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      “What a queer thing Life is! So unlike anything else, don't you know, if you see what I mean.”

      - P. G. Wodehouse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAD IS A FOUR-LETTER WORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The train shook and rattled like an alcoholic in the first stages of withdrawal, dragging me out of the deep, dark womb of sleep by my lapels and into a searing, painful consciousness.

      ‘Bollocks,’ I muttered. ‘Not again.’

      I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus. I looked out of the window. A thick fog hung outside.

      ‘Where the bloody hell are we?’ I croaked. My throat felt like sandpaper. ‘Is this Seatown?’

      ‘We’re almost there, mate,’ said the ageing punk rocker that was sat opposite me, wearing a stained Santa Clause costume.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Yeah, and it looks a lot friggin’ better when the weather’s like this, I can tell you,’ he said.

      ‘Not too fond of the place, then?’ I said, stretching my aching arms.

      ‘Nah, mate. It’s as grim as fuck and every fucker looks like Phil Collins.’

      ‘Even the women?’ I said.

      ‘Especially the women.’

      We both laughed and he took a swig from a can of Special Brew. He burped loudly.

      ‘Pardon my French,’ he said.

      I chuckled and stood up. I felt my joints ache. I stretched my legs and took my black leather holdall from the overhead luggage area. I put on my black overcoat.

      ‘I expect it’s changed a fair bit since I was last here,’ I said. ‘Hopefully for the better.’

      ‘Well, they say that every underdog has its day,’ said the punk.

      ‘They do indeed,’ I said.

      I yawned and walked to the door as the train shuddered to a halt.

      ‘Are you not getting off here, then?’ I said.

      ‘Naw, mate, you wouldn’t catch me in that shithole,’ said the punk. ‘No offence, like.’

      ‘None taken,’ I said, chuckling.

      The punk knocked back his lager and crushed the can, like Quint in Jaws. He put it into a tattered Body Shop carrier bag.

      I waited for the doors to hiss open and I got off the train. Mist draped the deserted railway station. A foghorn sounded. Someone nearby was letting off fireworks despite the fact that no one could see them in that dense fog.

      I pulled a black woollen hat from my pocket and put it on over my shaven head.

      My footsteps echoed as I walked across the rusty, metal railway bridge. A steely fog had spread itself across Seatown and I could no longer see the trains creeping slowly below me, although I could hear them. They seemed to rasp and groan. I walked carefully down the steps and paused at the bottom to get my bearings. Smudges of streetlamps trailed off into the distance along Church Street.

      My phone buzzed and I took it out of my pocket. It was another text message from Craig Ferry, checking that I was on my way. I replied in the affirmative and headed off down the cobbled street, past the rows of partially demolished terraced houses that looked like broken teeth in the wan light. I could just about make out a radio somewhere playing an old Portishead song about a bow and arrow.

      Somewhere in the distance, sirens screamed and a church bell echoed through the icy-cold winter morning. I followed the GPS down the snow smothered street towards the park and paused at its wrought iron gates. My breath appeared and disappeared in front of me like a spectre as I pulled my black woollen hat further over my ears and turned up the collar on my black overcoat.

      The purr of a passing car grew to a roar, almost masking the sound of the gunshot, and a murder of crows sliced through the whiteness. I started to run, which certainly wasn’t one of my better ideas.

      ‘Oh cobblers!’ I said, slipping and sliding on the snow. ‘Oh, what the bloody hell now …’

      As I tumbled forward, my glasses fell from my face into the snow and I suddenly felt like Velma from the Scooby Doo cartoons. I lay flat on the ground for a moment to catch my breath and then I picked up my spectacles. I cleaned the lenses with my scarf and scrambled to my feet.

      Looking through the smudged lenses, I slowly, trudged towards a parked black BMW. A dark, motionless shape lay next to it in the snow along with five wooden crates.

      ‘Oh, well, now that is a delightful sight,’ I said, as I looked down on the corpse.

      The head had been blown to smithereens, leaving a Rorschach splatter of blood across the stark white snow.

      ‘It’s like a Jackson Pollock painting gone horribly wrong,’ I said.

      ‘Jackson Bollocks more like it,’ said Craig Ferry, stepping out of a small copse of trees with a Glock automatic pistol in his hand.

      ‘Mind you, poor old Olaf there wasn’t exactly an oil painting when he was alive. And dead as a doornail, he looks a hell of a lot worse,’

      ‘Well, you don’t mess about Craig, I’ll say that for you,’ I said.

      ‘Time waits for no man,’ said Craig.

      He was dressed as a priest and wearing black wraparound sunglasses. He had a fake tan and although his salt n pepper hair now erred on the side of Saxa, it had been very stylishly cut.

      ‘Morning, Craig,’ I said.

      ‘Morning, Peter,’ said Craig, taking off his sunglasses. His eyes were red and sore. ‘Well, was a bit of a surprise to find out you were heading back to the ample bosom of your home town. I thought you’d headed off to London with Julie Christie to find literary fame and fortune.’

      I shrugged.

      ‘It’s all fake news these days, isn’t it? Anyway, home is where your arse is.’

      ‘What can I say?’

      ‘Quite a lot, usually.’

      Craig laughed. He took an energy drink from his jacket pocket, cracked it open and took a swig.

      ‘Had a bit of a night on the tiles?’ I said.

      Craig grunted.

      ‘Yes, unfortunately. I had to spend the evening at the Masonic Hall, enduring a Duran Duran tribute band just to keep our Bev happy,’ he said. ‘And then she dragged me to The Last Chance Saloon, for the fancy dress karaoke. Hence the clothing.’

      ‘Spectacles, testicles, wallet and watch,’ I said, making the sign of the cross. ‘And what particular tune did you massacre this time?’

      ‘Would you believe ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,’ though even I have to admit I was far from magnifico. I thought our Bev was going to die with embarrassment, I really did.’

      ‘Ah, yes. She’s such a sensitive soul is your sister.’

      I smiled. Bev Ferry was as hard as bloody nails, though she did seem to take her pub’s karaoke nights a tad too seriously.

      Craig yawned and massaged his temples.

      ‘You look like death cooled down,’ I said. ‘Which is actually quite comforting since I always take great pleasure in someone looking much worse than I feel.’

      ‘Well, you know where you can stick your schadenfreude, lad.’

      Craig stuck out his tongue and I chuckled.

      He put the gun in his jacket pocket and opened the car’s passenger door. He shivered, took out a black overcoat and put it on.

      ‘Woah! Jack Frost’s really nosing at my nips tonight, lad, I can tell you,’ said Craig.

      I exaggerated a yawn and nodded toward the corpse.

      ‘Well, the sooner we get this bloke moved, the better,’ I said. ‘That sight could be a bit of a nasty scare for any kids that cut through the park on their way to school tomorrow. And it won’t exactly help the local winos with their early- morning hangovers, either.’

      ‘You’re the milkman of human kindness, you really are, lad.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ve got pints of the stuff.’

      ‘Pasteurised?’

      ‘Comes up to my chest,’ I said.

      Craig went over to the car and opened the boot.

      ‘Give us a hand, then,’ he said, as he pulled at a rolled-up sheet of green tarpaulin.

      I went over and grabbed the other end. We hauled the tarpaulin onto the floor near the body.

      ‘Right, let’s get the crates in first and then we can dump Olaf on top of them,’ said Craig.

      ‘Heel and toe and off we go,’ I said.

      We picked the first crate and lifted it into the car’s boot.

      ‘Would I be correct in deducing that these crates contain copious amounts of Columbian marching powder?’ I said.

      ‘That is very well - deduced, lad,’ said Craig. ‘Go to the top of the class but don’t get too high.’

      After we loaded up the crates, we spread out the tarpaulin, rolled the corpse onto it and then wrapped it up.

      ‘Right, lad, you grab the farting end and I’ll grab the burping end,’ said Craig.

      I wheezed as we both took hold of the body and lifted it into the boot.

      ‘I reckon you’re a bit out of shape, lad,’ said Craig.

      ‘You could be right, though I doubt I’ve ever really been in shape, to be honest.’

      Craig took out a small shovel and covered Olaf’s blood and guts with snow. He put the shovel back in the boot and I slammed the boot closed.

      ‘Where are we taking him?’ I said. ‘Is Jed Bramble’s pig farm still on the go?’

      ‘Yeah, it most certainly is but his sister Maggie’s taken it over.’

      ‘Yeah? When? What happened to Jed?’

      ‘He snuffed it, lad. Massive heart attack. Apparently, he’d turned up at Astros Nit Spot after he’d taken a load of ecstasy and croaked dancing to ‘Firestarter.’

      ‘Well, I suppose, it’s not really a great shock, to be honest. He wasn’t exactly a creature of moderation.’

      ‘Hardly.’

      ‘Do I need to know who that is, by the way,’ I said, nodding towards the corpse. ‘Or who it was, to be more precise.’

      ‘Well, it is, or was, to be more precise, Olaf Helminen AKA Olaf The Impaler. A very nasty people and organ trafficker.’

      ‘As opposed to all of those very lovely and cuddly ‘people and organ traffickers’ that we’ve encountered over the years.’

      Craig shrugged.

      ‘Yeah, but this one was taking steps to encroach on the Ferry family’s import and export business, wasn’t he?’

      ‘Oh, well we can’t be having that, can we? Can’t let people go around encroaching left right and centre. Bang out of order, that is. There’s too much bloody encroaching about, if you ask me.’

      Craig smirked.

      ‘Well, it’s all gravy, isn’t it?’ he said.

      ‘I wouldn’t know, I don’t eat meat.’

      Craig shook his head.

      ‘You know, I never would have had you down as the squeamish type, lad,’ he said.

      ‘What can I say?’

      ‘Quite a lot, usually.’

      I grinned.

      ‘Well, hello Mr Pot, I’d like to introduce you to Mr Kettle,’ I said.

      ‘Let’s go to work,’ said Craig, opening the car door.

      ‘I thought only fools and horses worked,’ I said, getting into the passenger seat.

      ‘Neigh, neigh,’ said Craig.

      As the car started up the radio began to play Heatwave’s ‘Boogie Nights.’

      ‘Dirk Diggler,’ we both said at the same time, and burst out laughing.

      ‘I know fucking karate,’ said Craig, as he drove through the park gates, giggling like nun in a sausage factory.
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        * * *

      

      The radio DJ announced that he was going to play ‘three in a row from Blur’. We both groaned. Craig changed radio stations and found a phone in talk show. The host and callers were discussing the upcoming local elections and it was getting pretty heated.

      ‘One of my old teachers is standing in this election,’ I said. ‘A bloke called Pike Wilson. We used to call him Mr Cornflakes because of his psoriasis.

      ‘Aha,’ Craig said. ‘Children can be such lovely creatures, eh? So much bleedin’ empathy …’

      He slowed at a zebra crossing and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as an old woman with a tartan shopping trolley doddered across the road.

      ‘I don’t really follow politics myself,’ said Craig. ‘Which party is he in?’

      ‘GBIP. It’s one of the new ones, I think. Not that I know much about them. They’re a bunch of tossers, I bet,’ I said.

      ‘Aren’t they all?’

      ‘Probably. People put too much faith in politicians to sort out their lives.’

      ‘Aye. Life’s all about playing a bad hand of cards well’.

      ‘True, true Mr Magoo,’ I said.

      ‘Was he a decent teacher, this Wilson?’ said Craig.

      ‘Maybe. He was a bit of an arrogant prat, as I remember.’

      ‘He should do well as a politician, then.’

      ‘Yep. It’ll be a smooth career transition, that one.’

      Craig found a radio station that seemed to focus on film soundtracks. We drove in silence, listening to Ennio Morricone we approached a dilapidated farmhouse with a small pig pen in front of it.

      ‘I assume this Maggie Bramble’s palatial home, then?’ I said.

      ‘The self-same. Maybe you remember Maggie from The Gun Street Folk Club?’

      ‘I can’t say that I do.’

      ‘Once seen never forgotten, I think. She used to climb on the bar and sing all of them Irish rebel songs,’ said Craig.

      ‘Which part of Ireland is she from?’

      ‘She isn’t. She’s never set foot in the country, as far as I know.’

      ‘There’s a lot of it about,’ I said.

      As Craig parked the car in front of the farmhouse a stocky woman in jeans and a striped pyjama top came out. She was carrying a sawn-off shotgun and pulling on a tatty anorak. She squinted at Craig and grinned. She leaned the shotgun against the wall.

      Craig got out of the car first.

      ‘Well, Maggie, you daft old bugger. You’re still not dead, eh?’ he said.

      ‘Oh, you never know,’ said Maggie. ‘I could well be but no one’s bothered to tell me yet.’

      It started to rain as I got out of the car.

      ‘Who this, then?’ said Maggie.

      ‘It’s Peter Ord,’ said Craig. ‘That bloke that used to be a private dick and moved to London to be a big-shot writer. Shot success in the foot and came back to Seatown with his tadger between his legs.’

      I cringed.

      ‘Or something,’ I said.

      ‘Ah, I used to know your mother, Peter,’ said Maggie. ‘Canny ballroom dancer she was in her day. Didn’t she win the local heats of Come Dancing?’

      ‘She did,’ I said. ‘Twice.’

      The rain started to pelt.

      ‘You’d better come on in,’ said Maggie. ‘What have you got me to gargle?’

      Craig took a Tesco carrier bag filled with chinking bottles out of the van.

      ‘The loot of all the world,’ he said. ‘Apes, ivory and peacocks.’

      ‘Oh, I’d settle for a bottle of Famous Grouse right now,’ said Maggie.

      ‘Your wish is my command,’ said Craig.

      I followed Craig and Maggie into the cottage and was more than somewhat taken aback by the interior’s appearance. The place was pristine, almost antiseptic. The exact opposite of its scruffy exterior. Minimalist and white. There were two black leather sofas, a stainless-steel fridge, a drinks cabinet and a matt black table. On one wall, a projector was showing a Blue Ray version of Blade Runner.

      Maggie walked over to the table and put down the carrier bag, carefully, delicately. She looked contended.

      ‘We’ll all be partaking in a gargle, I assume,’ she said.

      ‘Well, I certainly I am,’ said Craig. ‘I don’t know about Peter, though. I hear he’s gone all woke and snowflake on us since he moved down south.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m in. I could do with a little eye-opener,’ I said.

      Maggie picked up a remote control and turned off the film’s sound. Another click and we were listening to Miles Davis’ ‘Sketches Of Spain’.

      ‘Is your mother still alive and kickin’ then?’ said Maggie.

      She went over to a drinks cabinet and took out a couple of pink tumblers.

      ‘Oh, very much so. Kicking off when she’s on the vodka, that’s for sure,’ I said.

      Maggie chuckled.

      ‘Where’s she living now?’ said Maggie. ‘She’s not still in Seatown, is she?’

      I sat down on one of the sofas.

      ‘Naw, she moved to Alston a bit back.’

      ‘Where the frig is Alston, when it’s at home?’ said Maggie. ‘Never heard of the bloody place.’

      ‘It’s the highest market town in Britain, apparently,’ I said.

      ‘Still got no clue,’ said Maggie.

      ‘It’s in the back of beyond, the middle of nowhere. Some inbred, sheep shagging bit of Cumbria,’ said Craig.

      ‘You live and learn,’ said Maggie.

      ‘So I hear,’ I said. ‘Though I’ve seen very little evidence of it. It must be said.’

      Maggie handed out the drinks. I took a sip of mine and gagged. I waited a moment and knocked it back in one.

      ‘Shouldn’t we be getting Olaf out of the car in a bit?’ I said.

      ‘I suppose we should,’ said Craig. ‘He might start to pong.’

      ‘Ah, well, you see, there’s a bit of a problem with that,’ said Maggie. ‘I suppose, I should have mentioned it on the phone.’

      ‘What’s that, then?’ said Maggie.

      ‘Yeah, well, I had a European Union inspection the other week and the pigs were a bit ill, like. So they were put down.’

      She made the shape of a pistol with a hand and pointed it at the side of her head.

      ‘What, so you’ve no pigs?’ I said.

      ‘Nah. Not at the moment, like,’ said Maggie. ‘I’m getting the dosh together to get some more but the license is a problem after the inspection and I might need to grease a few palms.’

      ‘So, what the frig are we going to do about the dead Scandinavian in the back of the van?’ I said.

      Maggie shuffled in her chair.

      ‘Well, I’ve got a chainsaw and a shed,’ she said. ‘But you’ll have to do the slicing and dicing yourself. My rheumatism is giving me gyp.’

      I closed my eyes and then Maggie burst out laughing.

      ‘Only joking lads,’ she said. ‘Scotch Karen will be over in a bit with her son. They’ll sort it out for us. So anyone fancy another drink?’

      She held up the whisky bottle.

      ‘Great minds drink alike,’ said Craig.

      And it seemed churlish to say no.
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        * * *

      

      A bitter, cold dawn gasped for life and seagulls screeched as Craig snaked the black BMW along Dockland Way.

      ‘Well. you see that is a very dangerous error, that is,’ said Craig.

      ‘What is?’ I said.

      I hadn’t really been paying attention to Craig’s latest soliloquy of shite. I really wasn’t in the mood. Craig’s pub philosophy was fine enough when we were actually drinking in a pub but there in the cold light of day, with the previous night’s booze wearing off, it was like fingers down a blackboard.

      ‘It’s a mistake to think that the way that you see the world is the way the world actually is. I mean, we’re all limited by our experience, our knowledge, and our imagination and the like. Am I right?’

      I groaned.

      ‘Yeah, if you like,’ I said.

      We were listening to a phone-in show on Radio Seatown. A former professional footballer with a high-pitched voice was whinging on about having to go into rehab and I wished the whining twat had bloody well stayed there. I changed stations and found Electronic’s ‘Getting Away With It.’

      ‘Oh, very good call, lad. This is more bloody like it,’ said Craig. ‘That’s real music, that is.’

      ‘Nostalgia’s exactly what it used to be, eh?’ I said.

      ‘I like what I like and I am what I am.’

      ‘Well, Popeye, did you call your Bev to collect the happy talc?’ I said.

      I wasn’t feeling particularly at ease with the boxes of cocaine that we had stuffed into the car boot. Not that it seemed to bother Craig. He was as oblivious to the concept of self-doubt as usual. I was reminded of that old line of how being dead and being stupid were the same. You don’t know anything about it, it’s only painful for other people.

      ‘Why would I?’ said Craig.

      ‘Well, more to the point, why would you not?’

      ‘Well, you know. I thought I’d give her a bell later in the day. You see, I’ve been thinking, like … maybe we should shop the stuff around a bit. Try and see if anyone can up our Bev’s offer. Perks of the job and the like. It doesn’t always pay to put all your eggs in one basket, you know. And you can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.’

      I groaned. The last thing I wanted to do was piss off Bev Ferry. She had always been a bit of a wild card but since her dad had died it seemed like she had really lost the plot. Craig had always been a bit competitive with her, though. He fancied being king of Seatown’s sandcastle. Me, I was happy enough to go with the flow. Any ambitions I had were usually tempered by my innate laziness.

      So, I knew that I’d have to talk Craig out of his latest crackpot plan, at some point. Or maybe get him so drunk that he’d be incapable of wheeling and dealing. I decided to change the topic in the meantime.

      ‘Ere, I heard there was another terrorist attack down London Bridge way last night,’ I said.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Yeah. Another stupid twat in a Transit van went mental. Nobody was killed, thankfully, but a few people were hurt.’

      Craig shook his head.

      ‘Well, unfortunately it’s par for the course and a sign of the bleedin’ times, these days,’ he said.

      ‘Mind you,’ I said. ‘London’s always had its terrors - Jack the Ripper, The Blitz, the IRA, Spandau Ballet, Danny Baker, jellied eels …’

      Craig tutted.

      ‘I’m quite partial to a plate of jellied eels, as a matter of fact,’ he said.

      I grimaced.

      ‘Well, that does surprise me. I didn’t know you were into foreign foods,’ I said.

      Craig sniffed.

      ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me, lad. Anyway, don’t you think you’ll miss living down London then?’ he said.

      ‘Maybe a bit. Maybe a lot. But on a day like today upping sticks to somewhere more exotic seems more and more attractive …’

      I ran a hand across my shaven head.

      ‘What about you?’ I said. ‘Don’t you ever think about just pissing off out of Seatown and starting afresh? Maybe even going abroad. Fancy far flung foreign lands?’

      ‘Nice alliteration, Peter but nah. You got itchy feet again?’

      ‘Well, when the weather’s like this you could say the idea has its appeal. If I had the dosh, I might well scarper off to sunnier climes.’

      ‘Money’s too shite to mention, eh?’

      ‘Ain’t it always?’

      ‘Myself, I doubt I could ever leave this place,’ said Craig. ‘For better or worse, Seatown is too much a part of me. It’s in my blood, in my lungs. And anyway, I’ve never lived anywhere else since I was a kid, unless you count Middlesbrough …’

      I snorted.

      ‘I don’t, actually.’

      ‘You know, I went to Majorca once, with my Granny Annie. Before she died, like.’

      ‘I bloody well hope so!’

      Craig tutted.

      ‘I’ve been to France too, mind you,’ he said.

      ‘Really? I can’t remember that.’

      ‘Yeah, I went a booze cruise to Calais back in the ‘90s. I picked up a VHS bootleg of Reservoir Dogs when it was still banned in Blighty. Swedish subtitles and all.’

      ‘Good film, that was, for its time, anyway. What did you think of Calais?’

      ‘I didn’t reckon much to the place, to be honest. It reminded me of … Middlesbrough,’ said Craig.

      I shuddered and Craig laughed,

      ‘Maybe you’d be better suited to Spain, then,’ I said.

      ‘Well, apparently, one of my old schoolmates is living out in Spain. Marbella to be precise,’ he said. ‘A bloke called Dougie Cronk. Do you remember him?’

      ‘I can’t say I do.’

      ‘Oh, he was a tidy boxer in his day, was Dougie. He could have been a contender and all that, but he boozed his chances away.’

      ‘Float like a butterfly, drink like a fish, eh?’

      ‘Yeah, a bit and that, yeah. He owns a bed and breakfast out there or something. I hear he’s supposed to be writing his memoirs, though, the amount of booze he’s put away over the years, I doubt he that remembers much at all.’

      ‘Things change. People change.’

      ‘True enough. The man who sees the world in the same way at sixty as he did when he was thirty has wasted thirty years of his life.’

      ‘Very profound, that is. Who said that, then?’

      ‘I did,’ said Craig.’ Didn’t you hear me?’

      I sighed.

      ‘No, you clot. Who said it originally?’

      Craig sniffed.

      ‘It was Mohammed Ali, would you believe?’ he said.

      ‘Oh, yes, it’s always wise to take advice from a bloke who gets punched in the face for a living.’

      Craig chuckled and snaked the cab through the rain-soaked streets listening to Lana Del Rey sing about being ‘Young and Beautiful’. I didn’t exactly feel like I was either. For a start, I was completely knackered. Being stuck in a stinky old rust bucket with Craig wasn’t exactly my ideal pastime.

      We stopped at a zebra crossing. A fat woman shuffled across the road pushing a double buggy that was stuffed with two chubby kids. A skinny man in a purple shell suit followed her, smoking a cigarette and jerking on the arm of a lagging, screaming toddler.

      ‘Look at that lot,’ said Craig. ‘That’s life in the 21st century, that is. Shit people living shit lives and shitting out shit kids to live even shittier lives.’

      I laughed.

      ‘Yeah, not everyone has made the informed life choices that we have, eh, Craig?’ I said.

      The car started up with a splutter.

      ‘I assume that lot will all be draining the state to support their shit life choices,’ said Craig.

      ‘Assume makes an arse out of both of us,’ I said.

      A small group of Seatown United fans, watched by an equal sized group of bored policemen, snaked out of the train station, through the streets and toward the high street.

      ‘Now, that lot are a hell of a lot quieter than I expected,’ I said. ‘Though the fact that Seatown United are a bit rubbish might have something to do with it.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been much of a football fan, even as a kid and I always assumed supporting a football team was something you just grew out of.’

      ‘Well, it looks as if a few of those fans have grown a bit too much. Especially around the stomach area,’ I said.

      Craig laughed.

      ‘But really, it is a ridiculous thing to base your life around,’ I said. ‘What the bloody hell is a football team? Just some people you don’t know, who are all paid to wear the same shirt and kick a ball around. And if they win a game all the suckers think their lives have improved. It’s just reflected glory for underachievers.’

      ‘You’re not far wrong, lad.’

      ‘Young and Beautiful’ ended and was followed by an Amy Winehouse tune. I groaned inwardly. It wasn’t so much the song. I didn’t mind it, in fact. But I knew it would set Craig off on one of his rants. His musical knowledge was as exhausting as it was exhaustive.

      ‘Aye, she was one of them, eh?’ said Craig. ‘That thing I was telling you about last night. Remember?’

      ‘Unfortunately, I do,’ I said.

      Craig shrugged.

      ‘Well, then. 27,’ he said. ‘Twenty bloody seven.’

      ‘And you’re saying you really believe all that Curse of Robert Johnstone bollocks, do you?’

      ‘Well, all I’m saying is that it’s a bit of a weird coincidence, isn’t it?’ said Craig. ‘I mean, Robert Johnstone sold his soul to the devil …’

      ‘Allegedly …’

      ‘… and he died when he reached 27. Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Brian Jones, Kurt Cobain, Amy Winehouse. They all snuffed it at the age of 27 and all of them were full-blown musical legends.’

      I checked my reflection in the smudged rear-view mirror. I certainly wasn’t a 27-year-old, that was for sure. In fact, I had to admit that I was looking a bit haggard these days. I was definitely no longer the pretty boy of my youth and no amount of expensive designer clobber could disguise the fact, unfortunately.

      ‘What about David Bowie, then?’ I said. ‘He was as old as the hills when he croaked. And Elvis Presley was no spring chicken when he bit the dust either.’

      Craig lit a cigar.

      ‘I’m just saying that it makes you think, is all,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to keep an open mind, Peter. That’s the problem with most people these days. They’re too narrow in their worldview, like. Their experience is limited by their lack of imagination and their imagination is limited by their lack experience. Know what I mean, like?’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ I said. ‘Clear as crystal, that is.’

      The car filled with sweet cigar smoke and I coughed. Craig turned right onto Crucifix Lane. As he turned the corner toward the seafront, a big black SUV suddenly screeched in front of us and blocked our way. Craig braked but his reactions were slow.

      ‘Judas Priest on a bike,’ I said.

      ‘What an idiot,’ said Craig. ‘What the bloody hell is that arsehole up to?’

      He reversed the car but another SUV turned the corner and slammed into him, stopping his exit.

      Within seconds a pair of identical twins staggered out of one of the SUVs. I immediately recognised them. One was tall with bleached blond hair and the other was a short-arsed skinhead. They both wore black suits and ties and white shirts. I thought that they looked more like a couple of down and out Mormons than the John Woo villains they were probably hoping to emulate.

      ‘What the bloody …?’ said Craig. His cigar fell from his mouth into his lap.

      ‘Well, I think that’s Liam and Noel Garner,’ I said. ‘Which means …’

      The door to the other SUV opened and a woman got out. She was dressed in black leather. She had a raven black wig and a slash of crimson lipstick across her mouth. She carried a cricket bat that she swung loosely.

      ‘Shite,’ I said.

      ‘Oh, buggeration,’ said Craig. ‘‘It’s our bloody Bev, that is.’

      ‘It most certainly is.’

      I squirmed in my seat as Bev walked over to the car. She placed the cricket bat on the roof of the car and gestured for me to wind down my shattered window, which I did with alacrity.

      ‘Alright, Bev,’ I said.

      ‘Morning, sis,’ said Craig, weakly. ‘What can …’

      Bev slammed a hand on the roof of the car.

      ‘I’ll keep this short n sweet, ladies,’ said Bev. ‘We’re only having this conversation as a family courtesy. If it wasn’t for that, you’d both be up at Maggie Bramble’s farm, feeding her pigs. My boys are going to unload the stuff from your car and take it over to The Red Herring post-haste, OK?’

      ‘Well, we were actually on our way to the pub, Bev,’ I said. ‘We were just … taking the scenic route.’

      I smiled, weakly. Bev slowly shook her head.

      ‘Be that as it may, but I’m fully aware of Craig’s propensity for distraction and is inclination towards side businesses. So, I’d rather have the gear in the hands of those two simpletons, just in case.’

      ‘Should I feel offended,’ said Craig.

      ‘Probably,’ said Bev.

      ‘Well, they do say lack of focus is another form of multi-tasking,’ said Craig.

      ‘Is that right?’ said Bev.

      ‘Probably,’ said Craig. ‘Maybe.’

      I turned and watched as Bev’s goons opened the car boot and unloaded wooden boxes that were packed with bags of cocaine into one of the SUVs.

      Bev slammed a hand on the roof of the car again. Craig almost jumped out of his seat.

      ‘Best practice, eh, boys?’ said Bev.

      We nodded our heads in unison.

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ said Craig. ‘Sorry, like, I …

      ‘As you were,’ said Bev. ‘Oh, I might have a bit more work for you over the next few days, Peter, if you’re that way inclined?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, groaning inwardly. ‘Fire away.’

      ‘Good. I’ll give you a bell when I want you.’

      Bev picked up the cricket bat and patted it. She walked back to her SUV. She turned and pointed the bat at the car. She nodded got back in her car.

      In a flash, the SUVs had driven off but Craig and I just sat in the car stunned. The dropped cigar burnt a hole into Craig’s leg. He looked down and brushed it away as if it were a mosquito.

      I grimaced.

      ‘Did that hurt?’ I said.

      ‘Aye,’ said Craig, distracted. ‘It bloody well did.’

      ‘Oh, well. Shit happens,’ I said. ‘Let’s bugger off.’

      Craig tried to start the car and it made a whining sound but didn’t start.

      ‘Oh, great,’ he said. ‘That’s all we need. It’s cream crackered.’

      Craig rubbed his forehead as sirens wailed in the distance.

      ‘We’ll have to bloody well walk then, won’t we?’ he said.

      ‘It certainly looks that way.’

      ‘I’ll phone Mikey The Mechanic to come and pick the car up,’ said Craig. ‘He might get something for the scrap if it’s completely knackered. And I’ll have to get the old Zephyr Zodiac out of mothballs.’

      As we got out of the car and started to walk toward the bus terminus, lightning flashed, and thunder rumbled.

      ‘Oh, bloody great,’ I said, looking up at the sky. ‘As if things couldn’t get worse.’
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