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            INTRODUCTION

            NICHOLAS ROYLE

         

         Scar City is Joel Lane’s fifth collection of short fiction. Or his sixth, depending on whether you count Do Not Pass Go, a chapbook of crime stories published by Nine Arches Press in 2011, as a ‘full’ collection. That mini-collection is an important one in the make-up of Scar City, as we will see. I think I prefer to think of Do Not Pass Go, which included five stories, as a full collection, just a short one, but maybe it is helpful to distinguish in some way between a collection of five stories and one, such as Scar City, including twenty-two. I don’t actually know how helpful.

         I wish we could ask Joel Lane for his opinion, but we can’t. The author died, unexpectedly, in November 2013, at the age of fifty. Scar City was published almost two years later, in October 2015, by David Rix’s Eibonvale Press. Before he died, Lane had been hopeful that Eibonvale would publish the collection, but Rix had not confirmed his acceptance of the manuscript. In a note in the 2015 edition, Rix explained how he realised, when he heard about Lane’s death, that in his drafts folder was an email to the author confirming he would publish it. For some reason, he had not yet sent it.

         If these stories were published anonymously, Lane’s fans would soon identify their author. All his recurrent motifs and images are here. Ash (or ashes), smoke, mist, fluid, vapour and, unsurprisingly, scars. Vulnerable individuals, characters who are hurting and who hurt others (sometimes the same characters do both). We feel sympathy for his characters, as he undoubtedly did, but their environments are pitiless – and not only the built ones. The climate bears down; even the seasons are brutal. ‘As autumn hardened into winter,’ we read in ‘Echoland’, ‘their lives changed fast.’ And you can bet it won’t be for the better. In ‘Feels Like Underground’, a collaboration with another Birmingham-based author, Chris Morgan, we read, ‘Winter felt like an absence, not a season at all.’ The narrator of ‘A Long Winter’ is unusually forthright: ‘The start of winter is always fucking miserable.’ Nor should we think that Lee Winter, in ‘Rituals’, has a name just plucked from the air. (Although I wouldn’t make the same claim for Donna Summer, name-checked in ‘Feels Like Underground’.)

         The one good thing about winter, in these stories, is that it doesn’t last for ever. It’s a relief to read, in ‘Birds of Prey’, that ‘Winter brightened into spring.’ But before we get complacent, ‘Those Who Remember’ reminds us that spring can hurt, too: ‘The knife struck me again, but the tissues of my body were already corroding and flaking apart, the bones melting like ice in spring.’ Still, there is always summer to look forward to. However: ‘After a mild winter and a spring of feverish rain, the summer had a dull and stagnant feel’ (‘The Last Gallery’). Before you know it, ‘The summer passed by like the heat from a distant fire’ (‘Making Babies’), and ‘By then it was autumn, and a bitter wind was blowing in from the iron sea’ (‘The Grief of Seagulls’).

         Lane’s characters have always faced a range of challenges. It’s probably fair and not misleading to include among these the settings of his stories, which are often, but not always, districts of Birmingham and the West Midlands. Harsh though these urban landscapes may be, Lane’s descriptions of them are among the chief pleasures of reading his work. Although he was born in Exeter and studied in Cambridge (where he achieved a first in History and Philosophy of Science), Lane spent most of his life in Birmingham, where he moved between Moseley, Acocks Green, Selly Oak, Handsworth and, at the end of his life, Tyseley. Acocks Green is described, in ‘Making Babies’, as ‘a transition zone between the industrial estates of Tyseley and the yuppie theme park that was Solihull. These forces had warped the district from its placid suburban origins to a kind of tense emptiness, like the hollow inside a guitar.’ For Lee, in ‘Internal Colonies’, ‘There’s probably enough Semtex stashed away in basements in Acocks Green to blow up the whole city.’ Subtler, but perhaps more damning, is a throwaway remark in ‘This Night Last Woman’: ‘By Acocks Green standards, it was quite a mixed crowd.’

         Mark, in ‘Among the Leaves’, lives in Shard End, ‘a long bus ride out through council estates that were like a child’s construction kit, most of the pieces having been trodden on or lost. Flat shopping arcades, encased in shells of concrete, were coiled around pale and glassy-eyed tower blocks. Small fragments of routine life were visible amongst the marks of violence and neglect: a window box, clothes on a washing line, the cocked ear of a satellite dish. In many buildings, the only occupants were squatters.’ Shard End, when we eventually get there, is ‘slightly more reassuring: terraced houses painted in various colours; trees whose heads were turning to gold; a primary school so heavily armoured it might have been a military barracks.’ Only slightly, then.

         A couple of miles south of Shard End you’ll find Yardley. In ‘By Night He Could Not See’, Yardley’s Swan Centre has been demolished. ‘The knot of reeking subways in front of it had been replaced by a concrete walkway over the Coventry Road that trembled from all the cars passing through. Yardley felt more like an airport than a district now. You couldn’t stand still without getting vertigo.’ Lane was a Gregory Award-winning poet as well as a short story writer, novelist, essayist and anthologist; that couplet, the pair of sentences at the end of the Yardley quote, remind us of this.

         As for Tyseley, where Lane lived in a flat on the Warwick Road, it is referenced on a few occasions, none more telling than in an exchange of dialogue in ‘This Night Last Woman’. One character asks another, ‘“How’s life here?”’ (I’m deliberately not saying where ‘here’ is.) The answer comes, ‘“Not so bad. When you’ve lived in Tyseley, it all becomes relative.”’

         Digbeth has featured in Lane’s work throughout his career, rarely in a positive light. Here it is home to ‘Victorian urinals and long-abandoned cars’ (‘Rituals’) and, in ‘The Last Gallery’, the district is ‘trapped in a state of transition: old buildings half-demolished, new buildings half-finished’. But it also appears to offer a possible entry point to the mythical cityscape of Echoland in the story of that name: ‘Certain places felt close to it: the old viaduct in Digbeth, where narrow roads passed under the black arches…’ Echoland, ‘a vision all humanity could share’, recalls Vitraea, the fabled land that might be glimpsed at the bottom of a bottle in Lane’s story ‘The Country of Glass’, originally published in Dark Terrors 4, edited by Stephen Jones and David Sutton, and reprinted in Lane’s 2006 collection The Lost District, which in turn had surely drawn inspiration from M. John Harrison’s short story ‘Egnaro’.

         Other backdrops are available – Macclesfield, Croydon, Fishguard, Aberdeen, Milton Keynes (‘a town that had been designed by cars’) and another equally fantastical location, Carcosa, borrowed from Ambrose Bierce via Robert W. Chambers (and Joseph S. Pulver, Sr., who edited A Season in Carcosa, in which Lane’s story ‘My Voice is Dead’ first appeared) – but most of the time we are in the West Midlands.

         Sometimes I think that if my life were to fall apart, I might move to Birmingham and spend the rest of my days walking around its outlying districts reading Joel’s stories. I don’t mean to suggest that the West Midlands should be a destination to consider only when all else has failed; rather it’s an option, a positive choice, a source of comfort. I’d probably steer clear of the Acocks Green pub in ‘This Night Last Woman’, despite its being one of the best stories in this collection, with a great red herring and a brilliant payoff and another one of those couplets, like in ‘By Night He Could Not See’, that show, at micro level, what a superb craftsman Lane was: ‘Her face was a mask. It felt like I’d known her all my life.’

         He was also very funny, both on the page and in company. I remember him giving a reading at a convention of a pastiche he had written – something about a man with sausages for fingers. A packed room was in stitches; he had that crowd in the palm of his sausage-fingered hand. There’s a story in Scar City that turns on a pun, and in ‘Feels Like Underground’ there’s a joke about time management that made me laugh out loud.

         I realised, when reading the collection in preparation for writing this introduction, that I had not actually read it when it came out. I had read lots of the stories before, but I hadn’t read them together, and there were several I had never read at all. It was a surprise to me that I hadn’t previously sat down – or walked around – and read it and I wondered why. The book was printed by Lightning Source and I don’t like reading books printed by Lightning Source. They don’t look right, they don’t feel right. Sometimes you turn the page and you find you’ve turned two pages at once. But my objection to Lightning Source books wouldn’t have been a good enough reason not to read this posthumous collection. And there’s the answer. It would have been the extreme poignancy of the thought of David Rix’s unsent email – the pain it had caused Rix and the pain it would cause me to think about it, both for Rix’s sake and for Lane’s, since Joel and I had been close friends for many years.

         In his note Rix also wrote that he had been unable to find any record of previous publication for three of the stories – ‘Internal Colonies’, ‘A Long Winter’ and ‘Rituals’. In fact, one of these, ‘Rituals’, had been included in Do Not Pass Go, along with ‘This Night Last Woman’, and if Rix should have spotted that, so should I have done when he asked me for help. As for the other two, my guess is they were intended as original publications. Lane was a pro and had published four – or five – previous collections; he knew that the convention was to include two or three original stories among the reprints.

         I sometimes open that Eibonvale Press edition of Scar City looking for Joel’s handwritten dedication. Most of my copies of his books have generous and often funny little dedications in his distinctive tiny handwriting, a blue ballpoint pressed hard on the page or a black Pentel Rollerball, but not this one. Obviously. I say ‘obviously’, but I forget, partly because when you’re reading the stories, it’s like he hasn’t gone anywhere. He’s still there. Still at the karaoke night in Acocks Green, still navigating the narrow Digbeth backstreets, still wandering past those Moseley pubs and walking up and down the Warwick Road in Tyseley.

      

   


   
      
         
            THOSE WHO REMEMBER

         

         Night had fallen when I reached Oldbury. The best time for coming home: when the new developments fade into the background and the past becomes real again. Over the years I’d seen expressways carve up the landscape and titanic, jerry-built tower blocks loom above the familiar terraces. The town was boxed in by industrial estates built on the sites of old factories. Instead of real things like steel and brick, the new businesses manufactured ‘office space’ and ‘electronics’. Only the night could make me feel at home. The night and seeing Dean again.

         He took some finding this time. The windows of his old house were boarded up, and two short planks had been nailed across the front door: one at the top, one at the bottom. If they’d been nailed together, I could believe it was still his home. It was hard to imagine him leaving the area, but maybe he was dead or in prison.

         I walked around the streets for hours. Everything had changed except the people. The teenagers had designer tops and mobile phones now, but they fought in car parks and fucked in alleys just as they had when I was a teenager. Local industry was dying then; it was dead now. Opposite a new multi-storey car park, I saw the old cinema where Dean and I had gone to see Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid when we were twelve. The doorway and windows were bricked up.

         The next morning, I checked the phone book. Dean was living in one of the tower blocks north of the town centre. Where the council stuck people who had, or were, problems. It saved the social services a lot of petrol. I could see the towers from my hostel room: three grey rectangles cut out of the white sky. Gulls flying around them like flakes of ash, probably drawn by the heaps of rubbish on the slope.

         I walked through the town, past the drive-in McDonald’s that was now its chief landmark. A narrow estate, with tiny cube-shaped flats in rows three or four deep, seemed to be in the process of demolition: half of the cubes were broken up, their blank interiors exposed to the weak morning light. It had been much the same three years earlier. I try to come back every now and then, without letting Dean know my plans. I prefer to surprise him. At least the wasteground with the remains of a derelict house, where he and his mates Wayne and Richard had beaten me senseless in 1979, was still here. I walked through it, glancing around for the teeth I’d lost. One day they’d turn up.

         Climbing the bare hill to the three towers, I passed a few children who were stoning an old van. They’d taken out most of the windscreen. I waited at the entrance to the second tower until a young woman dressed in black came out; I slipped in past her. It seemed colder inside the building than outside; the stone steps reeked of piss and cleaning fluids. Dean’s flat was on the ninth floor. While climbing, I rehearsed what I was going to make him do.

         After ten minutes of ringing, the door finally opened. He was looking rough, less than half awake. The kind of piecemeal shave that’s worse than none at all. Shadows like old bruises round his eyes, which were flecked with blood. ‘What are you after?’ he said. ‘I don’t feel too good. Come back later.’

         ‘Not a chance.’ I took his shaky hand off the door and pushed it further open, then walked in. The smell of despair washed over me: three parts sweat, two parts stale food and booze, one part something like burnt plastic. The curtains were shut. I raised a hand. ‘Miss Havisham, I have returned – to let in the light!’

         Dean laughed. ‘Gary, have you seen the view?’ He probably had a point. I shifted a few dusty magazines to make space on the couch, then sat down. ‘It’s been a long time,’ he said. ‘Why have you come back? I don’t need you.’

         ‘Yeah, you’re doing just fine on your own.’ I looked around his living room. Boxes and suitcases were stacked against the far wall, under a stain like a deformed spider. ‘Have you just moved in, or are you leaving?’

         It took him a while to get the point. ‘Been here a couple of years,’ he said. ‘Lost my job, tried to sell the house but it needed too much work. Council found me this flat. It’ll do while I get myself sorted out.’

         ‘Sure.’ The burnt plastic smell was troubling me. ‘Have you had a short circuit or something? Cable burning out?’

         Again, he had to think for a bit. ‘I was cooking up some breakfast.’

         ‘Excellent. Haven’t had a bacon butty in ages.’

         ‘Oh, I’ve put it all away now. In case…’ His eyes closed.

         I stood up wearily and walked over to him, looked closely at his face. His eyes opened again; he looked away. ‘Dean, there were three things you could never keep. A promise, a bank account and a secret. What is it this time?’

         ‘Nothing.’ He put a hand to his mouth, then staggered. ‘Fuck.’

         ‘I’d rather have a coffee to start with.’

         Dean gave me a look of utter contempt, then staggered through a side door. I could hear him throwing up in the toilet. The magazines on the couch were his usual blend of soft porn, war and the paranormal. He came back after a minute, looking sweaty. ‘Need to go out for a while,’ he said.

         ‘Sit down first. I want to talk to you.’ He shrugged and balanced his lean arse on a plastic chair. ‘Have you done any work since you moved here?’

         ‘Building… sometimes. More demo than building. It’s all casual now, you take what you can get.’ I remembered he’d started a one-man repair firm in his twenties. Hadn’t lasted long. He’d kept a horse tethered to his gate.

         ‘What about Richard and Wayne? Do you still work for them?’

         I saw a flicker of recognition in his eyes. Maybe he was starting to remember. ‘I never worked for them,’ he said. ‘Just the odd bit of business. You know?’ I nodded. ‘Look, I need to go out now. Got a job interview.’

         He was wearing a torn grey fabric top, stained jeans and trainers without laces. They might have had a certain urchin appeal if he’d been sixteen instead of forty-one. But he’d always been sixteen to me, so it didn’t matter. An employer might feel differently.

         I reached out, gripped his hand. It felt cold and thin. I pulled his sleeve back to the elbow and saw the tracks. He didn’t try to stop me. He was drifting off again. ‘Dean, I’m going to help you,’ I said. ‘And that means you’re not going anywhere for a while. Tough love. We’ll get through this together. And afterwards, I need you to help me.’

         Dean leaned forward and held onto the wall. A thin stream of drool ran from the corner of his mouth. Then, suddenly, he ran for the door. I stopped him. ‘Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off,’ he kept repeating. I held him until he curled up on the floor, his hands over his head, and went to sleep.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The next three days were hard work. I took Dean’s keys and kept the flat locked. He wasn’t that likely to jump out the window from the ninth floor. A search of his bedroom revealed a battered set of works, a couple of syringes and a plastic bag with a few meagre traces of powder. I destroyed all of it. While he was asleep I slipped out to buy bread, milk and bleach, then cleaned the flat as best I could. While he was awake I listened to his rantings, his promises and threats, his explanations and frantic pleas. I cleaned him when he shat and threw up over himself. I wiped the sickly, malodorous sweat from his face and body. And yes, I gave him a couple of handjobs when he became aroused. I have to take some gratification where I can find it. Though I got rather more pleasure from throwing his mobile phone out the window, not even hearing it strike the gravel far below.

         After three days, I decided he’d got through the ‘cold turkey’ process and was ready for the next stage. Of course, he’d only keep off the smack with ongoing support to help him fight the craving. But to be honest, that wasn’t my concern. He was always in trouble: the last time it had been diazepam, and a couple of times before that he’d been drinking himself blind. I always did what I could to clean him up, put him back on the path. But he’d never had much sense. Like some historian said, those who forget the past are condemned to repeat it.

         And those who remember do it anyway.

         When I gave Dean back his keys, he was a different man. His clothes were washed and he’d had a healthy breakfast. His flat was still a dump, but it was a cleaner dump that smelt only of pine-scented bleach. He smiled at me, and I could almost have kissed him. ‘Now I need you to do something for me,’ I said. He waited. ‘First we’re going out for a decent coffee. Then I want you to find Wayne and Richard. And help me kill them.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Dean made the call from an infected phone box on the estate of broken cubes. Said he was clean but had debts to pay. He wasn’t kidding. Richard said Wayne was away cutting some overgrown grass. He’d be back tomorrow. They could meet in the usual place. That was the derelict house, Dean explained to me; or rather what was left of it. I was touched to realise I wasn’t the only person trapped in the past. The death of religion has left us all to create our own rituals.

         We walked out past the Homebase to the new junction, a twisted structure gleaming with light. The gateway to the future. Cars streamed above us as I explained to Dean what he was going to do. ‘It’s not just what they did to me,’ I said. ‘You’ll never have a decent life while they’re around. They know far too much about you. That’s why you can’t leave this shithole. It has to end. Ten seconds and we’ll both be free. Then I’ll leave you alone.’

         He stared at me in a confused way. The years of alcohol and drugs had taken their toll. And he’d hardly been the brightest light on the tree to begin with. ‘There’s no other way,’ I said, and handed him the knife. He touched his finger to the blade, licked the blood off his fingertip. Then he turned the knife over and over in his hands, gazing at it. I think he knew where it had come from, but I moved us on before he could think too much.

         ‘I need money for a new mobile,’ he said as we walked back through the town. I had no idea what they cost, but took fifty quid from my old wallet and handed it to him. We passed a branch of Dixon’s, but he didn’t stop. He was trembling. For a moment I could see him as a teenager, walking up that mountainside in North Wales.

         As we neared the estate, I asked him: ‘What about that mobile?’

         ‘I need a date first,’ he said without looking at me. ‘Now I’m off drugs, I’ve got the urge back. There’s a girl on the fourteenth floor of my block. She’ll do everything for fifty. Tomorrow could go wrong, Gary. I deserve it.’

         ‘You always were the romantic type.’ I briefly considered just pushing his face through a window. But that wouldn’t be enough. ‘I’ll leave you to it, Romeo. Be outside your block tomorrow morning at twelve. Or fucking else.’

         The town streets were jammed with traffic, workers on their lunch break, pensioners hunting for cheap food. The air was getting warmer, but I was too cold inside to derive much comfort from that. I bought a four-pack of Diamond White, took it back to my hostel room and drank off all the bottles without a break. Thinking about the derelict house: four shattered walls, a few heaps of timber, flakes of plaster, exposed wires. Then I thought of some tents on a hillside in Wales, stars glittering in the open sky like flaws in ice. Finally I drew the curtains, lay down and pretended to sleep. That was the only way I could make myself think of nothing.
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         ‘I’m not doing it.’ He was wearing a battered leather jacket, but still shivering. The sky behind the three tower blocks was the grey of dead skin. He cupped his thin hands and blew into them, shaking his head.

         ‘Are you back on the fucking horse?’

         ‘No, I told you, a date. She fucking loved it.’

         ‘Spare me,’ I said. ‘The most romantic thing a girl’s ever said to you is Is it in yet?’

         Dean gazed down the hill at the shattered boxes where people had lived. Where they maybe still did. ‘They’re my mates,’ he said. ‘What do you know about friendship?’

         ‘I know a gayboy when I see one.’

         ‘Why, you look in the mirror? I like women.’

         ‘Gail didn’t love it, did she?’

         He looked at me then, confusion and panic in his face. ‘What are you talking about?’

         ‘I’m talking about the one chance you’ve got to show you’re a man. A human being of any kind. Those two don’t deserve to walk the streets, and you know it. Or are you just going to spend the rest of your useless life in that derelict house, the two of them taking turns to come in your mouth?’

         He started walking down the hill towards the estate. ‘Don’t need a fucking syringe, do I? You never give up jabbing the needle in.’

         At the edge of the wasteground, he stopped again. ‘Can’t see them. They’re going to jump on us.’

         ‘You wish.’ I was losing patience. ‘I’m with you, remember. It’s two against two. I know you prefer three against one. But we’ve got the advantage. Let’s get this over with, for fuck’s sake.’ I shoved him forward. ‘Loser. Coward. Fairy. Don’t you know what the knife is for? You used to.’

         He walked on fast over the wet, uneven ground. The remains of the derelict house were on the far side: a blackened structure only four or five feet high, with part of an empty window frame in one broken wall. The doorway had long since collapsed, and you had to climb over the crumbling bricks to get through. There was no longer any roof. Two figures were waiting on either side of the few mouldering stairs. They’d put on some weight.

         ‘Who’s this fucker?’ I wasn’t sure if it was Wayne or Richard speaking.

         ‘I think you know,’ Dean said quietly. ‘He’s been here before.’

         ‘You’re fucking kidding,’ the other one said. Dean whipped the knife out of his coat pocket, gave a wordless cry, and charged at him.

         Richard, I think it was, kicked him hard in the stomach. Wayne grabbed his right arm and snapped the wrist with a single carefully aimed karate chop. The knife dropped soundlessly onto the rotting stairs. Dean fell to his knees and vomited. I stood outside the ruin, watching through the empty window frame.

         The two men worked him over for a couple of minutes, doing no serious damage, but inflicting as much pain as they could. They left him lying on his back, twitching and drooling blood. As an afterthought, Wayne pissed over him. Then they walked out without glancing in my direction. They walked away fast, as if they had other business to attend to.

         It took Dean an hour to regain consciousness. Bruising had closed his left eye, and blood had crusted over his mouth. He looked like a poorly made-up circus clown. He lifted his right arm and moaned with pain. Then he saw me standing inside the half-wall, watching him. All his memories were coming back. ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. ‘Don’t you like it that way?’

         His damaged mouth tried to say something, but I couldn’t tell what. ‘Why don’t you finish it?’ I said. ‘I’ll let you off the fuck this time. They beat you up too much. Just use the knife.’ I picked it up and wiped the flecks of plaster from the handle, then put it in his left hand. Dean struggled to his knees. I slipped off my jacket, turned my back to him and put my hands on the window frame.

         The knife went in between my ribs, just to the right of the spine. It was more a carving than a stabbing action. My back arched in the ecstasy of release. I saw my last breath like a scar on the petrol-tinged air. The knife struck me again, but the tissues of my body were already corroding and flaking apart, the bones melting like ice in spring. By the time he let go of the knife and began his long, painful walk to the town, there was nothing left of me.
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         Dean was the only one of the three who went on the camping trip to Wales where we climbed a mountain and put up cheap tents in a sloping field. I shared a tent with a boy called Alan. In the night some of the boys visited the girls’ tents. I just lay there, pretending to sleep.

         Long after midnight, someone crept in through the tent-flap. It wasn’t Alan, who’d gone out an hour before: it was Dean. He told me Gail, the red-haired girl, had refused him. ‘I’m not good enough for her. So I thought, I know who I’m good enough for.’

         He fucked me slowly, without spit or tenderness. Afterwards he lay there as if stunned. I asked: ‘Aren’t you going to finish me off?’

         He laughed as if I’d made a joke, then grabbed my arm. ‘Come with me.’ We got dressed and left the tent. I’d never seen night outside the city before, couldn’t believe how bright the stars were. Dean led me to a footpath that curved away from the field into a wooded area that reached up the mountainside. It was midsummer, but I felt cold. His sperm was trickling into my underpants. I no longer wanted any reciprocal contact. But I kept walking until the footpath led us out of the trees to a ridge overlooking a steep rock face and a tree-lined valley. ‘Stop here,’ he said.

         I turned to face him. He was breathing heavily, and wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘You want me to finish you off?’ I didn’t answer. ‘Turn round.’

         A terrible chill spread from between my shoulder blades through my whole body. The knife stayed in my back as I fell towards the dark trees. I was still alive when I hit the ground, and for hours afterwards. But nobody found me. Nobody ever found me, or the knife.

         That’s another reunion done with. I’ll be back next year, or the year after, or a couple of years after that. I like to surprise him. But the scene is decaying. Maybe next time they’ll kill him. Or else he’ll kill himself, with drugs or booze if not with violence. Nothing lasts forever, and there’s no eternal. Everything falls apart in the end.

      

   


   
      
         
            IN THIS BLUE SHADE

         

         Lee was woken by a voice speaking into his ear. But when he raised his head to look around the dusty, curtained bedroom, the voice had gone. He must have dreamt it. Instead of drawing him deeper into the dream so he could answer, it had woken him up so he couldn’t remember the question. That was people for you. Too rattled to lie in bed, he stumbled to the toilet and the shower. At least he wasn’t hung over, though that probably meant he was still a bit drunk. And there was work to be done. No time for self-pity, or any other kind.

         Snow had fallen overnight, but not very much. Like the icing on the cheap buns he remembered from childhood. Lee was sipping a mug of black Java coffee, feeling its caffeine filter through his system, when the post thudded onto the doormat. A pile of squarish white envelopes. Six cards, no bills: it was all good. He took them through into the kitchen, lit a cigarette and began to tear open the envelopes. At once, the familiar sight of thin furry creatures with sad eyes. Meercats: the most useless pop-culture icon since Flat Eric. More cards from business associates and distant relatives. Nothing from… who? Since his mother had passed away there wasn’t anyone for him to miss getting a card from. He must have still been drunk.

         The last card he opened showed a landscape: the sun setting behind a snowbound forest. It was a painting that mimicked a poorly focused photograph: the nearest tree had a low branch whose twigs were blurred, shimmering like a razor blade. The light through the trees was blue. But the sun was white with a dull yellow corona, and the trees were black. Only their shadows were blue. Lee thought he recognised the image. It was a painting that had hung on the front-room wall in his parents’ house, but disappeared after they broke up. He’d asked them both about it, many years ago, but neither had known where it was. The card had no message, only his name and a formless signature that he thought was Ben’s, an old boyfriend from his college days. They were still on good terms. It was the only non-meercat card of the batch.

         After some toast and another cigarette, Lee shaved in the rusty bathroom mirror and put on his suit. He always tried to look good for the office: you never knew who’d turn up. There were only three working days left before Christmas, and a few loose ends to tie up. And once you’d got them tied up, there were important things to get out of them or knock into them. It was hard work. You had to think of consequences: set things up correctly, make sure nothing went wrong afterwards. It hadn’t always been that way, but modern life was a disappointment. And around this time of year, there was always one you couldn’t let go: one who ended up cold. He made sure of that.

         
            [image: ]

         

         It had been a long day. Six hours in the office, a hasty pub meal and an evening of paying visits with his team. Lee didn’t much like outcalls: he preferred it when they came to him. If you had to drop in on them, it was more likely to turn nasty even if you hadn’t planned it that way. And he didn’t enjoy hurting people. It was just a means of persuasion. If he had to finish someone, he tried to avoid causing pain. Which meant, of course, that he could scare the living daylights out of certain people by being nice to them. You saw the relief when the first blow landed, though that didn’t last long. His team were steadfast enemies of such complacency.

         They didn’t only hurt ‘their own’: a few rival operatives and even civilians earned it too. The last of tonight’s targets was a case in point. A youth who’d been selling weed to his mates, undercutting the firm. They’d considered a warning, but he was a known bigmouth and termination was safer. The team had joined him in the pub when he was three sheets to the wind. Walked him out into the street, arms around his shoulders, all friends together, a gun touching his ribs. A short walk to the canal. No need to fire the gun. Kids with drug problems often drowned themselves, it was nobody’s fault. Except maybe the parents.

         Remnants of the snow had frozen on the path. Lee struggled with his front door, which the cold had warped out of true. I don’t know how much more of this I can take. That line was usually a comfort to him. But tonight it was literally hard to close the door, and that somehow made it harder to shut out certain thoughts in his mind as well. He poured himself a large Black Bush and lit a cigarette. A siren wailed; blue light flashed against the curtain. Lee tensed, but the pulsing light and sound faded. It was just past eleven. No work tomorrow. He needed some company.

         How had things ended up like this? He’d always been a hard case, needed to be, but violence hadn’t been his chosen career path. With his accountancy diploma he’d been a business manager for the firm, sorting out its financial affairs, keeping up the respectable front. He’d suggested a few changes to improve the firm’s reputation. But given the calibre of local villains, it wasn’t enough to make rules: you had to enforce them. And then there was Alan’s death. He supposed the enforcer role had been a way of dealing with that. Five years later, he was still trying to deal with it.

         He and Alan had met through the firm’s business, got on well enough, and then met by chance in the Nightingale a few months later. They’d shared a few drinks and swapped phone numbers, and both men had gone home alone. Within a month they were dating steadily. Alan was a document forger, a specialist on the periphery of the firm. His hands were gentle and skilled. The relationship had started in January and ended in December the following year. They’d quarrelled about a few things near the end – Alan had met Charlie and was showing a different side to his nature, both aggressive and secretive. And inevitably, he was getting into debt. Lee was drinking more – partly to keep up with Alan’s highs, partly to mask his own unhappiness. Someone in the firm had warned him that Alan was getting in too deep with certain people, there was going to be trouble. He’d meant to talk to Alan about it, but one glimpse of his lover’s eyes had told him it was a waste of time. So he’d waited for Alan to learn whatever lesson was coming. Forgetting, somehow, that such lessons were usually written in blood.

         Lee had never found out who’d snapped the forger’s neck with a baseball bat and left him in the Sandwell Valley for rats to plunder. Nor why Alan had gone to the Valley, though two possible reasons came to mind. Sometimes he still wondered whether the firm was responsible. Taking on the enforcement – or punishment – role hadn’t brought him any nearer to the answer. But it had proven his toughness, at least in the firm’s eyes, and had given him an outlet for his anger. And after a few years, he’d gone on doing it for the reason most of us do things: it was what he did.

         The glass was empty. He could go on drinking until he no longer cared, or he could do something to make the loneliness go away. What the fuck, it was Christmas. Lee picked up his black mobile and dialled the agency’s number. They knew him, he didn’t need to tell them what exactly he was looking for. An hour, the voice said. He rang off and drifted around the house, tidying things, smoking a cigarette, cleaning his teeth, making the bed, with ‘Back In Black’ playing low on the stereo in the living room.
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         The youth came to the door alone, wearing a hooded winter coat. A driver was sitting in a car parked across the road. Lee struggled with the door and asked the visitor to come in. Without his coat, Jason (almost certainly not his real name) looked rather like a meercat: a mop of hair above a slightly pouchy face and a thin body. He was twenty or so. Lee wasn’t keen on boys as such – they always seemed to be mentally elsewhere – but young men could bring him back to a sense of being human.

         Jason accepted a glass of wine and they made the usual small talk. He said he lived in Great Barr; Lee spared him the obvious pun. They sat on the black leather sofa and shared a cigarette. Blue fibres of smoke floated in the twilit room. Lee suggested they have a shower together.

         They soaped each other gently as steam filled the bathroom. Lee kissed the youth, then turned off the water and dried them both with a white fluffy towel. This ritual always took him back to the changing rooms in school. The winter archive of loneliness. He spread the towel on the bathroom floor and asked Jason to stand on it. Then he knelt down and guided Jason’s hands to the back of his head. It was like the question in his dream, but this time he knew the answer.

         Later, as they were dressing, he said: ‘I’d like to see you again. Can you do an incall this weekend? At your place, I mean?’

         ‘It’s not up to much, you know? I’d rather meet in a hotel room.’

         Lee touched the youth’s arm. ‘Please, I’d like a date at your place. It’s more exciting. I don’t mind paying extra.’

         Jason nodded. His hair fell into his face. ‘Okay. Sort it out with the agency. I’ll tell them I’m up for it.’ Lee passed him his coat. In the hood, his face looked smaller and less confident. Lee kissed his cheek.

         When he forced the front door open, the car was waiting in the same place. The roadway was papered with snow. White flakes were drifting out of the night. He closed the door with his shoulder and returned to the sofa and the whisky bottle.
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         The next day, Lee phoned the agency and fixed up the date. Then he e-mailed Ben: Weird card you sent. The sun setting behind a forest in winter. Where did you find it? The rest of the day was spent buying a few gifts for his sister and their children; he was seeing them for lunch on Boxing Day. The day after, he was visiting Jason. On Christmas Day, apart from a lunchtime drink with some friends, he’d be at home. He selected a bottle of Laphroaig for then.

         It was already dark when he got home, and a near-freezing rain had washed away the traces of snow. Once again, the front door resisted him. He didn’t feel at home here. It was time to move on. After pouring himself a glass of Black Bush, Lee switched on his computer. There was a reply from Ben: Sorry, I don’t remember that card. Are you sure it was from me? I thought I’d sent you one with meercats wearing Santa hats.

         Suddenly feeling very tired, Lee put his glass down and checked through the text messages on his phone. They would all need acting on tomorrow. Work accumulated, you could never put it aside for long.
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         Snow had turned the landscape into a dream. Lee drove up through the city centre to the Hockley Flyover and on past futuristic superstores and derelict factories. Only the faces of buildings stood out from the featureless white, like images adrift on a screen of static. Even in the car, he could feel the chill of frozen ground. The satnav was unable to identify his destination; it kept telling him to go back to the city centre. He had to rely on the local map, and even that seemed to be out of date. Where there should be narrow streets, there were only tower blocks and car parks. Most of the traffic was lorries passing through, driving slowly to avoid skidding. He was in danger of being late: the agency had told him four o’clock, and it was ten to. The light was thinning, but the streetlamps hadn’t come on yet.

         At last he saw the name of the road he needed to follow into the estate where Jason lived. It led between huge unlit buildings and over a frozen canal. He needed the third side-road on the left. As he turned, the roadway dipped and he cut deep into a bank of snow. There was no way forward, and the wheels slipped when he tried to reverse. Lee gave up and killed the engine, then got out, clutching a net-wrapped bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon. He walked cautiously, afraid of falling in his best jeans and brown leather jacket. This was a thrill he rarely allowed himself: to visit a rent boy on his home ground, to share his living space, see his wall posters, lie on his single bed.

         No car had driven along this road since the snowfall, and the footing was treacherous. Lee shivered. The houses were narrow three-storey terraces of the kind that had mostly been demolished around here. Some of the doorways were bricked up or boarded over. The road curved, and the shadows deepened. At last he got to the right house and rang the bell for Flat 3. The door was painted a dark blue. There was no sound from inside. He waited, then rang again. The door swung right open, and two men came out with a third following. None of them was Jason. Lee was backing off but the snow on the path impeded him. He dropped the bottle. It didn’t break, which gave him the sense of being in a dream. The nearest man whipped something from his pocket that glittered in the fading light. Lee turned and tried to run. The three men came after him, blocking the way back to his car. They were silent. He staggered further up the narrow road with the men in pursuit.

         Nobody else was about, no traffic, no lights on in the tall houses. Maybe if he could get further ahead, he could hide somewhere and they wouldn’t see him. But it was hard to keep moving when the snow numbed his feet. He didn’t know who they were – somebody’s brothers or friends, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to join their Facebook group. Lee was breathing hard now, sweating despite the chill. His legs ached. The sameness of inert houses and cars surrounding him, the snow everywhere tinged with dirt, made him feel there was nowhere to go. He couldn’t escape the feeling that he’d known this would happen. It had been a statement that it would, not a question of whether it might.

         At last the road came to an end. There was a factory with dull blue light in its windows, but the gate was locked. A dog barked as he struggled onward, his movement reduced to a cartoon slowness by the snow. Then a railway bridge with a light beyond it – maybe a station, or a courtyard with a brazier, or a hostel. Dream on. He ran under the bridge and tripped on something under the snow, almost fell. They caught him there. A foot kicked him low in the stomach, and he screamed but heard no sound. A hand unzipped his jacket, a surprisingly gentle act. He saw the knife coming down and twisted aside. It punched under his ribs, then slid out. The blood was comfortably warm. It stained the snow like tar. The three men were still now, watching him. Lee rose to his feet. His own breath was freezing on his lips. It was only a flesh wound, but they didn’t know that. Pressing a hand to the tender heat in his side, he walked on.

         There were no buildings, only trees with the light beyond them. This must be a park. He could see thin figures like meercats drifting between the trees. Lee recognised their faces, but they didn’t notice him, or they ignored him. The shadows under the trees were blue. As he stumbled onward, a branch lashed out and cut his hand. He passed another tree and felt it slash his cheek. All the trees had razors, he realised. How many more did he have to get past? He suspected he wouldn’t reach the light. But there was only one way to find out.
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