusion. Self-doubt made her fidget. He could see she didn't want to throw an accusation so strong without absolute certainty.
 
   “Listen, you can dress how you like. Just don't hang around the women’s dressing room, and don't make our customers uncomfortable.”
 
   Dean clicked his phone and pocketed it. “I'm sorry, I'm looking for stuff for my girlfriend, and I didn't realise how tough it'd be.”
 
   “If you like, son, if you like.”
 
   “Let's go.” He shifted gear and made for the exit as the security guard headed his way. The man popped a smile at the prospect of action. Dean couldn't see any way he wouldn't get a bent arm out of this exchange.
 
   “Oy.” The man broke into a run to match Dean’s and would have caught him if Sultana hadn't broken free from Dean to stick a leg out. The man’s face melted from determined to mortification at the battering his kudos would now take. His hands shot out in front of him, he landed on his belly and slid across the mopped floor for about five or so feet.
 
   “Come on, Sultana. Quick before rain comes and exposes you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I don't think …” Sultana dragged the second sock on like the fun of it all resisted this act of seriousness. “I don't think I've had such a good time. I’ve never had to work so hard to stop myself laughing, even during Mrs Zachary’s class.”
 
   Dean folded and smoothed the suit, a habit he’d formed. Placed it with care in his rucksack, worried it might explode, or at the very least, fray and unravel to nothing more than a line of cotton and micro-chips.
 
   “You do know it belongs to us all, right?” Sultana prodded his shoulder.
 
   He turned his face from her and stared at distant traffic from beneath the bridge where they recovered.
 
   “I hope you're using it the right way, Dean. I mean, I hope you're not sat outside my window every night perving.”
 
   He smiled, but only because her burst of laughter allowed it, like he indulged her humour. His phone vibrated to the rescue. His burst pores showed how her comment would have exposed him in the suit. He leaned into the breeze, swivelled his neck to allow the cool down his shirt.
 
   He flipped the phone. “Mum?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Where've you been? My God, where've you been?” His mum smacked his upper arm and grabbed at him as he lost a little balance. Pecked kisses across his face and held him at arm’s length.
 
   His eyes travelled her face. Worry had dug war trenches across it. He took her arms – a touch which he fought to recoil from. He gripped harder to resist the urge.
 
   “Just out, why? What happened?”
 
   His attention shot to the front door, the opposite of the back one he'd just come through. He could see a cap bob through the frosted glass.
 
   “Two men, out there –”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Not now.” She grabbed at him, as she once did when he was thigh-high and wandered from her reach to that ice-cream van. He shrugged her off and clasped her own body for something to hold. “Earlier. I saw them, in a red car. I lost it, son, I lost it and just marched up to them. Told them to leave us alone, that you had been forced by the coppers into describing them. I said we'd say nothing more, and that's an end to it. They needn't worry.”
 
   Dean grasped the front door’s handle. Its cool permeated into his sweaty palms. “Did they say anything? I'm guessing they didn't nod and leave with a smile?”
 
   “Son, there's no need for sarcasm.”
 
   “I'm not being sarcastic, mum, it’s just that if they did that to poor Mr Craig, I don't think they're going to just agree with you on your say-so.”
 
   “They stared at me. Their eyes – you know when you look at dead fish in the market? – just like those. And then … then … he swiped his finger across his neck.”
 
   The cool door handle couldn't dampen his temperature. He pumped heat until it overloaded his system, released a leak of cold sweat which would react to his suit and render it useless. He swung open the door to PC Roberts, whose hips opened to allow her a better view of the young man.
 
   “Dean …”
 
   “PC Roberts … I’m going out.”
 
   “Son, no, you must stay here.”
 
   “I wouldn't advise leaving right now.”
 
   “I'm sixteen. I'm good to go.”
 
   “Dean, these men are serious. You have no idea what they are capable of.”
 
   He’d seen Mr Craig wriggle on the chippy’s hard, greasy surface, and knew exactly their capabilities. “I'll be fine. My phone’s on.”
 
   His mum pushed herself between her son and the gate at the path’s end. “I'm still your mother. You're still my child. What has got into you? What happened to my boy?”
 
   “I'm myself now.” He hurried a kiss and hopped beside and beyond.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He couldn't sit in the house and wait for events to force a conclusion, like he once might. He dragged off his coat and flung it over a shoulder. Pulled the t-shirt from his skin. It flapped heavy and suckered back to his chest. He willed himself to dry so he could disappear into his suit. Fear had him by the stomach, a sharp point like that finger-knife the man had showed mum. It made him see details – that red vine which worked its way up the pebble-dashed council house, that crow in the distance sat on the street sign to survey its territory, and that grey Subaru which drove way too slow and turned every corner Dean swerved round. Had the men switched cars?
 
   A gennel knifed between flat-roofed rows of houses. If he took that route he'd escape the car, but they might isolate him in such a no-man’s land. Scraggy bushes might not conceal any violence they marked him with, but he doubted anybody would rush to his help. He changed speed as he reached the gennel’s mouth and burst down the track.
 
   His breath smoked the fire from his lungs. His fists splintered the air, his shoulder joints creaked as his arms pumped. Wet yellow leaves, fallen from the giant oak ahead, formed a carpet he hoped led to freedom. He thrust a look over his shoulder. A figure, darkened by distance and the grey clouds, charged behind. His chest stuck out, his pace steady – in it for the long haul. The slick grass tempered his speed. A dry patch might lie beneath the arms of the oak, around that football someone had hoofed over their garden privet. Beyond that he could see cracked Tarmac. Ridges might turn his ankles – unseen wet patches might send his firm grip into a slide. Twigs cracked thunderclaps. He expected a strike any moment – he hoped not across his head. The sick sensation which comes from a skull rattle would end him. He checked his shoulder as if a defender prepared himself for a slide tackle. The man had about ten meters to make up before he crumpled Dean into the earth and mingled his blood with dirt. The man’s white forehead slashed into his hair line, a milky plain bordered by wild, horned tufts of grassy hair. It wrinkled with strain, and each extra foot of this chase must add another line.
 
   Dean stepped on the football, let go, jumped over, and dragged it with the other foot to the side. The man did well to keep his balance, stopped still, eyes like goosebumps in surprise at this act of football. Dean, a taught string, stared at him, ready to ping to his slightest movement. The steam from their breath billowed out and met in the space between. He could imagine little snaps of electricity in those clouds as they mixed.
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed at his rucksack, which weighed heavy with the loss he feared. Dean shimmied left, pushed the ball right, and stabbed it right into the man’s bollocks. The man made a vacuum sound at the air he sucked. Both hands clamped to his crotch, too late, and he fell to one knee. That long white stretch of scalp which tapered off at the back of his head shone red. Dean broke from his horrified glare and jumped a privet into somebody’s back garden and over the next into the weeds which fingered their way into an abandoned house. He garden-hopped all the way to an exit from this trail of broken homes.
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   Dean knew he had to take the suit to Mr Breckin, but his feet carried him all the way to the nicely-weathered brick which wrapped around Sultana. He banged the medieval gargoyle door-knocker. His chest heaved a little slower, but his breath came out raspy like his windpipe had turned into a cheese-grater. The red door pumped its vibrancy into his retinas until he had to turn his attention down the green-planted side-yard. He squeezed on his lower lip to pinch away the tremble and mould his face into something Sultana would accept.
 
   He lowered his hand at the sound of the chain’s slide behind the door. Bounced his heels up and down, scanned the gaps between bushes for the man who'd chased him. The two mobsters had turned to three. He shouldn't have sought Sultana. What if he'd brought his trouble to her doorstep? Her dad would blow steam from his ears. Dean readied himself to ride Mr Singh-Cheema’s exasperation.
 
   “Dean?” Sultana grabbed his wrist and pulled him inside. She stuck her head out the doorway and swung her glance side-to-side before she ducked back in and eased the door shut, as if any rattle would kindle a shitstorm.
 
   “Where's your dad?”
 
   “Why? You obsessed with him? You're always looking for him, like you want his company and not mine. You fancy him?”
 
   Dean’s what-the? eyes pulled a grin from her deadpan face.
 
   “This suit …” He shrugged the rucksack from his back and shook his head.
 
   “Is not as good a prospect as I thought.”
 
   “Prospect?”
 
   She took his bag and peered inside as she would at a pissed off rattlesnake. “It's not as good as I thought. I tried swiping some tops in the shop. I unzipped and shoved them inside, but the things showed through. It only likes skin. And hair. Organic stuff. You made a strange suit, Dean. It's not even warm. We probably can't play with this thing until next summer.”
 
   “It could be your programming that's at fault?”
 
   “I'm going to go with your design. I’m always on it. You’re the one who's a space cadet.” Her eyebrows morphed into butterflies. “At least you used to be.” She grabbed his arm again. He pulled away and enjoyed how she pulled that spoilt face. He'd heard her dad give way to her demands, putty in the face of a pretend meltdown from his daughter.
 
   Dean wanted to tell her about the man who chased him, but her folded arms made him contrary. She expected him, like he always had, to step in line with her wishes. He cancelled her out with a fold of his own arms and a lean against the fancy counter top. He shifted to wrap his arms round her, paper to her rock, but halted in time at how she would misunderstand that idea.
 
   He peered out her windows. Bobbed left, right, up, down. Nobody had followed him here. “Let's go to the shopping centre.”
 
   “Mall.”
 
   “Mall, shopping centre, indoor enclosure for a bunch of shitty fucking shops – whatever you wanna call ‘em, let's go.”
 
   He could have thrown a penny into her open mouth. Her arms slacked to her side. She nodded and grabbed her coat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You tried to nick stuff from the shop?”
 
   She put her arm through his. Like a girlfriend would. His strides stretched longer. She had to trot into a jog every few metres.
 
   “Something to do. What you looking at?”
 
   He scanned her up and down. The new trainers she'd replace next week, the skinny jeans, the bulge in her back pocket where her sixty-four gig iPhone rested for a minute or so, the tight coat which shone like she'd had it fashioned from a royal’s silk curtain – she could buy her way out of boredom. She probably had a horse stabled out in the countryside which whinnied in joy at the sight of her.
 
   “When are you ever bored?”
 
   “Until recently, I have been nothing but …” She arched an eye at his sly remark “You should have a dad who is always over your shoulder. Welcome to the life of a rich girl. He wants to know my maths score, my science score, my programming progress, how I'm getting on with the bloody flute, and … well, he wants to know who you are and why you're distracting me so much.”
 
   Dean’s mouth yo-yo’d between smile and frown. He distracted her? As in populated her thoughts? As in – she fancied him? As in – she thought him a pet to pat on the head?
 
   “Hey, slow down, Deano, I'm not as fit as my football boy.”
 
   He glanced behind for the man whose nuts he'd conkered. Dean reckoned they ought to have stayed inside and locked the doors. Agggghh, what did she care about him? She'd not asked him about his day. Never asked what his mum was up to – not that he ever talked about her dad. What did he really know about Sultana, except their mutual love for science and excitement at a new batch of Bunsen burners Mr Breckin ordered? They'd rubbed elbows many times while they cleaned test tubes and beakers in the lab’s sink. Hadn’t every friction their elbows made against the other been an accident?
 
   He slowed. They lifted their linked arms over the bollard and closed in together again.
 
   “You never asked me out.” Her sudden stop almost sent him into a trip and tumble that would have made shards of his new-found cool. She thrust herself into his body. He tucked a shiver away. He chose the end of her nose as a focal point, a place to hang to as she pulled at his inner life. “Why'd you never ask me out? Because we’re loaded? Is it my skin? My dad’s turban? You thought he'd do something to you?”
 
   What about her mum? Did she have one? Sultana never mentioned her. Had she died? Long ago, or recent? Sultana lived life without a mum, like he without a dad. How did that feel? Would he have lived a different life with his dad than his mum? Taken more chances?
 
   Her lips invited him in, though he knew what lied behind them were always primed to bite. He chanced it and leaned in for a kiss. He enjoyed the scent, the wet sensation on his own dry lips, and how she pushed into him. He stirred, pulled his waist away from hers in embarrassment. He'd not done this sort of thing before. She grabbed his waist and pulled him into her. She must have felt him. Her hands shifted to his hair. Her fingers combed it into a mess. He wanted to just fall into the moment and float – his view the sky, Sultana’s black treacle waterfall of hair, and those smoky eyes. He had to open his own and check his surrounds. How had they come to this gennel? Why did he keep entering them, like their narrow pathways funnelled him into their dangers? He pulled away from Sultana and dragged her behind him. The big man’s punch to his stomach cut her protest short. Dean slumped to the floor, his arms wrapped round his belly. He fought for air, but his pipes had shut shop and denied it entry.
 
   “Dean?”
 
   He rolled on his back and gritted his teeth at the boot from a second man denting his ribs. He groaned and vaguely hoped it carried to the end of the gennel’s barrel and shot out to the public for help. The pain ground a needle into his brain and he yelled like the man’s boots had wedged between a couple of ribs. He shifted to his side and made it to all fours. Retched like a dog that had feasted on grass. He listened to thumps, each ineffective against some sort of padded material – their coats – and scrapes across the Tarmac. The thump which hit like a gunshot forced Dean to snap his neck to the source. Sultana stumbled backwards, her ankles loose, each step vague as if they knew their search for balance had no chance. She collapsed into the privet with a hand over her cheek and landed on her shoulder. Old cans crumpled under her weight and the dull sound of broken glass forced the bile from his stomach. It splattered the ground and splashed his hands. The smell made him heave again. One of the men sat on his haunches beside him and slithered a blade inside one of Dean’s nostrils. It tickled as much as it scared. He controlled the cogs and steam inside. Feared a wrong move would cut him a new nostril. He could make the man out from his peripheral vision. Not the man who had chased him earlier.
 
   “Remember the man from the chippy, lad?” The man sounded reasonable, like a teacher who wanted discipline – old school, the sort not afraid to thrash a ruler across your knuckles. “You tell the police you know nothing, you were mistaken in what you thought you saw, or … you get worse than a fried arm. Think of your head floating in a fryer.”
 
   Dean breathed through his open mouth to avoid friction with the knife.
 
   “You got me?”
 
   “Yes.” Dean’s voice reduced to a croak, but the man heard him. Dean clocked his nod and stayed in position until the knife exited. He sneezed and the men left him with the crackle their feet made across gravel.
 
   “Sultana.” He jumped to his feet and knelt beside her.
 
   “I'm alright. The left side of my face feels numb, but I don't think he broke anything.”
 
   He held her hand and she pulled on it to regain her feet. She leaned into him to get her balance and ran her fingers across his cheek. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. The sound of that punch he gave you – I thought he'd cracked your skull open.”
 
   “You kiss me once and your acting like my lover.” She laughed and winced at the same time.
 
   “You're all swollen up. You need a doctor.”
 
   “I'm fine. I'm fine.” She patted his useless hands away.
 
   “You're not, you're bulging out. Looks like a tumour.”
 
   “No way. Oh God, really? It is starting to hurt. Not as sharp as the punch, but a dull ache across my skull. I …”
 
   She collapsed herself onto the pavement, cross-legged, and held her head. “Those bastards … are they the ones?”
 
   He sat beside her. “I thought the police would get them. I didn't think they'd ever come back for me. It’s movie-type stuff. Another one of them chased me earlier, but I got away from that one.”
 
   “You didn't tell me that.”
 
   “I … I was mad at you.”
 
   “Did you lead them to my house? Oh God, they know where I live?”
 
   “I left that man on the ground holding his gonads. He didn't follow me anywhere.”
 
   “Then how did his mates catch us, then?”
 
   Dean stood and stamped the cold from his feet. He rubbed at the pain in his ribs, but he knew it would keep him company for a week or so.
 
   “Can you walk?”
 
   Lashes hung low over her eyes as she peered at him. “Yes.”
 
   He held out his hand. “Come on, then. Let's find these bastards.”
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   Dean and Sultana leaned on each other as they wobbled down the gennel and almost fell out onto the main road like stunned cattle from a conveyor belt. Sultana said her head didn't hurt too much, but she kept her hand pressed to her temple and he noticed every wince. At least her pain made him forget his. The night crept over them. Should have felt like a blanket to hide them from curious eyes. Instead, they feared danger in every shadow, and shifted towards the kerb each time they approached the mouth of an alleyway.
 
   Dean scanned Chesterfield Road, the street a throwback to his mum’s heyday. New signs hung garish from soot-stained brick shops. Some shops might not have changed their signs from the Victorian period. He checked on Sultana and shook himself from a stupor. A stare into the past pulled you into a vat of concrete.
 
   “Excuse me, love.” A big man, all stubble and slicked hair, barred their way forward. “Are you okay? Do you need help?”
 
   “She's fine.” Dean winced and rubbed at his skinny arms. He shook off his doubts – he’d survived an attack from a bigger man than this, and he bristled that the man didn't look at him.
 
   “I wasn't asking you, mate. I asked her. You okay?”
 
   “Oh, God.”
 
   Her moan made the man eye Dean, and the way he screwed his face had Dean shift all his weight to the balls of his feet, knees bent.
 
   The man thrust a hand towards his chest to grasp at his coat. Dean feinted left, ducked, and dodged to the right.
 
   “Oh, piss off, will you?” Sultana’s voice could have halted a stampede of bulls.
 
   The man smirked until he realised she stabbed at him with those words. His eyebrows went “what?” until he replaced that surprise with disgust. He spat at Dean’s feet and attempted to peacock-walk by them, all shoulders and puffed chest.
 
   “Idiot.”
 
   Her growl set Dean forward. Plugged energy into his bones, sent a surge through his veins. Her walk steadied and she straightened from using him as a crutch, and as they reached London Road she reached the present stage of mankind again, as upright as always. Reds and blues glowed clearer here, on tidier shop fronts, despite the odd plastic bag’s wind-assisted wrap around a leg. The red which shone brightest, despite the dull coat, belonged to a car which pulled into the petrol station at the end of the street as London Road toed into the dual carriageway’s fast flow of traffic.
 
   “We can get a taxi.” Dean squeezed her arm. “Or we can do something about those bastards.”
 
   She tracked his gaze and hardened her brow, a job considering how it had already set hard enough with revenge.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They talked about football and which manager might get the chop next. Both had cropped hair. Little marks pocked their skin here and there, each an illustration of some scrape that didn't go to plan. The bigger man leaned his back against the car and faced the petrol pump. His eyes rolled with the litres. “Do you fancy a sandwich?”
 
   The shorter man shrugged his shoulders. “From a petrol station?”
 
   “I'm hungry.”
 
   “From a petrol station?”
 
   “They do some decent sarnie’s. I had a chicken tikka sandwich from here once. Went down lovely.”
 
   “And came out the same I'm guessing.”
 
   “Suit yerself. Don't say I didn't offer.”
 
   The seated thug laughed. “That's an offer I can refuse.” He made some voice like he had those little pads in his mouth that dentists give you to numb the gums.
 
   “Jesus.” The big man tap-tapped the car door. The man in the seat craned his neck to follow his colleague’s gawp. He mouthed a mumble of swear words which smashed and cracked into each other.
 
   They both sensed a watchful eye and checked their shoulders, but Dean remained ice cool and they could see only the mucky white and green of the petrol station’s brand colours. The shorter man stepped out of his car as if nervous to awake snapping crocodiles round his feet. Sultana taunted them with hands on hips, her jaw jutted towards them in defiance. Her sneer dragged a few “what the fuck’s” from these bastards. Dean removed the nozzle from the car’s tank and let the liquid pool around their feet. It took them a while for their noses to direct their eyes to the petrol which washed around their feet. They squeezed their eyes at each other until those slits expanded from the force of popped eyeballs. The pump sat in the air – a cobra spitting venom – independent it must have seemed to them, of any guiding hand.
 
   “She's a fucking witch.”
 
   “What did we do?” The shorter man smacked at his jacket, Dean guessed for a weapon to avert the disaster about to hit him.
 
   The flame flickered and the men stood hypnotized to the spot.
 
   “Right here.” Dean dropped the nozzle and tossed the lighter by the tall man’s feet. Shut his ears to the men’s screams and aimed the fuel at their bodies and heads. He released the trigger and dropped the pump to the ground.
 
   The attendant charged to the chaos and flapped his bright green jacket at the flames without effect as the men flailed and wriggled. Their primal screams charged Dean and added to his sense of power. He stepped away from the heat and fire as it gained a hold on the pump. The men fell to the ground, as Dean had earlier, the flames off their backs the bristled hair from a demon-dog’s back. Hellish howls dampened to pathetic groans, the kind of whimpers Dean had no doubt they'd induced in many others. Dean didn't flinch – he watched as he would at a stuffed Guy Fawkes as fire burned away its clothing and its innards fell out. The taller man slumped first, without drama, face first. The second man rolled on his back and laid still, the only sound a crackle of fire and skin above the traffic. Cars pulled in and jerked still at the horror.
 
   The attendant said “Oh my God” on repeat until his worn jaw couldn't move any more. He managed to crank the mobile to his ear and call whoever he thought important to the event. He looked the type who'd call his manager before the police. He remembered the fire extinguisher and got to work.
 
   Sultana? She hadn't moved. Her sneer had turned into a wild-eyed gape. Her fingers stretched down towards her feet, stalactites calcified in fear. Dean changed gear, pulled at her arm, and walked her away from the station. He directed her to the desolate subway beneath the roundabout where he pulled the rucksack from her hunched shoulders.
 
   He made sure they remained alone and unzipped. Positioned himself fully into her sight line and stripped. Wanted her to see him. Everything. Sultana’s attention concentrated on the concrete, flickered across graffiti, settled on his face. He shook his frustration away and hurried into his clothes.
 
   “We got ‘em, Sultana, we fuckin’ got ‘em.”
 
   He aimed for a hug, but she flat-palmed him from her. “What was that?”
 
   He let her spittle run down his face. A shrug asked the question he couldn't utter.
 
   “What was that? I …”
 
   “Revenge. Revenge. They hit you hard, Sultana. You haven't seen your face, yet, but it’s … it's really big. You look like a football.”
 
   Her fists hung like hammers. “We don't know who else will come for us. The other man? Where's he? The petrol station will have had CCTV cameras. I might be on one. Now they'll have me on the news. My dad will see me. Other men, their … their gang will see me. Oh my God, Dean, what have you done, you idiot?”
 
   “Revenge …”
 
   “That wasn't revenge … It was suicide. What made you do it?”
 
   “You're my girlfriend. You like to live dangerous. You shoplift …”
 
   Her laugh chopped at his justifications, sliced them all and shoved them into a bin.
 
   “Give that suit to Mr Breckin, before it eats you up.”
 
   He swung it behind his leg as a mother would her child at any hint of threat. “No. This is me. You're me. I have power, now. You see how I've changed? You like me as I am now. Right?”
 
   “Why don't you go back to being that little boy, Dean. Shove yourself back into that corner where I don't have to see you again.”
 
   “Where you going?”
 
   “Home. To my dad. Away from you.”
 
   “You can't stay out here.”
 
   He circled the bag with his arms and watched her up the slope until he could see only her body, her legs, finally her feet, until she'd gone. Revenge’s thrill had been but a firework, and now it lied empty on a field somewhere, spent and unnoticed.
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   “You smell of petrol.”
 
   “You look all washed up.”
 
   His mum’s forehead changed with each emotion. “I'm worried for my son. You're the only thing I've got.”
 
   “Well, you're not the only thing I've got.”
 
   “Dean? What is this?”
 
   “Why did dad leave you?”
 
   Dean couldn't tell if she bit her lip to dam her words or emotions. She turned back to the TV, her comforter every night. He didn't want this future. Cosy within four walls, a cage barred against the world, the TV a drip direct into the brain.
 
   “I think you're becoming very disrespectful, son.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders and slow-stepped upstairs where he collapsed onto his bed.
 
   ***
 
   Sultana’s bulbous face haunted his dream and made sure sleep didn't hold. His leg bounced up and down so he almost slipped from his perch on the bed’s edge. She had laughed at his claim on her singledom. Those soft brown eyes had hardened and embittered, all dark chocolate. It pinched at his soul and churned his stomach. Love must have a hold on him because he clambered out the room, unable to grapple door handles, and retched over the toilet. His throat burned and his stomach ached, but nothing shot from his guts. Empty. That's all he felt. The two men flittered around his head for brief moments before he dismissed them.
 
   His phone buzzed. He snatched it from his pocket. Somebody in the world wanted to talk to him. The text read: CUTLER’S HALL. BRING THE SUIT.
 
   His heart leapt like the twelve lords. Sultana wished to play. Except, it didn't come from her number. Or she'd decided to withhold. He texted WHICH SUIT?
 
   He laughed at his joke, though she'd paid no attention to his birthday suit after the fire. His grip on the phone tightened at the response: WE HAVE SULTANA. BRING THE SUIT. DO IT NOW.
 
   His stomach must have filled, because now it emptied.
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   The Cutler’s Hall lies round the foot of Fargate as it nudges into Church Street. Its grand Roman columns and solid stance, now he stared at it, made Dean contrast it with the boxy house he called home, which always shook as if on the verge of take-off with every gust of wind. This place has history, something deep he couldn’t fathom. His family history, as far as he could tell, went no further than his great-nan, who his mum said lived in a slum. Nothing much had changed for the family, then.
 
   Dean wrapped his arms against the cold. Gritted his teeth against their chatter. He tensed to control the shiver, but his body shook anyway. He shoved the bag beneath the skip before he stepped out from the alleyway. Late night trams glided past and cars skipped across the frozen tramlines. Dean ran across and tried the front door. It remained as firm as a palace guardsman. He smiled at passers-by, embarrassed at the unsuccessful heavy pull, and realised nobody could see him. Would Sultana want to see him, after what she said? Would she blame her situation on him? Anger at what these kidnappers might have done to her warmed him a little as he made his way down the building’s side. Nobody had locked this door.
 
   He suspected an attempt to funnel him to the point of a gun. Outdoors might have frozen his bones. Now he'd entered the building a different kind of shiver set about him, a starter course for the trauma these men might inflict on his flesh. Dread fired in his veins for what he’d started.
 
   He crept along the whitewashed corridor from shadow to shadow in the little alcoves which led to side-rooms, until his skin prickled, dot-to-dot from forehead to behind the knees. They had turned up the heat. Sultana had told them the suit’s properties. Idiot.
 
   How could she hold back? Seriously, they might have tortured her, or God knows what. He cussed at his arrogance, at how he'd taken things to extremes to impress her. He had a flame inside which powered his ego to something he'd never experienced, and it felt so good he never wanted to go back to that invisible lad. Invisible to Sultana. Invisible to himself as much as anybody else.
 
   “Bloody hell.” He stared through ping-pong eyes down his outstretched arm. His skin illuminated as if the sun peaked above the horizon to expose every shadow. He pulled his arm tight to his body, scared somebody might grab at it. He spun, his hands on the floor and his knees bent, ready to pounce to safety. A man in a suit had slammed the door shut – the one in which he'd entered the building. The man spoke into his lapel. Dean didn't quite hear him, but he somehow knew he said, “He's here.”
 
   Dean’s thigh materialised, pale as a joint of pork you'd see hooked in a butcher’s. He'd seen gangster films where they hid the evidence by chopping their enemies to pieces. That image didn't help. His nipple came into view, hard. Pointed at the man who headed his way. Dean slipped through the alcove door to a little office where some poor desk-jockey must spend a working life in wonder of where their dreams had escaped. He held tight to the door handle as the man’s feet tick-tocked. Slow. So slow.
 
   Dean concentrated on the noise, made it rise above the fear so it pushed it down below the marble floor. He made his heart synchronise with the steps, and imagined his problems in a little black box he could shut and lock with a ten-number code. He wanted only to sit side-by-side with Sultana in Mr Breckin’s class, intense about a formula or problem. After all this, what need did he have for the suit?
 
   He stared at the ceiling and let its white wash over his emotions until cold reset in his bones and his flesh merged with the marble floor, the bland ceiling, the Formica desk and everything else around him. His cool acted as thimble to the needles which had prickled him. He peered through the little window to check the corridor and made it out the door without alerting the enemy. He padded behind the man to see where he headed. Worked on that heartbeat – pulled it down to a slow jazz snare. It nearly turned into a war beat at the sight of the man’s gun, sat in a hip holster. The fella checked the odd office window until he came to the door at the end. He swiped on his phone, looked like Facebook from where Dean stood, and shouldered the door open to the main entrance hall. Dean snuck through before the opening closed. The man scratched at his stubble – the sound of a struck match. Stood still, phone held in his palm ready to view, but eyes to the side – on Dean’s chest. Worked his senses to detect something. He must have felt the waft as Dean rushed by. Dean’s breath locked in his throat. His lungs burned to push it out, but a foot or two separated him from the mobster, so he maintained the burn.
 
   Red carpet washed down the broad staircase and pooled at the bottom. The man continued to swipe at his phone. He acted way too casual … as if he knew Dean followed him. Dean swerved from his path into the Hall’s centrepiece room. A man stood busy at the other end, at work on an iPad and projector screen beneath a couple of wall lights. The fountain chandeliers glinted above in the small light. Dean squinted as he headed by, and almost tripped over a chair at the recognition. The tweedy jacket with patches on the elbows, the whitening scruff on his face, the enthusiasm in his work – Mr Breckin …
 
   He had some conference here? A teacher’s conference? A science conference? It didn't make sense … the gangsters – why had they brought Sultana here? How did a bunch of thugs have such access to a city landmark? Dean worked to douse his internal furnace. The gang is part of the city establishment? Sheffield runs on corruption?
 
   Dean shrunk at his own insignificance. He had the urge to tell Mr Breckin. He could help rescue Sultana. But what could sir do? He didn't have an invisibility suit. Dean had the suit. “I'm the only one who can help. I'm the one.”
 
   Dean skirted the wall, edged past the silver cutlery displays in glass cases, and climbed the stairs. Checked each room without success, before he soft-footed his way to the basement. Fluorescent lights bounced off white walls down here, numberless points of light that hurt his pupils like interrogation lamps. Every muscle strained at this stealth. One shock might snap him in two. He allowed himself a deep breath and peered round a wall. The fluorescents bounced a danger beacon off another man’s bald head. The man fiddled with a piece of technology, something plastic where a strap dangled. Dean snapped. Threw himself back behind the wall. The man who'd chased him down the gennel, whose balls he'd smashed with that well-aimed kick at the football. That moment had seemed easier than this – the chase had sprung him into action. Now Dean had to deal with the anticipation of action. He stood tall and tip-toed close to the man. The guard stood before a door with a little window. Dean closed the distance between them to about ten feet. Peered over the man’s shoulder through the glass.
 
   There she sat, her fringe a diagonal lightning strike across her forehead. She lounged as if waiting for one of her many, many exams, rather than her rescuer.
 
   The man shook his equipment – a pair of glasses, a large pair, like sunglasses with a headstrap. The type on those video game adverts which soldiers wore in the dark to detect body heat …The man planted them on the bridge of his nose. He had the strap halfway over his dome when he stopped still. Couldn't quite believe what he saw – fumbled. The headgear slapped to the floor. He scrambled to get it back in place, but he crumpled as Dean kicked him in the chin. His head snapped back and he fell on a shoulder. Dean followed through with a kick to his balls. He spasmed around the floor, an electric eel. Dean cocked an eyebrow at how he might ruin this man’s love life. His foot throbbed and he limped to the door.
 
   Dean squished his nose to the window. Sultana shifted foot to foot. Flattened her nose to the window. Felt like a kiss. Dean dragged the gun from the man’s holster as he heard feet charge down the corridor. He pushed the door in and forced Sultana to backpedal.
 
   “Dean? Is that you?”
 
   The gun suspended in the air must have freaked her out. She backed into the wall.
 
   “Yes, it's me.”
 
   She stepped to a pile beside the chair she'd sat on and grabbed a bunch of clothes. “Here, put this lot on. You don't need to get naked in front of me right now.”
 
   So, she had seen him, and remained unimpressed.
 
   “How did you free yourself from the chair?”
 
   Her lips formed the way they would when she told a little white lie. “Never mind that, how did you intend to escape?”
 
   He'd not planned a way out of this. His thoughts crashed into each other. Some linked into coherency, but then slid and split. He lost control of an index finger, which shook as if he rubbed at a bit of muck from a mirror.
 
   “You come in here to rescue me and you didn't have a plan to get out?”
 
   “How many of them?”
 
   “I don't know, but you ought to have a seat and have a think.”
 
   “No need to get sarcastic, Sultana, I'm here for you aren't I?”
 
   “Yep, you've come to keep me company in my captivity. Put the clothes on and turn that thing off.”
 
   “Why aren't you scared? I'm shitting meself, and you're sat there as if you're waiting for a glass of wine and a ciggy.”
 
   “Put the gun away, put on your clothes –”
 
   “Dean …”
 
   Dean swivelled and pointed the gun at the door’s entrance. Mr Breckin held a hand in front of his face, alarmed at Dean’s shaky hand.
 
   “Please, Dean, lower the gun.”
 
   “Sir? What are you doing? Are they making you do this?”
 
   “No, Dean. I told them about it.”
 
   Dean opened the headpiece on the suit and pulled it back like a hood. His head bobbed about in the air like the Wizard of Oz. “Sir, what you talking about?”
 
   The man he'd kicked in the balls stepped in behind, his upper body slanted forward and his motion stilted. Satisfaction rumbled somewhere deep in Dean’s belly.
 
   “This man is Penn. He's MI5, Dean. The government is very interested in the suit. It could be very useful to them.”
 
   “Sir, you betrayed us?” He craned his neck to Sultana. “You, too?”
 
   “It's not you, Dean. That thing has made you something you're not.”
 
   “What am I, Sultana? You treated me differently once I started using this. Like … you know.”
 
   “I always fancied you. This made you a little more interesting, but not that much.”
 
   “You fancy me now?”
 
   “… Yeah.”
 
   Dean’s upper lip mangled, a tree root ripped from his lower lip. His hand wobbled and the trigger seemed to push into his finger. “You both used me to get the suit.”
 
   Penn inched towards him. “Son, the suit is for the good of the nation, to help you and your family, to infiltrate groups who terrorise us – from the gang threatening you to terrorists in the Middle East.”
 
   Dean’s head swayed a big No. “You betrayed me. All of you.”
 
   Sultana rapped his arm. “For crying out loud, Dean, this is bigger than you.”
 
   “Sultana, please …” Mr Breckin’s eyes formed perfect circles at her effect on Dean’s trigger-finger. His forehead crumpled and he splayed his fingers wide, palm out, to placate one student and roast the other.
 
   She bit her lip. “Sorry.”
 
   “Dean.” Mr Breckin put an arm across Penn, whom Dean recognised had taken one step forward too many.
 
   “Nobody has betrayed you. This suit, it … nobody would take my ideas seriously. You can't believe the number of people I've tried to convince, high up in the establishment, about my idea for an invisibility suit. I mean, who wants to listen to a comprehensive school teacher? None of them, believe me. They thought me mad, some frustrated nobody who spent his days teaching lower class kids some generic chemical formulas. And then you two tweak my ideas and make it a reality. I mean … It's just unbelievable, isn't it? I spend years on this, and boom … but …”
 
   Mr Breckin came back to himself. Mopped his forehead of that glint.
 
   “They wouldn't even look at my formulas until I gave them practical evidence. Well …” He shoved his triumphal smile in the MI5 agent’s stone face, whose expression set firmer. “… here it is.”
 
   “Sir?” She slipped an arm through Dean’s. Her warmth hardly thawed the freeze he'd imposed on himself. The shake in his hand did not relent.
 
   Penn brushed Mr Breckin to the side. “Dean, we’ll need the suit.”
 
   “You don't need it if Mr Breckin here knows how to make a new one. And here you have the proof, so I can keep it.”
 
   “I don't know how to recreate it. I have most of the formula right, but not all – or the code you two added to make it work. Let the gentleman have it.”
 
   The bullet-head offered his best puppy eyes mixed with a righteous nod in agreement with the comprehensive science teacher. “It's the best thing, son.”
 
   “Mr Breckin, I can't –”
 
   “You can't?”
 
   “I can't. I can't do it. It's mine. I … I just need it.”
 
   “Come on, Dean, be serious. You live on a council estate. Where you going to go? You have no contacts. The government knows where you live –”
 
   “Then why didn't they take it before now?”
 
   “I hoped you'd hand it to me before I had to get them involved. But since you've been chased by those thugs, you've become … rather arrogant.”
 
   Dean waved the gun between them. Somewhere between his ears his old self knew he should just hand over the suit and get on with life. The sense of betrayal coshed that old Dean over the head. He couldn't read Sultana’s face anymore except for the lies and a sense of superiority. He pointed the weapon at the ceiling and fired a shot. He didn't expect it to send concentric rings of sound over his senses. For a moment he stood as dazed as the rest. He pulled the suit across his face so they only knew his whereabouts by the weapon in his hand. He let the gun fall to the floor as he burst between the men and thrust down the corridor.
 
   He checked his shoulder, once, twice, again. The judgement in Sultana’s shake of the head needled into his heart and made him pick up his pace. Ran straight into the guard he'd followed down that long corridor. Dean’s breath came out like the chug of a car when its battery died. The man’s surprise disappeared beneath his professionalism and he threw himself across the patch he guessed Dean might lie. He guessed right and worked his gym-built arms round Dean’s skinny torso.
 
   “Get off, get off.” Dean knew his best bet involved wriggling like a snake until he could slither from the grip. The man sat on top of him, thighs holding Dean in a vice so tight it made his voice trail off in a squeak. “Get off me.”
 
   “Sorry, sir, this is a matter of national security. I'm afraid I can't let you go.”
 
   Dean bucked and rolled. He succeeded in making his muscles raw and nothing more. Mr Breckin, Sultana and Penn stepped close enough to fill his vision entirely. The guard fumbled around the suit in search for a part which protruded from his skin. Once he could grip the material, he ripped.
 
   “No. No. Nooooo.” Dean squirmed and wriggled at the hook, but his captor had him. Hard muscle ranked above his weak-arsed struggles.
 
   Sultana hunched above with the clothes on her arm. She kept her eyes on him as material ripped and flesh became exposed, until he lied bruised and naked beneath the harsh strip lights. The guard folded the suit while Penn held open a briefcase for its placement. Sultana kneeled beside Dean and planted a hand on his upper thigh as he took the foetal position. “Come on, Dean, cover yourself up.”
 
   Breath chuggahed through the snot from his nose. Tried not to side-eye her like a beaten dog. Laid a hand on the clothes she offered and grunted for her to go away. It was the kind of naked he didn't want her to see.
 
   The men whispered to each other in a huddle. Aimed the odd glance at Dean. Made him beetroot red, like Mr Breckin had when he told him off as an eleven year old. Once clothed, they arced around him as he backed into the wall.
 
   The crags in Penn’s face deepened beneath the harsh light, enough to throw a rope down and go caving. His eyes needled into Dean, but Dean held his nerve and glared back.
 
   “Dean, there's a lot of paperwork for you to sign. We're going to give you money, not a ton, but plenty to live a much better life than you do now. Those pricks you killed … well done. You did the land a favour. Fuck ‘em. Very Bondian of you. Makes me proud to be British when somebody takes the initiative against scum like that.
 
   “But … no word of this suit to anybody. Not a soul. Not even your mother. And that goes for you, too, Sultana.
 
   “We're going to let you both go home. We’ll drop you off. But we will have agents keeping an eye on you both – you know, to make sure you both stay safe.”
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   The guard dropped Sultana off at her house and Dean stepped out with her. They'd called ahead because how else would Mr Singh-Cheema sit so calmly for them, one leg crossed over the other. He jumped off the front garden bench when he recognised the official cars held his daughter. He pulled Sultana so far into his chest Dean thought she might disappear into his moobs. His soft, relieved features hardened for Dean.
 
   “I didn't like you as soon as I set eyes on you.”
 
   Dean sunk his hands into pockets to show his carelessness, and to keep warm. “It's only because I have a penis, Mr Singh-Cheema. You'll get over it. Your daughter has done me the world of good. I'm a new person.”
 
   He could see her struggle with her cool, but she relented and let that big cheesy grin take over her face. She whispered something to her dad and he let her go, slow like she would melt into the outer world again and never come back.
 
   She approached Dean, all poised, the kid he'd grown with all womanly. She held his hands. “Let's hang out. Do some normal stuff. Watch a film, or something.”
 
   “Or – make a new suit. Make two new suits.”
 
   “What?” Her laugh rose above the roof of her lovely house and into the clouds. He hoped it would brew and rain back down on him. “That’s … Dean, the government is onto us. They're watching us from now on.”
 
   “Not forever. I can rejig the material. Get rid of the flaws. We can do stuff.”
 
   “What stuff? What are you saying?”
 
   “You know what I'm saying, Sultana. What a pair we'd make. Nobody ever needs to know.”
 
   “They would know. Mysterious occurrences, unexplained actions, which nobody could explain – of course they'd think of us first. We're not cartoon characters, Dean.”
 
   “We're not. We're serious people.”
 
   “You're a nutter. An absolute nutter. Just, dangerous.”
 
   Maybe, but he could see how the idea had planted in her head. He stepped backwards to the MI5 car to gage her emotions widescreen. Her hand combed deep into her hair and culminated in a scalp scratch, at the itch which infected her thoughts.
 
   Dean grinned. They could begin in the city. Clean it up before expanding their horizons.
 
   Why not?
 
   Why not?
 
   Dean asked the guard for pen and paper. The man suspected some kind of ruse because he imposed an interrogatory stare which Dean deflected with dead-eyed boredom. The guard relaxed and handed them over. Dean rested the paper on his knee as they set off for his house. He feigned resignation. Blinked at the street lights as they strobed past, and penned the first rough draft of a new chemical formula.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thank you.
 
   I hope you enjoyed Bullets, Teeth and Fists 2. If so, please consider reviewing the beast on Amazon and Goodreads and you would have my eternal gratitude.
 
   You can also get involved in my other work – Moorlands, the first Bullets, Teeth & Fists, Triple Zombie (an anthology with James Newman and John Bruni), and the charity anthology, Paladins. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Bullets, Teeth & Fists
 
    
 
   Jason Beech
 
    
 
   Take a turn down a dark alley where a New York cop sees murders before they happen. Climb a drainpipe and pad your way across London rooftops to see what a man would do to keep his daughter in the country. Drop down again, to that restaurant where a date goes from bad to worse, to boutique coffee. Boutique coffee? Wouldn’t you run?
14 short stories take you from London to New York, to the sun-seared hills of Ancient Greece, where you’ll dodge bullets, teeth, and fists all the way to the end.
 
    
 
   ‘If you want a collection of crime stories you can really sink your teeth into, look no further than author Jason Beech.’ – Carmen Amato, author of Cliff Diver, and Hat Dance.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Triple Zombie ft. The Bloody Path to New Mexico
 
    
 
   Jason Beech
 
    
 
   Lizzy and Frank are seemingly the only two people left in the world after a zombie apocalypse. Lizzy has visions of being the world’s new Eve. The only problem is Frank is its new Adam. He’s big, dumb, doesn’t look after his teeth, and his bloodshot left eye makes her suspect he’s heading for life as one of the undead. She wants to get away from New Jersey to the less populated New Mexico, but Frank has unfinished business. He wants to find Danny, the man who betrayed his gang of armed robbers, even though he knows the man is one of the brain-dead horde.
 
   In the meantime Lizzy deals with her own demons, checking her old home and the sister she locked away years ago. When she suspects there might be another human out there, a woman to rival her status as Eve, Lizzy’s actions lead to an explosive ending.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Moorlands
 
    
 
   Jason Beech
 
    
 
   Small-time crook Larry is in a world of trouble. He has a missing sister, dodgy friends, and money-induced cracks in his family. Sophie is the missing sister, and his step-father wants him to use his criminal skills to find her. Larry’s in debt to a man called Stan, who has a side as dark as long-dried blood. As time runs out on paying Stan his money, Larry fears his sister is more than avoiding everybody. His nerves are stretched by multiple tensions, from friends’ roving eyes to the consequences of an ill-advised one-night stand. Can Larry escape Stan’s heavy hand – and find Sophie alive?
 
   Set in Brexit-fever Britain, Moorlands is a rollercoaster ride through the nation’s underbelly, where bitterness, violence, and surges into the wild crawl beneath the surface.
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