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Day One














A Long Journey


It was dark under rumbling wet mackerel skies and passengers on the warm, dry bus seemed electrified. The non-stop chatter and constant beat had a distressing roar to it inside Hank Evan’s skull. New medication. He had been stuck in the hospital for over a week, undergoing his regular epileptic medical tests, and had only just managed to catch the 97B circular. It would take the long route back.


Hank felt like shit. He had had a nasty fit that morning in the hospital. He’d damaged his left foot, and a scrawny nurse coated it in plaster and plastic sheeting whilst warning him about the weather conditions outside. She had given him the stiff metallic crutches and said goodbye. He’d stood on aching limbs at the hospital bus stop and clambered onto the first one that pulled in.


Their county hospital was perched at the top of the valley and shared by all of the ex-mining towns below. The bus Hank was travelling on would drive right down the valley, around the base of Blackmill mountain, through Cooperstown, Stanleyville, Evanstown, Aberpant, Morristown, Ynys-y-Pwll, Brownsville, Pentrecoch, and loop back up past the rear of the hospital into his small town of Cwmgarw, eventually coming onto the Bevan Estate, or Texas-2 as the locals liked to call it. He didn’t want to look out at the litter of settlements named for mine owners and the ransacked landscape.


The bus slowed and strained to another juddering stop. Hank found himself staring straight ahead at the two pensioners sat opposite. The man hesitantly touched his plain tie and nodded towards him. Hank was aware he must be looking pretty vile that afternoon with a pair of broken, ill-balanced glasses on his nose, oily uncombed hair, and a carrier bag full of dirty clothes resting between his sore feet. The man looked away. Hank looked to the side and they drove on. He was chewing at skin on the side of his thumb and trying to keep Cheyenne out of his head. He had been annoyed with his girlfriend for days. She’d barely spoken to him since he went into the epileptic unit, and he’d had no text or call from his mate Masaki either. They both seemed to have vanished. Hank felt as forgotten as the ragged communities that greeted his tired eyes.


Each blink turned him black inside. He opened his eyes and sighed. His epilepsy had leapt at him from nowhere, and caught him standing still. It was at the end of his second year in college; he’d gone home for the summer break and never went back. Home was no longer the same either. Mam died, and dad drank. Hank knew it would never be the same for him again. He saw everything differently. Each time he plunged out of the world, another one waited for him.



The growling noise of the bus’s engine became mixed with the cold, tight noise inside his head. He was shaking. He noticed it had gently started to rain again. He felt he was about to take the plunge. Hank swallowed. Shut his eyes. And waited.
















Croeso i Gymru: Welcome to Wales


The American couple yawned in unison. It had been a long journey and they weren’t there yet. Their large bodies made the small car feel cramped as Ed Evans drove carefully up the mountain road against a barrage of wind and rain. He was hunched over the wheel, trying to see the battered concrete in front of him as it transformed itself into a mini brook. The fields that ran alongside the car had flooded, and brown water flowed through the rooted hedge onto the road. In the dark morning light, Ed stared silently in concentration.


He hadn’t spoken to Betty for fifty-six minutes and was aiming for the sixty minute mark. Ed had not wanted to go on this off-beat road trip. A retired police officer, he felt it was a mistake to travel this far from his home. She had told him it was to be the “holiday of their lifetimes”. To visit Wales. The country of their origin. The woman had spent weeks pestering and nagging him to make those small steps to board the transatlantic jet, and from what he’d seen of this gnarled country so far it wasn’t hard for him to guess why people had left.


A heavy yellow truck trundled toward them and beeped. Betty couldn’t help follow the crawling beam of its headlight as her husband’s miserable, wrinkled face was abruptly illuminated. His eyes held firm under a fixed scowl. His heavily veined, alcohol-brushed nose. His enormous drooping moustache. A moustache which had been hanging there with those grey sideburns since the Sixties. Betty had known that face for most of her life. Feared it. Loved it. Loathed it. She’d recently wondered how big a distance there was between them now. She wondered what had caused the gap. And she thought she knew. It was her. Betty painfully felt she’d failed her husband years ago. They didn’t have any real family, and she had fooled herself into thinking this wild trip to Wales was somehow going to fix it for them both.


Ed slowed the car and let the psycho trucker roll on by.


Betty knew she needed sugar. She felt faint and figured she was having some kind of elderly body sensation that needed the sweet crystalline substance of sugar to boost her. It could happen. They’d been stuck in the airport half a night, waiting to get through the darn doors. She had eaten only one flimsy peanut butter sandwich and drank what felt like thirty-six cups of nuclear-hot coffee in four hours. She felt jittery. When they finally got out of Heathrow, Ed insisted they just find themselves the cheapest car and drive on. If they were going into Wales he didn’t want to waste any money on jetlag in any English motel. They could get their sleep in the next country.


Beneath the tumbling rain outside, Betty was sure she could hear something. A rattle. Some sort of metallic clank. A thin clatter inside their tinny hire-car. Every few metres she waited, and listened for a rattle. It was coming from her door. She was sure she had shut the door firmly back at the airport, yet she could hear this noise and it had begun to unsettle her. A rattle.


Ed yawned again, and pushed his saucer-shaped driving glasses back up the bridge of his nose. The empty can of diet soda on Betty’s lap was teasing her, and she was beginning to get bored with this cold chunk of Mormon-car-silence. She hated this game. She’d thought she could bear the chastisement but she couldn’t. She needed to use the bathroom. She raised her voice above the downpour.


– You going to speak to me, honey?


– I’m driving, Betty.


– I know you’re driving, Ed. You’ve been driving for quite a while now. And you haven’t said a damned word!


– I’m concentrating, Betty. What you want me to say?


– I don’t know. Sorry?


– Hell, I’m not the one that needs to apolog…



Ed’s mouth stayed open. Shit. He’d spoken. He peeked at his wife. There was a glint of malice in her eye. A trace of a smile on her worn face. The bitch’d beaten him. His wife had won. She’d slipped one in. Broken the car silence and caught him out. He trembled. Then exploded.



– BETTY, CAN YOU SEE THAT STINKIN’ RAIN OUT THERE? Can you see that rain? I CAN. I see more of that rain than the goddamned road in this place. And it ain’t easy driving on this petty little mountain road, in this shabby little country you brought us to, Betty! I’m trying to focus here! I need the car silence! It ain’t no easy punishment I’m giving you here, neither! It ain’t a game, girl! IT IS NECESSARY.



– Yeah? Well you just passed us another one, back there, didn’t you, Ed!


– Another what?


– You just passed another service station! Don’t tell me you didn’t see it, Ed.


– I didn’t see it.



– Bullshit. That’s seven you’ve passed! I’m gonna piss myself ‘lest you stop at the next one. Hell, it took you awhile to get this thing started up, but you can stop it, right?



– Why don’t you wait till we get to the motel?


She watched as the rain whacked brutally against the car windscreen and they drove on slowly up the never-ending mountain road. She’d wondered earlier whether they’d actually taken the right turning. At least she’d gotten the old dog talking.



Ed let his head nod calmly at the passing sight of a half bent, iron road sign: Cwmgarw 3 3/4. He took his hand from the steering wheel and pointed. Planted high on a ridge in a rain-soaked field behind the first sign there was another. A sign made from garden fencing. It was over five metres tall and stood on thin wooden legs that wobbled against the wind. Ed squinted and read the words roughly written in a bright orange paint: Leading to Texas-2. The words were underlined with a curling black arrow which pointed directly downward into the field. Ed saw a dead sheep as it bobbed, floating in the muddy water beneath the sign. He turned to see whether his wife had noticed. She hadn’t. Ed fumbled with his glasses, pushed them back onto the bridge of his nose and briefly glared at his cherry-faced, gasping wife. Her seat belt had locked around her body when Ed’s hand left the wheel and he quickly steadied the car. She yanked the tight belt loose and squeezed at the tip of her bumped elbow.



– I’m sorry, he said.


– So am I, she said.














Family Love


– I’M SORRY! Alright? There, I’ve said it. I. Am. Sorry. Fuck’s sake, Leanne, how many times should I…



– Don’t matter how many times you says it, does it? said Leanne.


– Awww, come on mun…



– Don’t CHANGE nothing, does it? said Leanne.


– I forgot. Fuck’s sake. I forgot.


– Yeah? Well you never forgot to go and order us a sword from the Dogman, did you, eh? Naw. Big giant sword? Got that lined up. Easy. Easy peasy, like. And you never forgot to dress all neat and tidy yourself, did you, eh? said Leanne.


– We needs that sword, said Donna.


– Hhhmmm.


– Aaaaw, come on Leanne, you look fine.


– I looks like a battered old fucking waitress. Someone who dun have the frigging brains to change outta her greasy uniform, on her day off. On her fucking birthday, Donna! And all cause my sister here tells me that she’s got my clothes all neatly tucked away, in the boot of her frigging car. And me? Yeah, me? I’m stupid enough to go an believe the manky tart.


– I’M SORRY, said Donna.


Leanne Evans stopped nibbling on the corner of her tissue and wiped at her nose. They’d been driving in the car for forty minutes and it was only when they’d reached the long road crossing the top of the valleys that Donna bothered to mention she hadn’t brought her a change of clothes. Today. It was her twenty-third birthday, and Leanne sat in the car wearing a pink dress that was baggy on her skinny hips and covered in cooking oil.


Leanne licked her fingers and picked at a dried patch of sauce smeared across the chest of her uniform. She was feeling older already. She knew her bruised face made her look rough, and the dress wasn’t going to help. Donna had collected her earlier that morning when her shift at the 24-hr McDonalds finished. They had just begun a theme month doing Classic American Diner; the waitresses had to wear a 1950s pink outfit with the men wearing a white shirt and slinky black tie combo. If Leanne were a bigger woman maybe the uniform they’d given her wouldn’t have looked so bad, but she didn’t have 1950s curves.


– I’m sorry, said Donna.


– Piss off.


In the wet morning light, the charred roadside trees were standing dead. The wet fields were black and burnt. Small wild ponies stood together. They shivered against the wind and watched Donna’s car drive past over their ravaged mountaintop. The sisters had come too far to turn back now, and Donna drove on. She tapped her gold-ringed fingers on the brittle steering wheel to a tune Leanne didn’t recognise. It was cold in that car. Leanne leaned forward and started to fiddle with the heater again and Donna hit her hand away.


– Leave ‘em, Leanne.


– It feels fucking freezing in here.


– Leave ‘em, said Donna.


– IT’S FUCKING FREEZING IN HERE.


– Leave. My. Fucking. Heater. Alone. Leanne.


– MY TITS ARE ‘BOUT TO DROP OFF!


– Leave ‘em, said Donna.


Leanne folded her arms across her chest and stared out of the passenger window.


– Well, happy fucking birthday, she mumbled.


– Yeah, happy fucking birthday, said Donna.



Donna could be the boss. Growing up, Donna had thought Leanne was always dumb enough to simply nod her head and agree. And Leanne often did. It was her act. In her own head, she knew being the younger sister never really made her the second in command. But waiting for her sister to pick her up that morning, she had started to think she shouldn’t have agreed to what they were doing right now. It was all more Donna than Leanne, and she was beginning to think she was daft for nodding her head this time.



Leanne had waited twenty minutes for her sister to fetch her. She knew it would happen. Leanne had sat, freezing, in front of an empty store, trying to get her mobile to work, and watched three boys turn the road on the edge of town into some sort of racetrack. Leanne stared in stupor, smoking her Regals, as they zoomed round the abandoned shops and Carphone Warehouse.


– So, what’s the matter, Leanne. You gonna tell me?


– I dunno, do I?


– Dunno what?


– If this seems right. Is this right? said Leanne.


Leanne could see her own breath and glared at her sister. Donna pointed at her. Leanne was worried she was looking at herself in a few years time. She shook her head as a car raced past. Donna lowered her bony finger and clenched hold of Leanne’s arm. Her sister raised her head.


– This? This is fucking right. This is your day, innit? Your birthday. Right? And I is gonna get you the best present we could ever hope for. Right? We gonna do what needs to be done here, Leanne. Right? We been planning this all week.


– I dunno, Donna. It’s you, really. You been talking about this… going on about doing it. Not…



– Right!? said Donna.


– Yeah, said Leanne. Okay, right.


– Good.


Leanne let out a small groan. She touched her bruised cheeks and wiped a tear away from her face. Donna always had the upper hand in their decision making. It didn’t seem fair she was that weak.


– It’s a strange thing, love, innit? said Leanne.


– NAW. NAW. DON’T FOOL YOURSELF. It ain’t strange, Leanne. Love? Love is a simple thing. You never loved tha’ man. And he definitely never did love you, did he?


– We was never proper lovers, Donna. We was friends.


– You wasn’t friends, Leanne.


– Yes we was. We were house friends.


– Yeah? Well friends can love each other too, innit? But you don’t go sharing a house with a friend, waiting for the day the fucker tries to kill you, does you?


– Spose not, said Leanne.


– Cause, love? It certainly don’t involve beating the shite out of you, does it? Love? It don’t involve dragging you screaming across the floor by the hair. Shite, it don’t involve holding a knife to your throat, and threatening to kill you. Love? Naw, love ain’t that, Leanne. No. Peculiar fucker always loved his dog more than he could ever love a human. Now, that’s strange.


– Spose.


– And yeah, I wants to do this. It’s true. Cause tha’ fucker is gonna find out what love can feel like. Family love. And you know what family love can mean? Means we are gonna make tha’ cunt weep, Leanne. And you know what it’s called?


Donna was smiling.


– Love? said Leanne.


Donna shook her head.


– REVENGE.














The Oxytocin Stare


When the seven-tonne industrial snow-gritter went past, it was barely light at the top of the valley and Boyd Evans had been stretched out in the back of his 1989 Ford Mondeo. He woke so fast his forehead hurt from frowning as he leant toward the noise of the vehicle choking its way past the lay-by. Boyd peered at the back of the yellow snow-gritter and caught sight of the pissed town councillor, Mister Merlin Gunter. The man was testing his newly bought vehicle for speed, and spread the grit with a damaging force onto an ice-free mountain road. Every three seconds rock salt bullets were spat out of the electric pipes and Boyd watched the driver joyously yell, enrapt with the bellow of the engine.



Boyd had worked for a different town council division in Pentrecoch, only a few miles away. It had been a real shock when his own borough announced they could not afford, nor did they need, a new snow-gritter, unlike Mister Gunter’s happy bunch. After the Christmas disaster last year, the Cooperstown council were determined not to be mocked by the national press ever again. They had put themselves on a high alert, prepared for any sudden change in climate, and were calling it Operation Snowflake. They had bragged in the local press non-stop for five months about the one hundred thousand pound snow-gritter they’d found on the web. And there was a general agreement that everyone in their constituency seemed proud of the mammoth vehicle. It was worth the costs.



The yellow snow-gritter had been placed on display in the neighbouring town centre for days. They had sealed off the roads and parked it next to the statue of a local worthy. They covered it with purple baubles, fairy lights and tinsel. Children were invited to sit on the huge wheels, and pay for their Christmas photos to be taken by one of the several dancing elves, and Boyd knew there was a growing sense of jealousy between the two towns.


Boyd turned his wipers on and watched the thin rubber sticks scratch brown rock salt and rain across his windscreen. He yawned and leant back, trying not to think about what had happened to the outside paint job of his car. He had to rub at his face again to calm himself. Across the road from the lay-by he looked at the knackered service station. Shite, he knew he had to get over there. He couldn’t concentrate. He slipped out a cigarette.


Pinkie, his dog, noticed he was awake and started to pay him some attention again. And for a moment, when he realised little Perky would not stand up, Boyd felt he was letting Pinkie down. He tilted his face back towards the scarred dirty vinyl, hanging from the ceiling of his car, and groaned.


No. Boyd didn’t have time for this. The frantic slurping and panting around his cock was making him more nervous. And he could not get hard. He didn’t want to.


– Aaaww naw, mun, Pinkieee, no. No. Stop it. We gotta stop, stop mun…. sssSSStoooaaaaaop.


They hadn’t come up here for this. And Pinkie bloody knew it. Perky does not come out to play before a job. It was an agreed fucking rule. He was the one being let down here, not his partner. Stick to the guidelines. The routine.


Boyd looked at the top of the gorgeous hairy head, rolling between his thighs. It had to be done. He took a breath and punched Pinkie away from his cock. The frightened dog barked loudly in displeasure. Stunned. Aggrieved. Boyd knew it would be tricky.


– I’m sorry, love.


Pinkie was a big hound. The size and shape of a fat pony, covered in masses of fluffy black fur that Boyd spent hours combing and perfuming to give his dog an elegant touch. He stood seven feet long and thirty inches high. Weighed thirteen stone and four pounds. And this massive Newfoundland did not easily accept defeat. He was barking at Boyd. Wailing. Boyd pushed him back and Pinkie glared at him. The dog was breathing heavily. Warm threads of spittle and pubic hair hanging off the tip of his muscular tongue.


No. Pinkie pounced back down there and continued to repeatedly lick at his crotch. He didn’t want to treat the dog like this. But things had to be done. They’d come up the mountain for a reason and he realised he was lucky the snow-gritter had woke him. He spat out his cigarette. With two hands Boyd grabbed hold of the dog’s firm leather collar and pulled it with all his might. He wrenched Pinkie a foot into the air, and the dog leapt forwards onto his chest.


– Aaaaaaaaaahhhhh.


Boyd screamed as he found himself crushed by the enormous weight of this fighting beast and lost his grip. He struggled to regain control and tried to slip his arms back through the mass of black fur, wriggling his fingers to connect. Pinkie was ecstatic. He thought it was part of a new game. There was delight in the dog’s bark and Boyd felt its heart pump as litres of blood smashed through an eager body and up to a wagging tail tip. The dog writhed in excitement as Boyd winced in pain. It wasn’t until his hands found each other and locked around the dog’s neck did Pinkie understand they weren’t playing. Boyd squeezed, and listened to his dog choke.


He pulled the flailing animal tight and got a face full of fur. Boyd spat and Pinkie made spluttering sounds. Kicked hind legs against the radio. Boyd pulled harder. He had his dog on top of him. He knew this was the only way. He used his arms and chest to crush the windpipe and strangle away at the dog’s aortic arteries. He could feel Pinkie going. And he continued to squeeze. The dog stopped kicking. Pinkie had lost. The dog was still. He rested on top of Boyd, and the dead weight pushed him further down onto the seat. Boyd shoved the animal to the side and grinned.


– Sorry.


Pinkie was slouched against the car door, his head against the cold window, and he made that whimpering noise. One big, drooling dog. Barely breathing. Beautiful. Boyd loved that dog more than he could ever love anyone. He wiped cold sweat off his forehead and let the fish-grin spread. Shite, dogs like that should come with an addiction warning. He shook out another cigarette and lit it, staring at Pinkie. Boyd swallowed a heavy lungful of smoke. He could sense Perky coming to life.


He sat and watched Pinkie slowly but steadily regain its senses. The dog had become his life. Boyd puffed his chest out and laughed, coughing a mouthful of smoke into the cold car. Pinkie opened his eyes and instinctively growled at him. Boyd gently stroked his neck and let the dog lick his hand. Pinkie let out a whining bark and growled at him through the smoke.


– Aaawww come on, love. Listen, Daddy made a mistake, didn’t he? Daddy was naughty. We was bored in the rain. A silly Daddy, yes. Silly. Should never have taken Perky out. Silly.


Pinkie let out a muffled bark and moved his head away from Boyd.


– Aww come on Pinkie, mun, don’t do this to me. Not now. Not today, mun. I got other things to worry about, right?


The dog turned back toward Boyd, stared at him with tawny yellow eyes, and licked its wet snout. He wasn’t pleased. Boyd sighed. This didn’t feel right. He reached into his pocket and slipped out a Winalot bone shape and offered it to Pinkie, but he wasn’t interested. Boyd chewed on the biscuit himself.


– Jus wait here, sweetheart. Daddy’ll bring you a little present, yeah? What you want? Eh? A Twix? A Twixy? Nooo? What about a Mars bar? Eh? Likes ‘em, dun you? Eh? Mars bars? All chewy like?


The dog barked in intense response. Boyd knew he liked the Mars bar.



– Alright ‘en, sugar, Marsit is.



– Woof. Woof. Woof.


Boyd leant forward and opened the glove compartment; he put his hand inside and brought out a plastic bag with a quarter gramme of grainy white powder he’d bought. He believed it would give him a bit more power, a bit more energy for the jobs, and Boyd had got into the habit of using this cheap stuff. He eked a speck of it onto the top of his hand, and snorted it all up his left nostril.


He reached under the car seat and carefully pulled out his heavy gun. It was a copy of the old-fashioned Smith and Wesson six shooter. His dad had it made years ago. Silver-plated iron, with a star clipped onto each side of the wooden handle. Boyd’s mam never understood his dad’s cowboy passions, and wouldn’t allow the gun to be placed alongside him in his box when he passed away. Boyd knew he’d never really use it. Felt weird in his hand. Excited, Boyd kissed Pinkie on his drooling snout. A tender look of quiet love passed between them both and he stroked the dog. He felt his cock rise.


– Won’t be long, love.



Pinkie placed his elegant head back down into Boyd’s lap, and compassionately rubbed at Mister Perky. Boyd shook his head. He was hard. Perky was standing tall. And Pinkie knew it. Shite. He couldn’t help himself.



– Fuck, you’re good, Pinkie.














Cheyenne’s Lucky Day


A fleck of shiny red blood popped from the needle nick on the side of her forefinger and Cheyenne Evans moaned in anger. She spotted the dropped name-tag resting on the countertop and threw it with some force at the bin. The badge bounced off the wall, slid across the linoleum floor and over towards the Bargain Snacks.


– Yeah, sod off Nelson.


She plumped back down behind the till. Cheyenne had been tired, sitting there throughout the night with old Nelson’s plastic name-tag on her chest, and had only just noticed. She was sure she’d been having a thought at the time. A good one. She let her head drift off the badge and up to the electric doors. She sucked her breath in tight, and thought. Hard. If she was superstitious, she’d probably think it all meant something. She wasn’t though.



Work at the petrol station was dull. Cheyenne would sit and read a magazine, eating the nearest chocolate bar, drinking her Tango and admiring the latest hairstyle in a copy of Hello. And the night-shift slot was even worse. It took her a while to get used to it. To stop falling asleep and dreaming. There were plenty of savoury pot noodles to guzzle through, but Cristiano Ronaldo, semi-naked in a pair of tight fitting Armani pants, never did wander by. It was mainly lorry drivers. Beer-bellied men in their fifties, grunting and groaning toward her. Asking her why they’d shut the Little Chief restaurant over there, and watching her delicately finish off a packet of crisps before she even noticed them. When she got the call a day ago, she’d been surprised. Mister Hardy sounded as if he’d been sobbing when he asked her whether she could fill in for his nightshift duty.



– Yeah, course, said Cheyenne. Wouldn’t Nelson normally do it, though?


– Ha, yes, yes, only I can’t seem to get hold of him and I’ve had a little problem. Something serious happened to me, love.


Cheyenne had phoned her part-time boyfriend, Tetchy, to tell him his date was cancelled.


– Some nutter’s gone and assaulted Mister H right outside his house. He was stepping out the front door when some disguised psycho-midget charged him with a sword.


– A psycho-midget?


– It’s what I heard. Nutter was four foot something, wearing this lacy black cape outfit waving a…



– Ha, sounds like your Nan, don’t it?


– Don’t dare say that!


– Well, we both knowse it, Cheyenne, she don’t like…



Cheyenne was disturbed. He may have been right. She remembered when the mouthy local hairdresser had first told her gung-ho Nan that she’d got the job up at the station. Nan’d come bolting round their house with her hair half fixed. Not the right frigging work for her young grand-daughter.



– Stop it, Tetchy! This is serious. This nutter had some massive steel broadsword. Mister H legged it back in, and called the police. Psycho-midget never got him. Disappeared when it heard the sirens go. He’s shitting himself. Decided to step back from the counter. Probably means I’ll be getting asked to do a load more work here.



Tetchy had reckoned it could be her lucky day, and he’d be able to come around to celebrate with her. Cheyenne had said no. She was young, but she wasn’t dumb. When your boss gets attacked you don’t go out celebrating. It wouldn’t look right. It was creepy. And she told him so. The truth was, her second part-time boyfriend would soon be leaving the hospital. They’d almost completed his eppy tests, and she knew he’d be calling in to see her and check on his own work schedule.


She’d met Hank at the petrol station on her first day. He’d been lounging about, trying to impress her and lying about things. Hank had told her it was he who’d installed the CCTV cameras. All six of them. She loved the CCTV cameras. They were everywhere. She’d learned it was his dad, Nelson who used to be the electrician, so she wasn’t sure. The cheap petrol scam Mister Hardy was running relied on Bio-Fuel. Hank, his dad and Mister H, had warned her never to talk openly about the Bio-Fuel in front of one of the cameras. You took the driver’s money, smiled, but you didn’t mention the deal.


When there was nobody else in the station, Cheyenne couldn’t help practise in front of one of the cameras. Show-business was where Cheyenne was really heading. She knew it. She’d make the perfect celebrity. Dead right for a part in any Soap. Hank always bragged he’d soon be selling his own work over in Hollywood. His brief stint on some college course a few years back had boosted his hope of success. Cheyenne knew the dork was living in fantasyland. X-Factor was coming to Cardiff in January, and she was going to be there. It was why she’d started to dye her thick black hair blue and use the silicone tit-lifters. She was the one who was going to be leaving this stinking shithole, not Hank.


The dirty fuel sold at the station was 80% veggie oil, the rest being cheap vodka brought back from the Ukraine. They had hundreds of soaked cardboard boxes stacked in the corner of the shed. The dump was bursting with vodka. Hank saw her once standing near the boxes, thinking of nicking a couple. He’d told Cheyenne not to be tempted by it.


– If you’ve a mind to steal, then you steal the vodka on display. Do not touch this one. Not even my dad would touch it.


Hank explained to her this lethal vodka was to light it all up. Make the engine go, like. Any leftovers of that dangerous liquid, they’d pour down the drain in the Chip shop. It killed the rats. They had these special pumps at the back of the station, and every week or so it was Hank’s stinking job to fill them to the brim with the tons of cold grease and mangled chip fat that got passed out of Adumchuk Gogol’s eighteen chippies down the valley. Adumchuk Gogol and his ever growing family had always upheld the local passion for the deep fried chip. To fry the food item only in fresh oil. Dirty oil had to be buried. But the Gogol family had buried so much of it over the decades it was beginning to get noticed. And it was the petrol station who knew how to help.


Hank brought the hot fat from the chippie in the sealed trunk of his dad’s car and stored it in the shed, and when the temperature dropped he’d work over the top of the fifteen barrels, taking out all the bits of food with the clever plastic filters Hank bragged he’d made. It reeked. Hank always had a smell on him. Cheyenne’d grown used to it. You knew when he was coming, alright. He was embarrassed by it.


On the day they’d first met, Hank told Cheyenne he’d usually spray half a can of Lynx Leopard deodorant onto the inside of his work tracksuit before he ever went into town. Reckoned it didn’t stain or nothing, long as you used Lynx Leopard. She’d been well impressed. Lynx isn’t low-priced. After ironing his tracksuit, his mam had once used a cheaper deodorant, Physio Sports Endurance. He went mental.


– No, Cheyenne. No. If you do it, you do it properly. Right? She knew that. I know that. And I didn’t need to tell her that. It’s Lynx Leopard. Simple. She was just messing around and eager to use one of the cheaper ones. I don’t even know where she got the Physio from, Cheyenne, because believe me, I don’t use the Physio deodorant, Cheyenne. Ever.


– Does you use Lynx for the pits as well?


– Don’t be frigging silly, girl.


– Wha’ does you use ‘en?


– Come here.


Cheyenne looked at the long-haired, bespectacled young man standing a foot in front of her and laughed. He was a right geek.


– Get lost, she said.


– Come on, mun.


– Why?


– Just come here, I’m not going to hurt you, Cheyenne, am I?


– Hank, she said.


– Come on.


Hank had taken his shirt off and lifted his arm. He was pointing at his arm-pit. He rubbed a batch of stringy hairs between two fingers and smelled at the delicious scent with delight. Cheyenne stopped giggling and moved toward him. Hank nodded his head and Cheyenne smelled under his arm.


– Now tell me, Cheyenne, what is that? Hank said.


– I don’t frigging know, do I?


She pulled back. Hank stood there, both arms raised and doing his snaky wriggle dance.


– Bet you’ve never ever smelled a scent like that before have you, Cheyenne? A real beauty, right? A real swooner, eh girl?


Cheyenne shook her head and had another sniff.


– Old Spice.


– Fuck off. You couldn’t afford Old Spice, she said.


– It’s Old Spice Classic, Cheyenne. Five quid a stick. Quality stuff.


He was dancing again. The nerd was trying to chat her up. Cheyenne had never really understood why she liked Hank. She didn’t, she supposed. But he was certainly different to everybody else she knew around there. And he was available. And hell, she knew he always would be.


*



Cheyenne stretched over the magazines on the counter top, and leaned forward on her elbows. She sucked her breath in again. Held it, and counted. In that week’s edition of Hello, Mystic Maggie had described this new type of Yoga art. All to do with holding your breath. Good for a tired brain. If you could hold on to it for long enough, any previous ideas would flow back in. Cheyenne had another go. Her breath shot out of her mouth when she heard the crash at the back of the shop.



– Sorry, honey.


– Leave it, said Cheyenne. I’ll clean it later.


She’d forgotten they were even in there. It’d been dead all night. Just Hank and Tetchy texting. No customers all morning until them two. Seven-fifteen and the lost-looking American lovebirds had hurried through the doors. In their eighties, Cheyenne reckoned. They went straight to the back of the service-station to use the toilet, then started searching through all the out-of-date crap lying damp on the shelves. Cheyenne had ignored them.


She looked up at the CCTV camera on the wall and nodded at herself. This was her lucky day. She looked at the electric doors. She could hope.














The Cost of Living with a Canine


HowdeeeeeDooDeeeee!


How’d you like your eggs treated?


Fried? Scrambled? Fluffed?


It’s Your Choice on our New Breakfast Menu


for the Early Morning Starter


Before it shut down, the Little Chief Restaurant had been awarded a Good Egg Certificate. Boyd found himself reading the plastic menu hanging inside the large shattered plate glass window. He never did understand why the company had closed all its restaurants in the area. Whenever he went into one, there had always seemed to be people sitting at their tables. Since Little Chief won the award, Boyd and other customers always felt obliged to buy an egg dish. Mind, he knew his passion had really been their bacon special.


He turned away from the menu and pulled the light stocking down over his head, then took the gun out of his jacket and rolled it in his hand. Boyd looked across the restaurant’s ramshackle car park towards the petrol station and drew a breath. When the restaurant had closed most people assumed the petrol station would follow but the Cwmgarw mountain road didn’t shut, and the station was always in use. It linked the two valleys and the petrol station’s owner had been canny enough not to sell the place.


Boyd kicked an empty beer can through a puddle and pushed his chest out. He started to walk across the rain-soaked car park towards the petrol station, the gravel beneath his feet a mix of broken glass and burnt black plastic. The car park was mainly used as a meeting place for swingers or drunken teenagers. Boyd had visited the location a few times in the past week. In the morning there had never been anyone around other than Nelson or the owner.


The electric doors opened and Boyd entered the station like John Wayne.


He held his gun out, clicked the hammer back, and stood there. The spot behind the till where Nelson should be resting was filled with the sight of a terrified teenage girl. And the countertop was covered with a collection of celebrity magazines. Boyd got a nervous tinkle in his bladder. He didn’t like this. This wasn’t the routine.


The open-mouthed girl nodded slowly at Boyd as if she was expecting the event. They were both silent. Boyd felt wasted. The minute rush of adrenalin had abandoned his veins as soon as he saw this blue-haired muffin. He delicately waved the gun at the girl.


– Money. I want the money.


She tidily shuffled the magazines on the countertop into a neat pile and quickly fixed her hair back with a clip. Her eyes flitted away from Boyd and focused on the security camera behind him. She raised her arms straight above her head and screamed hard at a loud peak. Boyd trotted a few feet towards her, his gun levelled at her mouth. The girl swallowed her scream and waited.


– I said, get me the money out. NOW!


She took a step towards Boyd and whispered,


– This gonna be national, innit?


– What is?


– This! This! It’s gonna get on telly, innit? I’m gonna be famous here, innae?


– JUST FUCKING DO IT. Get your frigging arms down, and shove the money in the bag. Come on. DO IT.


– NO, please… no… DON’T shoot me, sir… PLEASE…




The girl was talking to the camera. She pulled her arms down, looked at Boyd and, quite magically, she started to produce enormous tears. Boyd burped and swallowed the bile as he watched heavily applied mascara jolt in a stream down this freaky kid’s face. Boyd lowered the gun and stepped up to the counter. He got a glimpse of her name-tag.



– Cheyenne? I’ll need a bag. A carrier bag, please, Cheyenne.


– They’re under the counter, sir.


– Okay, well get us the bag, go on Cheyenne, get us the bag.


Cheyenne ducked under the counter and re-appeared with a carrier bag. She opened the till. She was sobbing. Sobbing in what Boyd thought wasn’t a very convincing fashion. Melodramatic. She shoved the used tenners and fivers into the bag. Boyd scanned the dough. Not much. He kept turning towards the doors and back to this idiot. He raised the gun and talked to Cheyenne.


– Fuck’s sake mun. I ain’t gonna shoot you is I, Cheyenne? If I’d have wanted to fucking shoot you ‘en I’d have fucking shot you already. C’mon, HURRY IT UP, MUN. Not the fucking coins. NOT THE FUCKING COINS, MUN.


– Sorry sir, I’m boiling hot though, innae?


– What?


– Does you mind if I undoes my… I think I’d work better, at a faster speed like, I think, if I took off…



– Wha’? No. You ain’t taking nothin off. Get on with it.


Boyd spun around and waved the gun over to the back of the station. He’d heard something. He was sure he’d heard someone’s voice. A whispering voice.


– What was that?


Cheyenne shook her head and continued to fill the bag. Boyd thought he’d heard a voice. He had. He’d heard someone whisper at the back of the place. He was sure of it. It was the voice of a woman. He ordered Cheyenne to stop.


– Who’s there?



– Hello?said the voice.





– Hello? said Boyd.




– Dang it, Ed. There’s no signal up here.



Boyd took the gun away from the side of Cheyenne’s head and jumped onto the counter. He scanned the place but he couldn’t see anyone.


– Right, whoever you are, appear now. I’m giving you five seconds to appear. If you don’t appear within five seconds, I’m coming to get you.


After twenty seconds Boyd got down and walked away from the countertop. Gun raised. Searching. He got to the electric doors. Moved to his left. Waited. A blast of air rushed past his ear and a bottle of HP sauce smashed against the wall beside him. Cans of baked beans fell off the shelf and scattered. Boyd launched himself into the aisle. His trigger finger slipped. His arm was wrenched into the air. The bullet tore its way through a fridge with a heavy whump and several plastic bottles of orange juice were blasted apart all over an odd looking couple, drenching them.


– WHO THE FUCK’RE YOU?


– Uhh, we… we’re… Americans, son.


– I cun fucking see tha’, can’t I? Get the fuck over here. NOW.


The soaked American couple waddled over to an angry Boyd. He snatched the mobile phone from the woman’s hand and pushed her past him. He stood back to let the man pass, he must’ve been at least six-foot-three, wearing a black suit and tie, with a moustache that Burt Reynolds wouldn’t wear. The enormous woman had started to pray.


– God no. Jesus help us…



– Who was she trying to phone? said Boyd.


– Uhh, who’d you think? Our best friend? said the man.


– …please save us from this beast…



– You’re relaxed, said Boyd.


– Someone has to be, son, said the man.


Boyd spun the gun from the couple to the girl. Cheyenne was staring out of the side window. He edged around the customers to the countertop. He couldn’t understand what the kid was interested in.


– Oi, Cheyenne? OI, CHEYENNE. What the fuck’re you doing? Who’re you looking at?


– Nothing.


Boyd couldn’t see anything. The lollipop stand was blocking his view outside. He shook his head at Cheyenne.


– Stop it, ‘en.


Cheyenne stopped hopping and Boyd pointed his gun at the American pair.


– What the fuck’re you two doing in here?


– Uhhh… we’ve come to fish around… said the man.


– We pray for our saviour… said the woman.


– SHUT UP. Fishing? For wha’?


– Our ancestors.


– We pray for our rights…



– Cun you SHUT HER UP?


The large lady had gone into some sort of religious rant.



– Uhh… Betty, you’d better do as the gentleman…




– SHUT THE FUCK UP. Both of you. Lie down on the floor. C’mon. Lie down. ON THE FLOOR. NOW. DO IT. BOTH OF YOU.


They struggled to lower themselves. Boyd had to watch and wait as they puffed and wheezed their limbs down, inch by inch, onto the worn linoleum. As soon as they were flat, Boyd knew he had made a miscalculation. The American couple were the size and shape of two beached whales lying there in the aisle, and he was standing behind them squeezed up against the countertop. They were blocking his way to the exit.


– Please Lord…



– Shite.


– …if you decide to take us, in this foreign land…



The woman continued to pray. Boyd scratched his head in disbelief. He turned to Cheyenne, who had vanished.


– CHEYENNE?


– Yes, sir?


Her voice trickled up. He poked his head over the countertop.


– What you doing?


– You told us to lie down a second ago?


– No, mun, not you. Get up.


She was up in a jiffy. She’d taken off the company shirt and was stripped down to the bright T-shirt she wore underneath. Boyd nodded towards her bleeding finger.


– Oh, I had to move my name-tag badge. Needles, eh? Second time it’s happened. Clumsy fingers.


She looked up at the CCTV and stopped chewing gum. She started the tears again, threw her hands out towards the carrier bag and stepped back.


– That’s it, dude. Leave me be, please. Go now.


Boyd put his hand on the bag, and Cheyenne stepped forward to take it back.



– No, no, hang on. That sounded funny, didn’t it? Hang on. Let me do that one again. THAT IS it, sir. Please, don’t take me with you.



She lowered her hands and allowed Boyd to take the bag. He looked at her in astonishment.


– Was tha’ better? she asked.


– Yeah, yeah. Listen, I’m not stupid, Cheyenne. I know what you lot does up here. I WANTS IT ALL.


The juice-stained American lady was still praying. Boyd kicked her in the side with the toe of his trainer, and he waited for Cheyenne to swiftly return from the back office with the box. Cheyenne handed it over.
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