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        Be not forgetful to entertain strangers; for thereby have some entertained angels unawares. 
      

            Hebrews 13:2

             

            
        Ah, but a man’s reach should outstretch his grasp, or what’s a heaven for? 
      

            Robert Browning

         

          

      

   


   
      
          

          

          

         The kid works quickly, he holds the pencil but allows his hand to move of its own accord. Sometimes his eyes are open and sometimes they are closed. He frames the page on all sides, as if he is looking through a window, then pauses and allows himself to wander out into the space beyond. He is in a small garden and at the bottom of the garden, standing by a closed gate, is a tree. He sketches the stretching curve of its trunk, the network of slender branches that veer off, reaching upwards, into a sky that is fading towards evening and, with light taps of his pencil, adds small sprays of leaves and berries. He sits back to consider what he has drawn, then leans and starts again. First, he creates a twisting pathway of thick stems that burrow down into the dark earth beneath; slim off-shoots nosing their way towards the promise of water. Then, with a nod, adds the final details: a man sitting alone staring out into the approaching dark and a small box cradled in the rooty tangle below.

         He closes the sketchbook and slips it into his rucksack; then, as he turns to leave, takes the small photograph from beside his bed and zips it into the compartment on its lid.
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         The kid was in the back of the car for a week before they found him: the hottest July for years, the sun so fierce it made your head hum – some kind of personal white noise that put a distraction over everything. People drifted by at half-speed, clumsy in flip-flops and weighed down by bottles of water; drugged by the haze of sun cream, barbecues and sweat that lay like a lid of grease over the dazed city. Reservoirs shrank, lawns perished and everyone got sick of sunbathing. Mornings were bad enough: an oven blast waiting at the front door, but teatime – when things should have been letting up – some unnatural intensifying, a crescendo of mad heat that filled the papers with global warming and left families limp and incapable in front of the telly. Fires sparked and fights flared, police patrolled in shirtsleeves, wading through the town centre where sunstroke stalked the population of Swansea like a new epidemic.

         And all that time, the kid was in the back of the car.

         Mackie was running late, walking as fast as he could in the heat: just gone nine and the sun already going like a new invention. He crossed over on Craig Street to get out of the glare and onto the main road where there was no escaping it. He took the last stretch at a slow trot, still nurturing some hope he might get in before Tranter. He turned the final corner, rehearsing his lines under his breath – Sorry, boss. Lauren didn’t turn up, I had to take her kids to school – and stopped. There were two cop cars parked by the yard entrance, windows down, blue lights flashing. He approached them at a slow amble, reminding himself that he was at work, and whatever they were there for was about the scrapyard, not about him. The cars were both empty. The main gates were still shut, the padlocks closed and looped through their chains, but the metal door cut into the one gate was open, draped loosely with blue police tape. Mackie looked back at the cars then clambered over the tape and walked into the yard. The sun had turned it into some kind of light show: bouncing off every windscreen and bumper, picking out hubcaps and exhaust pipes. Apart from that, everything looked pretty normal, so at that point he was thinking there must have been a break-in. The idea seemed to fit because Sharon was in her usual place, perched on her wheelie chair in front of the office window. She spotted him and scooted herself towards the office door, then leaned out and silently beckoned him over. He shrugged at her and mimed – where’s Tranter? – but she hoisted herself out of the seat and flapped her hands some more.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Mackie said.

         She grabbed his arm and pulled him into the office. ‘Thank god you’re here,’ she wheezed, then shut the door and got herself back on the chair.

         He cracked the door open again.

         ‘No. Close it, close it,’ she said, waving her arms again, sending out a fug of perfume that made him turn his head.

         ‘What’s happened? Is it a break-in?’

         ‘No.’ she said. ‘It’s Trev … he…’

         ‘Trev? What’s he done?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ She reached for the box of tissues and swiped one across her forehead. ‘He was in early. I didn’t know he was here until he … oh, hang on. Shit. They’re coming over.’

         She squeezed past him and threw open the door. He held his breath and shot out behind her. They stood and watched as Trev, sandwiched between two police officers and looking like he’d just come off the London Marathon, hobbled towards them. He looked like he’d been whitewashed.

         ‘Can you get us a chair, love?’ one of the cops shouted. ‘Miss? Could you get us a … oh, hell. Come on now, sir, just a few … oh, bugger.’

         Trev’s knees buckled and he sort of drifted to the floor. The one cop got down beside him and arranged him all lined up and tidy on one side and the other cop came sprinting towards Mackie and Sharon.

         ‘Got some water handy, love?’

         Sharon spun her bulk and disappeared back into the office. She emerged with a bottle of Coke. ‘This do? It’s all I’ve got. Water’s off.’

         He grabbed it and took it over to Trev who, as far as they could see, hadn’t moved since the cop had laid him out.

         ‘What the hell is going on, Sha?’ Mackie said.

         ‘Trev was in early, I don’t know what he was doing but he suddenly came flying into the office shouting , “get an ambulance, get an ambulance…”’

         ‘An ambulance? Is it Tranter?’

         ‘No, no. Not bloody Tranter. It’s … I don’t know. Trev found something – someone – in one of the cars. I think it was a…’

         She got no further because just as she was about to enlarge upon the situation, an ambulance shrieked up and Tranter appeared. ‘Sharon,’ he barked, ‘get Trev’s mother on the phone. And Mackie – get the keys and get those fucking gates open.’

         Mackie didn’t wait to be told twice. He bolted into the office, unhooked the fob from the wall, his fingers shuffling for the right key, and sprinted to the gates.

         He stepped out onto the pavement and tried to fiddle the key into the first padlock, but the ambulance was backing up and the noise of its reversing alarm bouncing off the metal gates and the dizzy spin of the blue light made him clumsy.

         ‘Which way do those gates open, mate?’

         The paramedic in the passenger side was leaning out of his window.

         ‘Eh?’

         ‘The gates. They open inwards or out?’

         ‘Er … in,’ Mackie said, then had to think about it. He got the first padlock off and started pulling at the chains. Tranter had this awkward way of fastening them, some kind of complicated weave pattern that he thought was more of a deterrent but made them a bastard to get off.

         ‘What’s going on, mate?’ Mackie shouted, embarrassed by how he must have looked: on edge, overheated. Pathetic.

         ‘Not sure until we get in there. Someone trapped or…’ Mackie didn’t hear the rest because the paramedic was already out of the vehicle, pulling boxes of stuff from a side compartment. The driver opened the back door and came out with a bottle of oxygen and a large bag.

         ‘We’ll go have a look first,’ she said and disappeared through the small door in the gate.

         Mackie was still fiddling with the second padlock when they came back. They weren’t panicking but he could see that they were panicked. They moved like water. Smooth, no friction in what they were doing. In one seamless motion, they rolled out the trolley, pulled down a second bag, had a quiet word on the radio, then, just as the last chain rattled free and the doors started opening, they shot past Mackie and into the yard. His hands were shaking as he fastened the gates back. He dumped the chains in the oil drum and jogged back towards the office. He could see Trev still stretched out on the floor. One of the police officers and Sharon were with him but there was no sign of the paramedics. He had the feeling everyone, except him, knew what was going on.

         ‘Mackie,’ Sharon shouted, ‘They need you to go and help.’

         ‘What?’ It wasn’t a question as much as a way of buying himself some time. It didn’t work, because one of the paramedics suddenly reappeared.

         ‘Follow me,’ she shouted and bolted off like a greyhound, Mackie trailing behind her wondering what the hell it was he was running towards. ‘Where’s your boss?’ she yelled, without turning or breaking stride.

         ‘I … I…’ He didn’t know where Tranter was. Truth be told he was starting to feel like he didn’t know where he was himself. He might have put this down to the heat, the speed at which everything was happening – but he would have been lying.

         ‘We’re going to need him,’ she shouted, as they rounded the corner.

         ‘I’m here.’ Tranter was striding towards them. He had the long metal shears balanced on one shoulder.

         ‘We’re going to need more than that,’ the paramedic said.

         ‘We need to get it down.’

         ‘Get it down?’ Tranter said.

         ‘Yeah. We need the car on the ground. Can’t do anything with it up there.’

         ‘But … that’s … what about the fire lot?’

         ‘No chance,’ she said. ‘They’re all out on that grass fire and we can’t wait. We need that car down, like, now.’

         ‘In one piece?’

         ‘In one piece.’
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         Mackie knew what was coming.

         ‘Right.’ Tranter was already fishing in his trouser pocket. He pointed at the paramedic. ‘You go with this lady, Mackie. I’ll bring him round.’

         The paramedic looked at Mackie.

         ‘Magneto.’ Mackie offered it like it was some kind of explanation.

         The paramedic raised an eyebrow then set off jogging. Mackie fell in behind, following her the length of the first aisle, telling himself not to panic, that he could cope. The heat was stupendous: radiating off the piles of scrap cars and flowing down the corridor between them in a rolling wall you could almost see. They turned at the top end and cut across to the holding bay. The Waiting Room he and Trev called it – the place they stacked stuff that had just come in, or stuff they hadn’t got started on. Generally speaking, this was where he and Trev spent most of their time. Where he would have been that morning if it hadn’t been for Lauren.

         ‘OK, this is it.’

         They’d stopped at the foot of a pile of three cars. There was a ladder leaning up against them, wedged at the bottom with a couple of tyres.

         ‘It’s the one on the top,’ she said. ‘The Merc.’

         Mackie looked up. ‘What? Your mate’s up there?’

         She nodded. ‘Yeah. But we need it down. Can’t work with it up there.’

         ‘So … what … what’s going on?’

         If she answered, Mackie didn’t hear her because at that moment, Tranter turned Magneto’s key and with a shuddering lurch, like they were on the car deck of a ferry, the ground sent up a sick vibration. It crept under their feet, across the ground and hit the piled cars like a giant tuning fork: they were engulfed in an unholy racket that set Mackie’s head humming like a harmonica.

         ‘Ye god,’ she said. ‘What the hell is that?’

         ‘It’s Magneto,’ Mackie said. ‘ The magnetic crane.’ Christ. 

         As if on cue, Tranter, mounted up in the cab like one of the riders of the flaming apocalypse, he appeared at the far end of the row, trundling towards them at a rate that made them both step back.

         The paramedic grabbed the ladder and yelled to her partner. His head appeared from the back window of the Merc and he made some gesture with his hand that Mackie didn’t understand. ‘I can’t leave him,’ he said.

         Him? Mackie felt the ground shift slightly.

         ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘OK, right.’ She strode towards Tranter and Magneto, which, Mackie thought, was more than he would have done, and held up her arm. Tranter stopped and jumped down from the cab. There were a couple of minutes of pointing and talking before Tranter got back into the cab and put the crane into gear.

         The paramedic came dashing back, put her hand to her mouth and hollered up the ladder again. ‘You’re going to have to get out,’ she shouted and, when she got no reply, shot up the ladder and stuck her head in the back window. As soon as their feet hit the ground they pulled the ladder out of the way then beckoned to Tranter.

         ‘Come on, come on,’ the paramedics were saying.

         Mackie stood back, not sure what he was supposed to be doing and not sure he wanted to be there. He watched Tranter inching the jib into position. He got it in place above the Merc’s roof; then, with the delicate precision of a surgeon, he lowered it until the magnet was touching the metal.

         ‘Yes,’ the paramedic shouted. ‘That’s it. You’ve got it. Bring it down. Come on, bring it down.’ She was gesturing frantically at Tranter, indicating where he should land the vehicle, then they all stood back as he switched the magnet on and with a solid thump latched it onto the roof of the car. There was an ominous creak as Tranter pulled on the jib lever and the crane started to take the weight of the car. He lifted slowly, easing the Merc into the air, softly, softly, so it wouldn’t start swinging or, worse, spinning. They watched as it detached from the car beneath and then floated out above their heads.

         ‘That’s it,’ she shouted.

         Tranter was working the levers like he was conducting a bloody orchestra. The Merc was gliding down. He caught Mackie’s eye and gestured him towards the descending car. Mackie got in place and, as soon as it was within touching distance, put his hands on it, steadying its final approach.

         ‘Yes, yes. We’ve got it. The paramedics sprang forward as soon as the tyres touched earth.

         Tranter shut off the engine and slid down from the cab and, in the silence that fell Mackie got a sudden urge to run. All he could hear was his own ragged breathing, the quiet tension in the paramedics’ voices and the desperate rasping of an Ambu bag.

         Tranter tapped his shoulder. ‘Go tell the cops we’ve got him down.’

         Mackie nodded then dodged past the Merc, keeping his eyes well away from what was going on because whatever it was, he knew he couldn’t handle it. Not again.

         Sharon came out of the office as soon as she spotted him sprinting across the yard.

         ‘Mackie.’

         ‘Hang on,’ he shouted and carried on past her towards the gate.

         One of the police cars had gone and there was a small crowd on the other side of the street, lined up behind a slash of blue and white tape. They surged forwards a few inches as soon as they saw Mackie, necks craning and heads bobbing. He leaned down to the cop sitting in the passenger seat.

         ‘They said to tell you they’ve got him down,’ he whispered, and it was like the words released something in him, something lodged between his heart and throat, and to his horror he started to cry.

         ‘It’s OK, mate,’ the officer said, getting out of the car and taking his elbow. ‘Just show me where to go.’ He bent down to speak to the cop in the driver’s seat. ‘You keep your eye on this lot, yeah?’

         ‘Bit of a shock, eh?’ the cop said as Mackie steered him towards the holding bay. He still had hold of his arm, worried, maybe, that he was going the same way as Trev.

         ‘It’s down there,’ Mackie said, pulling his arm free to point the way. ‘Turn right at the end of this row, that’s where … oh.’ The paramedics were running towards them.

         They had the trolley between them. One of the paramedics had one arm in the air, holding a drip bag. Tranter was following behind, a pair of metal shears clamped across his chest, striding along like some Tarantino psycho and for a few moments, it was like everything slowed down.

         The air thickened, wrapping itself around the scene, blurring the edges, hushing the sound of the trolley wheels on the dirt road, the voices of the paramedics, the crackling of the cop’s radio and, as if in some dream, they hurtled past – a brief glimpse of something small and pale beneath a heaped sheet, flanked by an oxygen cylinder, a littering of tubes, syringes, half packs of gauze and cotton wool – leaving Mackie alone, staring down at his boots and listening to the thud of his own heart.

         It was a kid. Trev had found a kid.

         ‘Mackie.’

         He looked up and turned towards Tranter’s voice.

         ‘Get a fucking move on,’ he yelled. ‘You’re going with them.’

         Sharon was waiting for Mackie at the gate. She gave him a small pat on the back and thrust a bottle of Coke into his hands.

         ‘You’ll be OK,’ she said.

         ‘I know.’ It wasn’t convincing, even to his own ears.

         ‘Just don’t … you know … don’t lose it.’

         ‘I won’t. I’ll be fine.’

         She knew. Some of it, anyway. He’d told her more than he told most people. It was old history but still, that’s what trips most of us up, isn’t it? Water under the bridge, mate. Yeah, but you can still drown in it.
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         Mackie took a deep breath and walked through the gates. The police car had moved further along the road, the spin of its blue light throwing a wash of colour over the line of gawkers whose ranks had swelled and now seemed to include a couple of photographers. Tranter, whether he’d been commissioned or just decided to do it, was patrolling the blue tape, the metal shears over his shoulder like a rifle. Mackie walked to the back doors and looked in. The paramedic was bent over the trolley, talking in a low voice. At that point he was hoping Tranter was mistaken – that he didn’t need to go with the ambulance. 

         But the paramedic got to his feet. ‘Get in and buckle up,’ he said, and pointed to a seat squeezed in between an assortment of gas cylinders and plastic boxes. Mackie backed onto it and listened as the bloke spoke into his radio. ‘Morriston? You ready? Yep. On our way now … yeah…’ He lowered the radio and bent over to look at the kid. ‘Young, I’d say. Twelve? Thirteen maybe?’ Then he watched as the bloke pulled the doors closed, rapped his knuckles against the bulkhead and trapped himself into a seat by the trolley. He pressed a button on the wall and spoke into a microphone. ‘We’re ready to roll. He’s GCS 3 so hit it.’ He threw Mackie a small nod. ‘Hold tight,’ he said, and then they took off. 

         They took off, it seemed, on two wheels, rearing up like a mad horse and for a moment Mackie thought they were airborne. He held onto his breath, waiting for the thud as they touched down again, trying to swallow down the fear that was rising in his throat. He made himself concentrate on what he could hear: the steady blare of a siren, the hiss of oxygen, the low murmur of the paramedic’s voice as he tended to the kid. Mackie told himself he was OK, but then the siren of the police escort close behind them struck up, discordant and confusing and Mackie knew he wasn’t: the water that had flowed under the bridge fifteen years earlier had suddenly swelled up and was threatening to engulf him again. 

         ‘You alright there, mate?’ The paramedic was looking at him. 

         ‘What? Yeah. I’m fine.’ It wasn’t true. 

         ‘A bit of a rough ride.’ 

         ‘Yeah.’ The guy had it in one. 

         ‘I…’ Mackie hesitated, realising that he might have told him there and then – this stranger. He might have told him this wasn’t his first rough ride – that his first one had, in fact, been much rougher because it had involved his wife – but the paramedic didn’t hear him, his attention was already back on the kid. Mackie leaned forward in his seat and watched. The only part of the kid he could see were his bare feet – filthy and cut – poking out from beneath the thin sheet that was covering him. 

         ‘Come on, son. Come on.’ The paramedic’s voice was low and soothing. He was stroking the kid’s forehead like a dad tucking his child in for the night. It made him think of Lauren, made him want to unbuckle himself and tell the kid everything was going to be alright. 

         ‘Is he going to be OK?’ Mackie said, but his voice was lost in the blare of the sirens and the din of a dozen pieces of equipment rattling against the ambulance walls. He pressed his lips together hard and tuned into the low lull of the paramedic’s voice and clung onto it like it was a rope flung out into a rough sea. 

         The radio crackled into life. ‘ETA two minutes,’ the driver said. ‘How’s he doing?’ 

         ‘Just keep your foot down. Are they ready for him?’ 

         ‘Ready and waiting, hang on. Here we go. Move over, move over. Oops, sorry.’ 

         There was a screeching of tyres as they cornered hard into a swerve that catapulted Mackie’s stomach up into his throat. Then they straightened up and started picking up speed. He could taste sick in his mouth. Two minutes. He started counting. He’d got to ninety when they lurched into another sharp turn then suddenly slowed down and cruised to a halt. 

         He didn’t know what he would have said. That he wasn’t his next of kin; that he didn’t have any details; that he didn’t want to be involved – couldn’t cope with being involved – because next thing he knew they were slamming through the plastic doors and from then on it was like he no longer had any control over what happened and the notion of trying to keep himself together – to keep his head above water – was of no consequence at all. 

         He lost them as soon as they were through the doors. Or they lost him. The real truth is he lost himself – as he followed them through he walked straight back into his old nightmare. He stopped and propped himself up against the wall, watching as the medics stampeded the trolley down the corridor, all the balls of a bobsleigh team until they reached the doors at the end and disappeared. There was silence for a moment or two, then relief. Until, like a tidal wave, back it came – the memory of the night she died: the sound of the trolley wheels, the urgency in the mix of voices, the slap of shoe leather on the floor – clamouring at his throat, clawing at his face, choking the breath out of him until his eyes swam. 

         ‘Sandra’, he whispered and let his chin fall to his chest. 

         He might have stayed there for a minute or for an hour – propped up against the wall like he’d maybe taken a rest during a long walk – he wasn’t sure. But it left him with a feeling of contentment, which at the time made sense; it was only afterwards, when he was trying to account for the missing minutes, that he felt unnerved. He didn’t remember pushing off the wall or walking down the corridor, he didn’t remember a thing until he pushed through the doors and into the A&E department. 

         The noise was like a slap in the face: sharp, unexpected, staggering. Mackie hesitated at the door like a man waking from a dream, contemplating the allure of going back rather than going forward. He let the door swing closed behind him and stood for a while, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The place was seething with people, like he’d walked into a shopping arcade or onto some crowd scene in a film. No one seemed to be sick: no apparent accidents or emergencies, just people milling around or chatting in groups, some laughter, an overlay of background music, an abnormal feeling of excitement. He looked back over his shoulder at the door he’d come through then took a deep breath and stepped forward into the throng. The heat was stupendous: a heady fug that had him dripping with sweat and undoing the front of his overalls within moments. 

         Two things struck him as he crossed the room. The first was the smell of smoke. Not cigarette smoke, fire smoke: a sweet, toasted smell that had something of childhood in it. The second was that everyone he could see was young: teenagers, early twenties maybe, and they were all half-dressed. They were in a heat wave, he knew that, but these kids looked like they’d just flown in from Marbella. 

         He carved a path through the crowd and, ignoring the string of kids lined up at reception, chatting and laughing like they were waiting to order a pint, walked to the front of the queue. The woman on the desk looked up at him. 

         ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You’re not with this lot, then?’ 

         ‘No,’ he said, ‘What’s going on?’ 

         She leaned across the desk. ‘Well, it’s not for me to say,’ she said, ‘but what a flipping morning. Off their heads, the lot of them.’ 

         He turned round and scanned the waiting room. ‘What do you mean?’ 

         ‘Smoke inhalation. Hah. Inhaled a lot more than smoke if you ask me.’ 

         ‘So, what…?’ 

         ‘The fire,’ she said. ‘Up on the Gower. The rave? Set the bloody grass alight. Still burning, apparently. There’s decent people with caravans up there, you know. I was talking to one paramedic – like Armageddon he said. Well, they shouldn’t be here if you ask me. Anyway…’ She straightened herself up, picked up her pen and smiled at him. ‘How can I help you, Sir?’ 

         ‘A rave?’ he said, trying to remember if Lauren had said she was going to the rave. ‘Was anyone hurt? Has … has anyone been admitted?’ 

         ‘Not a single one,’ she said and Mackie felt his shoulders drop an inch or two. ‘Mind you, there’s still four ambulances up there. God knows what they’re going to bring back. Anyway,’ she glanced over his shoulder at the small queue that had suddenly formed. ‘How can I help you?’ 

         ‘I came in with – with a young boy. In an ambulance?’ 

         She gave him a look that suggested she’d just changed her opinion of him. 

         ‘Name?’ 

         ‘Ah … I’m not sure, I. From the scrap yard. Tranter’s?’ 

         She hit the keyboard. 

         ‘Tranter’s. That’s the name, is it, of this boy?’ 

         ‘What? No. That’s where we’ve come from. I just came with them a few minutes ago, I…’ He stopped, suddenly unsure of how long he’d been in the corridor. 

         She peered at the computer screen then did some more tapping. ‘Can’t see anything here. Sure it was this hospital?’ 

         ‘Yes, I’m sure.’ 

         She was still shaking her head when the paramedic from the back of the ambulance appeared. 

         ‘Alright there, mate? They’ve taken him straight up to ICU.’ 

         ‘Oh, ICU.’ She pushed herself back from the counter and leaned over for the phone. ‘Why didn’t you say that in the first place?’ 

         ‘Don’t bother ringing,’ the paramedic said. ‘I’m going up there now. I’ll take him with me.’ 

         Mackie followed the paramedic onto the ICU – hanging back slightly, trying to ready himself. It wasn’t fear, as much as the fear of fear. It made no sense, he knew that, but there it was: some need of protection or armour. He re-fastened the front of his overalls and kept walking. It was exactly as he remembered: low ceiling, no windows, a refrigerated twilight zone, the soft shoe silence punctuated by submarine clicks and pings, the background wheeze of artificial breathing like some great sleeping animal, the feeling of life suspended. This was where his life ended. His proper life. The one he had before. 

         They stopped outside the door of a dimly lit room. ‘Go in,’ the paramedic said, ‘I’ll let the nurse know you’re here.’ 

         ‘OK,’ Mackie said, then found he couldn’t bring himself to cross the threshold. Instead, he watched the paramedic disappear down the corridor then stood in the doorway peering into the gloom. 

         ‘Mr Mackie?’ The nurse was on her way back. ‘I can let you see him for a few minutes. Is it alright to take a few details from you?’ 

         ‘Well…’ 

         She handed him a form. ‘Just your name and contact details, that kind of thing.’ 

         He took it off her, then followed her into the room. 

         ‘He’s had a rough time,’ she said. ‘So don’t expect too much.’ 

         I don’t know him, he wanted to say, but instead found himself watching as she leaned over the lad and touched him on the shoulder. 

         ‘Alright, son. Your dad’s here.’ 

         ‘Oh, I’m not…’ he started, then stopped as she came across and reached for his arm. 

         ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘He’s not conscious, but you know, it’s OK to talk to him. It’s good if you talk to him.’ 

         Mackie approached the bed slowly, looking at everything except the kid: the circle of soft light falling from the lamp, the abstraction of tubes and wires criss-crossing the bed, the way the fan was lifting the edges of the thin curtain, billowing it out like a sail. And then he made himself look. The kid was small – maybe twelve or thirteen, like the paramedic had said. His thin arms were bandaged, and his hair, which lay low on his forehead, was black and matted. His lips were cracked and bloody and there was a faint scarring that suggested previous injury. Like he’d been in a fight, Mackie thought, or put in a boxing ring. He had a graze on his cheekbone, a cut above his eyebrow and, beneath his left eye, a track of dried tears. Mackie couldn’t help himself. He reached out his hand and stroked the kid’s forehead. 

         ‘It’s alright, lad, you’re safe now,’ he said. 

         The kid’s eyelids flickered for a moment or two, then opened. His eyes were green, the colour of tarnished copper. Mackie stood stock-still as the kid scanned his face from forehead to chin, until some feeling of electricity, a feeling of being read, made him step away from the bed. 

         The kid kept staring. Mackie found himself unable to look away. 

         ‘It’s you,’ the kid said, then closed his eyes. 

         ‘What…?’ Mackie took another step back and steadied himself against the door frame. ‘What did he mean?’ he said to the nurse. 

         ‘He didn’t mean anything,’ she said. ‘It’s just the meds.’ 

         Mackie mulled this over for a moment or two. ‘I better get off, now,’ he said. ‘Get back to work.’ 

         ‘Oh, OK. The form,’ she said. ‘Have you filled it in? We’ll need to get in touch with you.’ 

         ‘What? No. I…’ He picked it up off the small table where he’d left it. Someone had already filled his name in the next of kin box. Mr Mackie. 

         ‘I think there’s been a mistake,’ he said. ‘I’m not his next of kin.’ 

         ‘Oh. I thought A&E said his dad came in with him. I thought – what he said just now – I thought he knew you.’ 

         ‘No,’ Mackie said. ‘I work at the scrapyard where he was found. I came in with him, but I’m not his dad. I don’t know him. I don’t know anything about him. I…’ 

         
      He didn’t know why he said what he just said. 
    

         ‘It’s alright,’ the nurse said. ‘But if you wouldn’t mind leaving your contact details? Social services will be in at some point and it might be useful if there was someone, you know, who could give a bit of background information.’ 

         He scribbled his address and phone number on the form and handed it to her. 

         ‘You’ve no idea how he ended up in the scrapyard, then?’ the nurse said, gazing over at the boy. 

         ‘I haven’t got a clue,’ he said. ‘Not a clue. 
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         Nine days earlier. 

         They were on the motorway: the soft rubber ripple of the tyres drifting up through the seat, carrying the hum of the road, like a song , into his aching back. He had been asleep, folded in on himself, neat as an envelope. He shifted position, waiting for the warm sting of blood to reach his cramped legs, then slid the blanket off his face. 

         Marco and Drake were talking about what was going to happen when they got there. Marco’s voice was fast. Electric. The drawing was on the dashboard, with Marco’s research: pages printed off the internet, maps, telephone numbers. Clues. They would look at it when they got closer then wake him up. Get him to finish the job. Get him to find Eileen. 

         He was concentrating on car headlights, counting the seconds between the sweeping beams as they came from behind, projecting silent movies onto the ceiling of the car, cartoon flickers that caught his eye and made him wish he was at home. He held his breath as they passed, releasing it when the car settled back into darkness and resumed his counting. He got to twenty before the inside of the car lit up again. High headlights, a dark rumble as it pulled alongside to overtake. He lifted his head to watch it pass. A Land Cruiser. It was close, he thought. Maybe too close. Something about it was adrift. He watched the driver lighting a cigarette then letting down the window, one hand on the wheel as he exhaled into the night air. 

         The lurch was slight: a small stumble that didn’t quite correct itself. The driver dropped his cigarette and grabbed the wheel with both hands, fighting as the Cruiser veered towards the crash barrier. The kid sat up. ‘Marco?’ 

         The Cruiser was suddenly alongside them – a fleeting moment of metal against metal, before it shuddered away, straightened momentarily, then, in slow motion, tilted away from them, wheels peeling off the tarmac as it rose into the air and hurtled towards the crash barrier. He heard the screaming shear of metal as it hit then watched as it ricocheted off, back across the lanes and straight into their path. 

         When he woke the night was a weave of light: blue and orange. He was lying in long grass. The sound of running water and voices. The smell of oil and petrol. He rolled onto his side trying to remember why he was there. He raised himself up and looked towards the voices. A paramedic was wheeling a trolley towards an open ambulance. Beyond that something blue and twisted – flattened metal and shattered glass, a tyre or maybe a wheel… 

         It was Marco’s car. 

         He was half off the ground, hauling himself towards it when the paramedic closed the ambulance doors. ‘We’ll leave you to it then, mate.’ 

         ‘No problem. Shouldn’t be long. I’ll get the Cruiser on then I’m off.’ 

         He lifted his head and watched the ambulance go, its sirens cracking the night in two, then crawled towards Marco’s car. A door slammed and he sank low, watching as a breakdown truck reversed past him, then he crept forward until he was level with Marco’s Astra. The passenger door was hanging open. 

         ‘Marco,’ he whispered. ‘Marco.’ 

         His voice flew out into the night like a small bird. He got off his knees, leaned into the car and ran his hand over the dashboard. His drawing wasn’t there. He felt the seat – it was wet and covered in glass. He could hear the truck driver loading the Cruiser. He knew he needed to go but he had to find his drawing. He got down on all fours and patted the grass around the car. When he heard the truck door slam he leaned back into the car for a final look and, in the revolving orange light, saw it – there, on the back seat. He pushed it inside his shirt then, keeping low, ran towards the breakdown truck. The driver was already in the cab, his head down over paperwork. He crouched low and crept past, climbed up onto the trailer bed and, as the driver put the truck into gear, slid himself through the back window of the crumpled Cruiser. 

         He was woken by the hiss of air brakes and the slam of a door. A bright light suddenly flooded the vehicle and he slid himself silently off the back seat and into the footwell. He could hear voices and then the rough rumble of chains being loosened. The kid tried to push himself further under the driver’s seat and waited, concentrating on the sounds outside: footsteps, more chains rattling free, then the metal grind of the ramp rolling out somewhere beneath him. 

         ‘That’ll do, mate. Leave it there. The lads’ll sort it in the morning. Sure the cops were OK with this?’ 

         ‘Sure. Said they’d come here to see it.’ 

         The window of the Cruiser was smashed and the voice was very close. The kid gripped the bar beneath the seat. He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on the feel of the metal, its cool smoothness, then on the hot scratch of the carpet beneath his cheek, the smell of mint and cigarette ash. He held on until the creak of metal gates and the rattle of chains told him it was alright to let go. 

         He rolled onto his back, lay for a few minutes, listening, then hauled himself onto the back seat, feeling the gritty crunch of shattered glass through his jeans as he leaned his face out into the night and sniffed the air. It was heavy with salt and rust and oil and he thought, perhaps, he was by the sea. He listened for the lap of water but heard none – only the soft zip of tyres on a nearby road. He narrowed his eyes and waited for them to adjust. He was surrounded by towers of metal and steel. Haphazard shapes jutting out against the dark sky, shy flashes of chrome and glass. With a small nod he sat back in his seat. He was in a scrapyard. 

         The kid stuck his head back out into the dark and considered the space around him. They were coming back in the morning – that’s what the man had said. That meant he needed to get out of there – or find somewhere better to hide. He eased himself through the window and out into the blackness, waited for a moment until the spinning in his head slowed down, then stepped away from the Cruiser. It was a mistake. 

         A high voltage light suddenly burst into life. It blazed down on him, holding him there, his mouth open, his hand shielding his eyes, until the message travelled from his brain to his feet and he set off running towards a large shed at the other side of the yard. He flattened himself against the plank wall and waited until the light went off; then, moving slowly, he felt for a door. When he found it he fit the handle into the palm of his hand. It turned eagerly enough, a loose rattle that sounded promising, but yielded nothing. He tried again, putting his shoulder against the door but it still held. He didn’t know what to do. He could feel the tears coming. Get your fucking smart on, Marco would have said. Get yourself a fucking plan. But Marco wasn’t there. The kid scanned the area behind him: a wall of cars rose up in unsteady columns, shanty towers of faded metal and steel – a lot of places to hide. He crept to the foot of the nearest tower – its base was a Toyota. He stepped up onto its empty window frame, grabbed hold of the roof of the car above and pulled himself up. He imagined Marco was below, hissing instructions, speeding him on. He checked over his shoulder before he reached for the next car: another half metre and he might trip the security light again. He took a deep breath and snaked his arm up and climbed until he reached the car at the top. A blue Merc. He grabbed the hanging strap and hauled himself up; then, as quickly as he might dare because he could feel the tower below him moving, pulled himself in. He waited for a minute or two until the cars settled then lifted his head and looked down at the yard. He had a plan. He would hide there until morning and then, when the gates were open, sneak out. He had the drawing and he would use it to find Eileen. He would find her and warn her about Marco. 
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         Mackie got out of ICU and headed back down to Reception. It wasn’t until he reached the main foyer, and caught a whiff of Costa’s, he realised that in all the commotion with the kid, he hadn’t eaten. He was starving. A coffee and muffin would do it, he decided, and a chance to sit somewhere quiet and try get his head back on straight. It was firing off in too many directions. ‘It’s you,’ that’s what the kid had said, like he knew him; recognised him. 

         ‘Mackie?’ 

         He spun round, slopping the foam off his latte onto the table. 

         ‘Trev. Shit. Oh, sorry, Bertha – I mean, Mrs Tyndall.’ 

         Mackie loosened the muffin from its paper napkin and dabbed at the table. Bertha made a noise like a tyre going down and started rooting in her handbag. She threw a packet of paper hankies at him then whipped them back and ripped them open. 

         ‘So,’ she said, and sat down next to him. ‘What are you doing here?’ 

         Mackie took a quick bite of his muffin to buy a bit of time. The last thing he needed was a grilling from Bertha. 

         Trev’s mother was something of a legend at the yard. They were all scared of her – even Tranter. He’d had a run in with her, years back, after Trev backed the tipper into Tranter’s van and had his wages docked. Bertha paid a visit, slogging across the yard: square and solid in what looked like a man’s overcoat, her handbag slung across her front like an ammo belt. She had a greasy black beret jammed on her head. There was something Soviet about her that made you think of gulags: miles of icy wilderness and no escape. She’d marched across to Tranter’s private office and disappeared inside. There’d been a long silence and then Tranter had come trotting out with a handful of cash for Trev. 

         ‘I just came in with the … the ambulance,’ Mackie said. This was a lame attempt to separate himself from any semblance of being in the know: partly because he didn’t want to talk about it and partly because of the way Bertha was looking at him – like she was quietly selecting which instrument to use to get the information out of him. 

         ‘Go on…’ 

         ‘Well…’ He tried to catch Trev’s eye, but he’d gone big with a chocolate milkshake and was giving it his full attention. 

         ‘They brought you in too, then, Trev?’ 

         Trev let the straw drop from his mouth and wiped the foam off his lips with the back of his hand. Bertha tutted and skimmed a paper hanky at him. 

         ‘Yeah,’ he said, looking at his mother. ‘It was my blood pressure. Went too low. I’m alright now, though.’ 

         Bertha gave a snort. ‘You, alright? Hah. That’ll be the day.’ 

         Trev rubbed the back of his head. ‘It was a hell of a shock though, Mackie, my god, I – He found the straw with his lips again and took a long pull on the milkshake. 

         ‘Go on. Spit it out. Tell him what you were doing.’ 

         Trev, to give him his due, didn’t even bother trying. 

         ‘On his own, he was. Weren’t you Trevor? On his own up a ladder…’ 

         Trev raised his eyebrows at Mackie while Bertha set off with her account of the story. Mackie listened until she got to the part about coming in to talk to Tranter about compensation, then made a big show of looking at his watch, got up and excused himself. 

         Work, he’d said. He needed to get back to work. This was only partly true. What he really needed was to talk to Sharon. 

         ‘Watch out, mate. Move over.’ 

         Mackie leapt to one side as a trolley, flanked by two paramedics, hurtled towards him. A nurse jogged up and grabbed the end of the trolley. ‘Another one off the Gower?’ 

         ‘Yeah, straight up to the Burns Unit…’ And then they were gone. 

         Mackie’s knees dissolved. Lauren. He’d been so caught up with the kid he’d forgotten about her. He wrestled his phone out of his pocket and tapped the screen. There was a missed call and a message, both from a number he didn’t recognise. He opened the message first. “Hi, Dad, just to let you know, I’m OK. On my way to pick…” He closed his eyes and mumbled a few words of thanks, then logged into the answer machine. The caller had left no message but no matter, she was alright. She was on her way – he checked his watch – on her way, no doubt, to pick the twins up from school. All was well. Panic over. He could go back to the yard, have a catch up with Sharon, maybe make a start on the stockpile and stop worrying about Lauren, the twins, school … and what the kid had said. He let out a long sigh of relief, took a couple of deep breaths, and set off towards the bus stop. 

         Mackie had a theory about relief. Enjoy it while it lasts, that was his theory. Don’t shrug your shoulders and pretend you weren’t worried. No, stick your damn hand up and say, yes, I was scared shitless, then feel the relief and fucking enjoy it. There’d been moments when he’d imagined imparting this advice, this pearl of wisdom, to other people; envisaged himself as a counsellor, a life coach maybe. A nice little room, two comfy sofas or a small circle of chairs even, a clutch of troubled souls hanging on his every word. Listen to me, he would say, because this is not out of a book. No – this is out of my life which has been just about as shitty as a life could be: relief is the gulp of air you snatch when your head suddenly breaks free of deep water, glorious and unexpected. So learn to breathe deep, get a lungful, because you don’t know how long it will have to last. 

         He was still running on full when he reached the carpark and decided to get a taxi rather than join the Marbella crowd who were queueing for the bus and looking a lot less perky. They’d just pulled out of the hospital grounds and into traffic when his phone rang. It was a number he didn’t recognise. 

         ‘Mr Carpenter.’ 

         No one called him by his proper name except … he took a big gulp of air and felt the water close over his head. ‘Miss Jones,’ he said. 

         ‘Sorry to bother you,’ she said. ‘It’s just that we weren’t sure who was coming for the twins?’ 

         ‘Me,’ he said, without hesitating. ‘I’m on my way now. Sorry. There’s been some big fire over on the Gower? The Mumbles Road – it’s all backed up.’ 

         ‘Yes, yes, we know,’ she said. ‘And don’t worry, you’re not the only one who’s been held up. We’ve got quite a handful of little ones still here.’ 

         ‘Well, I’ll not be long,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes tops.’ 

         He tapped the taxi driver on the shoulder and gave him the school’s address, then scrolled back through his phone messages. He tapped in the number Lauren had called him on and waited. It went straight to voicemail. No personal message to give him a clue whose phone it was. He left a message and then redialled. This time it was engaged so he rang off and sat, phone in hand, willing it to ring. It didn’t. 

         ‘You alright, mate? You want me to open the window?’ 

         ‘What? Yes. No, I’m fine. Thanks.’ 

         ‘Bloody hot, eh?’ 

         ‘Yeah. Yeah, it is.’ Mackie wiped his face on his sleeve, checked the screen one last time, then tapped a message to Sharon. He kept it vague, said he wouldn’t be back in but he’d call her later. 

         By the time he got to school the ‘handful of little ones’ had been claimed and Lauren’s kids were the only two left in the playground. Miss Jones appeared as soon as his hand was on the gate. 
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