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CHAPTER ONE
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MY NAME'S MARCIE CRAIG. I'm thirty-two years old and the only female rock DJ in Birmingham. I've been on the rock circuit for around thirteen years. I can be hired for a hundred quid a night, or one-fifty if I use my own gear. I prefer to use house equipment if I can, because I ride a Harley Davidson. Not easy with amps and CD players and things. The CDs are mine, I leave them on site and pray the place doesn't get done over. I do get the Jeep out every now and then, when I need to. Generally when I do a private gig.

The Cellar is my regular pitch. It's a poky, sleazy pub at the bottom of a double flight of stone steps. Overhead is one of the biggest small markets in central Birmingham. There's a poorly lit underground car park at the back of the pub – the ideal place to commit a murder ... Up until then, Easter had been approaching in the same old boring way with not a lot going on. Then came Good Friday and, to borrow a phrase from a great man and massage it slightly, everything went fucking crazy ... 

I always start my show bang on half seven. The punters get a bit panicky if they think you're not turning out. It doesn't matter that you might be ill or on holiday or anything. If I'm not there at half-past seven they start to leave. I like to use the same spiel and play a familiar track, just so they know it's me. Mac, who does Mondays and Thursdays, always starts off with The Muppets. Dave, who's here Tuesdays and Sundays, likes Green Onions. Me, I prefer a bit of an anthem, some good old-fashioned rock and roll.

“Hi there. This is Marcie Craig welcoming you to The Cellar – the hottest little rock spot in Brum. Here's Diamond Head with Am I Evil?.”

It does get a little loud down here. Scratch that. It gets very loud down here, but that's the way they like it. It's also very dark, and they like that too. You walk down the stairs into this disgusting black hole and, if you breathe in too deeply, you get high on the alcohol and drugs fumes. Pendle, the gaffer, doesn't really like drugs on his premises, but he's so pissed half the time he doesn't even notice.

Before the place was all done out recently, you would stick to the carpet. It was so full up with beer and ash, dirt and phlegm. There were other things too but I'd prefer not to mention them. It was filthy. Now you just stick to the dirty tiles instead: heaven. In those days the 'wallpaper' consisted of bill posters advertising forthcoming bands. One of Pendle’s many protégés had painted a huge mural on the ceiling. Feng Shui she’d called it. Looked like a tart giving a dragon a blowjob to me, but I could have just been looking at it from the wrong angle. Now the walls are painted orange (over anaglypta), and the ceiling is painted matt black. There's the occasional framed disc, or here and there a star photo, placed between the fruit machines.

There's only one room down here. In one of Pendle’s more lucid moments he christened it the lounge. It's long and thin with a bar running almost the whole length of the back wall. They (the brewery) have stuck us poor DJs in a tiny cage at one end of the counter. It sounds claustrophobic I know, but the bars give it a sort of airy feel. It keeps the pissheads from falling all over us and damaging the gear, so it isn't so bad. When there's a punch up, or any other sign of trouble, I just duck out the way behind the counter. In the old days we used to end up in the thick of things.

Opposite me, next to the main entrance, there's a step up to this quaint mezzanine with another step down again to the toilets leading off. It's a good job the gallery has those steps, though, as the blokes' loos are always flooding. And it isn’t nice. The kitchen is on my left and the fire escape to my right, leading to that delightful little car park I mentioned earlier. That's where I park my bike.

Good Friday had been just like any other Friday, with the usual crowd turning out. I played some Terrorvision, a bit of Motörhead, Lynyrd Skynyrd, Manic Street Preachers, and so on. Woodstock, one of the regulars and a very good mate of mine, had this new friend with him. Woody's gay, something else the gaffer hates. But no one tells him Woodstock's gay – else he wouldn't still be allowed in – and, again, I doubt he's even noticed.

Woody's a great character. He spends half the time hanging around the ladies’ loos (the inside) having a good old gossip with the women. He's broken a few hearts too, I can tell you. Everybody likes him, even the Hell's Angels – but I don't think he's broken any of their hearts ... yet. 

He's twenty-eight with beautiful smooth olive-coloured skin. Long shiny black hair – in good condition. A hint of a moustache, and big, sad brown eyes. Sigh. Such a waste. He always wears an old army combat jacket that hangs from his slim frame, with faded baggy jeans, an old concert tee shirt, and well-worn Doc Martens. I suppose he's about my height, five feet seven inches.

Woodstock was clearly smitten with this new boyfriend of his, and who could blame him? The guy was a good four inches taller, with spiky bleached blonde hair and a gold stud in his nose. He was wiry, like Woodstock, but he didn't carry it so well. His clothes were a bit tatty, but that doesn't mean much around here. Most of the people who come in here seem to dress down. He was wearing a black vest that showed off his bulging biceps, and thread-bare jeans. He didn't look very old, but those muscles looked slightly out of proportion to the rest of his body.

I expected Woody to come over for a chat and, obviously busy as he was, he didn't let me down.

“Hi there Woody. How's things?”

“Oh, you know,” he replied. I didn't, but never mind. “Will you play a record for Gavin?”

“Is that your new friend?” I tossed my head in the direction he'd just come from.

“Yeah,” he said, turning around and grinning across the room. Gavin flashed a startling smile back.

“Phwoar. He's gorgeous, Woody.”

“Yeah, I know.” He turned back to face me. “He likes Thin Lizzy.” 

I thought that can’t be bad – particularly as I like them too. “Okay. I'll see what I can do.”

“Cheers,” he said, giving me a double thumbs-up and a grin. “See ya.”

“Sure,” I said as he swaggered off. Does anyone remember the Hoffmeister bear? That's another thing about these people. They strut along, swinging from side to side, just like the bear, or maybe Del Boy out of Only Fools and Horses. The women do it too. I've even caught myself doing it once or twice too. It’s very sad.

I looked across at Woody and Gavin in the corner chatting. What a pair of crackers. Nobody would guess from looking at them what they were. Again I found myself thinking what a waste, though obviously they wouldn't agree with me.

I played The Legend of the Black Rose by Thin Lizzy for Gavin, it being an old favourite of mine, and followed it with Emerald, to which the aforementioned Gavin duly freaked out – a proper little head banger. I do like to make people happy.

After that I don't seem to recall seeing Woody or Gavin for a while, but then the place gets so packed that it's easy enough to lose someone. Many a time I've been asked if I'd seen so-and-so, only to be asked the same question by the person they were looking for about five minutes later. 

Eventually the punters get really pissed off at having to wait more than twenty minutes before getting served. It doesn't surprise me when half of them disappear at around half-past nine. Some go to pubs where they know they'll get served, while most go on to Barneys.

Barnaby III used to be a trendy discotheque, when discos were all the rage that is. Then the Picariello brothers bought the place, Tony and Nico. They discovered that while all the trendies were prepared to queue outside for ages before getting in, they didn't actually spend much money once inside. Now rockers, on the other hand, will pay to get in and spend a fortune drinking the place dry once they are in. A much more lucrative situation.

So, the Picariellos kicked all the trendies out and opened up three floors of rock music: heavy metal, traditional rock 'n' roll and grunge (or whatever the latest fashion is). If they weren't loaded before, they must be now, but these days they own half the night clubs in the Midlands anyway.

If the punters get to Barneys before ten o'clock, they can get in for half the normal price. Hence the mass exodus from The Cellar at nine-thirtyish. Thank God there are still some people who'd far rather go home at eleven o'clock than head bang until dawn. Otherwise The Cellar would be dead come ten o'clock, and I'd be an hour short on my wages. I do two nights at Barneys myself, Thursdays and Sundays, so maybe I shouldn't really complain. At around twenty-to-eleven I caught sight of Woody and attracted his attention.

“Where's Gavin?” I asked, when he came over.

Woodstock shrugged his shoulders. “Dunno.”

“What do you mean you don't know?”

“I went to the bar and got us a drink, but by the time they served me, he'd gone.”

“Gone?”

“Yeah. Looks like he's fed up of me already.”

I tried to think what I'd say if this were a boy-girl thing. “Have you checked the loos?”

“Yeah. Both lots.”

Oh dear, I thought. You see a lot of this sort of thing in my job. I would have carried on with the conversation once I'd changed the record, but just then the place was invaded with Hell's Angels ... and they weren't ours ... 
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CHAPTER TWO
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I SHOULDN’T REALLY call them ‘Hell’s Angels’ because they’re not strictly part of that particular gang. The bikers we have are more like ‘outlaws’.

We have three motorcycle clubs here: The Satan Beasts (ours); The Cycle Witches (anybody's); and The Death Riders (no one's).

The Beasts are really cool. They wander about the place looking dead thuggish while at the same time raising loads of money for kiddies' charities. The president, Roach, is my hero and my oldest and best mate. He's a pussycat and I fancy him like mad. If he wasn't such a big kid himself playing big boys' games on motorbikes and in gangs, then we might just, you know ... 

Well anyway. The Cycle Witches are the women's chapter, and they really are anybody's – and don't care who knows it. A bunch of old, well-used bikes riding around on, er, a bunch of old, well-used bikes. 'Stone Age’ Sal is their president, and we hate each other's guts. She has these mean-looking metal teeth and hair like the two cavemen in the Wacky Races – you know, the ones that keep beating each other up with the clubs.

The Death Riders are a violent lot led by Angus, a hot-tempered red-head. They only ever show up to cause trouble and prove how intimidating they can be, usually flying their colours (beautifully embroidered denim jackets with the sleeves cut off, worn over their leathers or tee shirts), and tonight was no exception. 

About eleven or twelve of them stormed in, forced their way to the bar, and stood like a wall with their backs, and colours, facing everybody.

Roach (my hero) was drinking quietly in a corner, with no colours and no henchmen. The Riders took over. Time, I thought, to duck behind my nice, safe counter, coward that I am. Now, where was that obscure CD I couldn't find?

One young guy must have been prospecting for The Riders as he seemed intent on causing the most trouble. He stormed down the bar and helped himself to someone else's fags. Then he was nicking someone else’s matches. From my relatively guarded spot I was able to peer through the bars. The kid looked about seventeen, only just old enough to phutt around on a tiny 125cc, let alone some of the beasts these people usually ride about on. 

He was another red-head (it must be some sort of pre-requisite to get into The Riders). But his hair was still the bright orange of adolescence, frizzy and sticking out all over the place. He had tons of massive freckles all over his face, hands and arms. I can't vouch for the rest of him, thankfully. And his cheeks were bright red, as though he'd been running and was out of puff. He was only about five feet four, and no arse to fill his jeans. A beautifully drawn Black Widow Spider crawled up his upper arm. The tattoo still looked fresh and must have cost him a fortune, the size of it. It was probably still very painful too.

The next thing the prospect did was ‘accidentally’ spill one person's beer. Oops. Then he was off swigging ale out of other people's glasses. He did all this while Angus and his chums stood back and watched on with interest. 

A 'prospect' is someone who dearly wants to belong to a Hell's Angel type of chapter. Before he is initiated, however, or whatever it is they do to each other, he (or she) has to prove to the others what a complete bastard he can be, and demonstrate how tough he is.

Until this point it appeared that Roach hadn't seen The Riders, as he had his back to the rest of us. Someone must have pointed them out to him, or said something to him, though, as he twisted in his seat. He looked across his shoulder at the alien bikers, but shrugged and turned away again. Did I say he was my hero? Scratch that. He obviously thought they were causing no harm and were better left to it. Besides, he was outnumbered.

Little Mister Prospect continued with his rampage and, on the whole, was left to get on with it. Then he caught sight of me lurking behind my cage.

“And what have we got here then?” he said. “Not scared of old Ginger are you, girlie?”

Ginger? Now there’s an original name. “No I'm not scared,” I protested, pulling myself up to my superior height. “I was getting a CD.”

Now, don't get me wrong. I wasn't in the least bit frightened of this little shit. After all, I have my nice strong reinforced cage to protect me. But I didn't really want to look him in the eye in case he thought I was staring at him. Trying not to make eye contact, I looked down at the CD in my hand instead, not really seeing who it was by.

“Do you want me to play you a record or something?” I asked, glancing down at him quickly, then at the clock, and then back at the CD again. “Only we’re almost out of time.”

His sharp green eyes also settled on the CD and the mocking, arrogant expression on his face changed to something much blacker.

“You cheeky little bitch ...”

I checked the name of the band and nearly died. Oh dear, it was The Bangles. Not exactly your everyday rock thug's favourite group. For some reason my heart stopped a beat.

Laughing nervously, I tossed the CD over my shoulder. “Er ... I didn't mean this one ... you look more like a Therapy? fan, or Sepultura. Name one and it's yours – “

He leaned back and eyed me up and down. “You'll do.”

What? In his dreams. “Ha, ha. Good one. Pity this chick's not available.” I put on a Black Sabbath single instead. “Now, what is it you want?”

“I said you,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “You deaf or summat?” Ginger wasn't laughing.

I took in the beady eyes, the crazy hair, the massive gaps between chipped and crooked teeth – they looked drug damaged if ever I’d seen it before. He had a body odour problem too. He was only a kid though. I could handle him.

Giving him what I hoped was one of my sexiest smiles, I leaned against the bars of my cage – seductively, of course – and indicated with an index finger that he come closer. He started to dribble and leant his face on his side of the cage, a stupid, inane grin spreading across it. (His face, not the cage.) I missed my vocation. I should have been a lap dancer.

“Listen honey,” I whispered hoarsely, loud enough to be heard over the sound system. He was almost panting. “Why don't you run along home, like a good little boy, and wash that silly tattoo off your arm before Mommy sees it?”

As soon as he realised what I was saying, his face changed again. “Fucking bitch,” he bellowed. He shoved a freckled fist around the side of the cage and made a grab for my hair, roaring like an animal. He’d make a good Rider. I was too quick for him though and soon bounced out of his reach.

“Come back when you're big enough,” I snarled at him. This time he leaped up across the counter, his short fat legs stretched out behind him. He reached over and managed to snatch a handful of my hair. 

“Ow,” I cried as blood rushed through my veins. He was really hurting me. 

“I'll smash your fuckin’ head in,” he said, in his best growl.

Where were all of my superheroes now? With adrenaline pumping I had to think fast, especially as the record was ending. I remembered the tattoo and pinched the soft, pink flesh around the drawing between my fingernails, and twisted sharply. As he squealed with the pain, I was able to move away from him again. If the cavalry didn't arrive now, I was in deep shit. 

Help did arrive just then, but to my surprise it wasn't Roach.

“Are you all right?” asked Angus.

“Yeah, no thanks to you.” I rubbed my head where Ginger had pulled my hair. “Just get this monkey of yours out of my sight.”

“He ain't one of mine. He just blew it.” Angus turned to Ginger. “Get outta here, arsehole.” I’d go as far as saying he might have snarled at the boy.

“But Angus ...?” whined Ginger.

“You made a mistake picking on the lady. Now get out of this place before you feel the toe of my boot up your arse.”

Wow. 'Lady' eh? Maybe the thug has a soul after all. All the same, he brought his mob in to cause trouble, and that's exactly what they did. Just as the Sabbath record finally finished, Roach put in an appearance.

“What's going on here?” he asked.

“Nothing, now. No thanks to you.” I put another record on quick. “Angus and his cronies were just leaving.” I glared at the president of the opposition.

Angus glowered back at me for a second. But he gathered Ginger up by the scruff of his neck, who was still simpering nearby, and stalked off. The rest of his gang followed them out, just as the gaffer came in, with one of the doormen in tow. 

Pendle looked notedly at his watch and then nodded at me, before moving behind the bar and helping himself to a large Jack Daniels.

“It's last orders at the bar, folks,” I announced at the end of the record. Then I played the last two songs for the night: AC/DC's Back in Black followed by Can't Smile Without You by Barry Manilow. I like to finish on a high note, and if they go out singing then I know the punters have had a good time. Hopefully they'll notice this too and come back for more another night.

*
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ON A GOOD NIGHT IT generally takes the guys about an hour to clear up, pack away and have a quick drink – Coke for me of course, as I'm on the bike. I suppose it was getting well on for midnight by the time I left. Like I mentioned, the Harley was in the car park at the back.

For some reason the fire door wouldn't budge. I knew it wasn't locked as Pendle had already had the Fire Service crawling all over him with the pub being underground. There are plenty of this type in Birmingham, something the Irish terrorists found particularly useful during the 1970s. But a locked fire exit contravenes safety regulations and Pendle wouldn't risk his licence – not for something like that anyway.

Vernon, the doorman who'd not long come in with Pendle, gave me a hand.

“What's up?” he asked.

“I don’t know. But I can't seem to get this door open.”

“Here, let me have a go.” 

It still took the two of us to get the thing free. We pushed and shoved until the door gave. As it opened outwards something fell to the floor. We looked down to see someone lying in a crumpled heap in the dim light.

“Probably stoned,” grumbled Vernon. He crouched down and rolled whoever it was over to reveal a bloody mess for a face.

I clamped a hand across my mouth. 

“What is it?” asked Vernon. “Do you know him or something?”

“Oh my God ... Yes. I think so. His name’s Gavin.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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I LOOKED DOWN AT THE slumped figure of Gavin on the floor.

There was blood everywhere. On his face. On the walls. All over Vernon’s hands and frilly-fronted white shirt. Now my eyes were becoming accustomed to the poor light, it was getting clear what had gone on out here. In truth, the amount of blood would normally make identification more difficult, but I was pretty certain it was Gavin, despite having only seen him for the first time that evening. I recognised the spiky, bleached blond hair and the black vest.

There was a nasty hole in the side of his head. I shuddered and the adrenaline started soaring. I could feel my nose turning up at the ghastly sight, and felt what could only be bile rising up in my throat. Vernon was busy feeling around for a pulse. Then he gave up, placing his ear to the boy’s heart instead.

“Is he all right?” I asked, rather stupidly. Anyone could see he wasn’t ‘all right’ at all. At first I’d been rooted to the spot with shock, but now I didn’t know what to do for the best – stay and help, or go and call for an ambulance. Instead, I found myself shuffling around in silly little circles, flexing and unflexing my fingers and shaking my wrists out. Once I realised what I was doing, I tried standing still again.

“He probably is stoned,” said Vernon, still feeling for a heartbeat. “There’s a needle over there.” From his viewpoint, hovering over Gavin’s chest, he’d seen the needle where it would otherwise have remained hidden. I followed his glance and reached out to pick the hypodermic up.

“Leave it,” he bellowed. I snatched my hand back again. “You don’t know what you might catch from one of those things.”

I caught a fleeting image of Gavin and Woodstock shooting up together, but shook it away again. It didn’t bear thinking about. Not Woodstock.

“I’ll go and call an ambulance then, shall I?” I said finally, wondering why I hadn’t done that in the first place.

Vernon gave up listening for a heartbeat and started massaging Gavin’s heart instead. As he did so, he looked up at me still standing there. “Well go on then.”

“Is he all right?” I repeated. Clearly I was useless in an emergency.

“I don’t know, Marcie,” he replied, labouring under the exertion of pounding Gavin’s chest. “I don’t think so. It looks as though he’s still bleeding, which I think must be good. But I’m not sure. You really ought to go and call for that ambulance.”

What on earth was the matter with me? I heard what he was saying, but couldn’t seem to move. You always think you can deal with an emergency, but I’m ashamed to say I must have seemed quite childish.

“You’d better call the police too,” he added.

“Why? Do you think someone tried to kill him?”

“I don’t think he gave himself that knock on the head. But if you don’t fetch that fucking ambulance soon, there will be no ‘tried’ about it.”

“Yeah ... right.” That did it. This time I did move.

I ran back inside the pub to the phone just inside the kitchen. As I dialled nine, nine, nine I could see into the bar and noticed there were still a few ‘guests’, and they were still drinking.

When the emergency operator finally put me through to the ambulance service, I gave them the barest of details, but agreed with the lady at the other end that there might be suspicious circumstances. She told me the ambulance, and the police, would be there in a few minutes. After I’d finished, the gaffer stumbled past me as he went, once more, behind the bar.

“Whassup Marce?” he slurred. No wonder he was so pissed, he would have been at the hard stuff all night, wherever he’d been tonight that is, before coming back.

“There’s been an accident.”

“Oh. Right.” He knocked back what looked like a quadruple Jack Daniels, and poured himself another from the optics. Why he just didn’t pour himself a pint I will never know. It was nice to see him so concerned at any rate.

“The police are on their way,” I nudged.

“So what?”

“It’s after hours.”

“S’all right. These are my friends.” He flung his arms in a circle, and flung half of his drink all over the place too. No problem, he just helped himself to some more. I almost got the bottle down from the optic for him, to save him time, but I didn’t know how to do it. What was that I suggested earlier? Pendle wouldn’t risk his licence? Silly me.

The gnawing, sickly feeling in my gut wouldn’t go away, but out of courtesy, and because I could see that Pendle obviously wasn’t going to warn them, I did mention to his ‘friends’ that the police were coming. Those who cared drank up and left; those who didn’t simply smiled and said ‘thanks’.

I made my way back to the car park and Vernon, who had now been joined by the other doorman, Tommy, and one of the bar staff. I dreaded what I might find. Tommy was using a clean bar towel to mop up some of the blood from Gavin’s face, while Peter, the barman, was pressing another against the hole in the boy’s temple in an attempt to stop some of the bleeding. I noticed that none of the other women had come out to watch.

Close up, and in his unconscious state, Gavin looked to be only about fifteen – a baby. Again, I found myself thinking of Woodstock. I wondered if he knew how old Gavin was. Indeed, I wondered if he needed to know. I had no idea how far their relationship had progressed, but I could see that Gavin was well under the age of consent.

Then I remembered that Woody had lost Gavin earlier. Had they had a row? I shuddered at the thought. He hadn’t mentioned a row. Even if they had argued, Woody couldn’t have done something like this ... could he? Someone had though. But who? Why?

Vernon stopped the heart massage and looked worn out. He had placed his own jacket over Gavin to keep him warm, and was once more feeling with his fingers for that pulse.

“Yes,” he announced finally, with relief. “I’ve found it.”

We all relaxed. “So he’s still alive?” I asked, somewhat unnecessarily.

“Only just. His pulse is very weak. If that ambulance doesn’t get here soon ...” He left the sentence unfinished and sat back on his heels. The hard, concrete floor must have been killing his knees. Vernon was a stocky bloke, but the drama had taken its toll and he was looking tired and gaunt.

I’ve always been a bit scared of death. Well, not death exactly, but dead people themselves. I’m one of those poor, sad souls who can have nightmares after watching the slightest horror movie, even the comedies and cartoons. I hate graveyards, even in daylight, and I dread walking into any zombies that might be wandering around. At night I make sure my neck is well covered with the quilt so any vampires flying about won’t get tempted to take a bite – even in the middle of summer. I never read any horror books if I can help it and I live in fear of some mad axe man coming to kill me. Anything with a face on in my bedroom? Forget it. Okay, okay, I'm afraid of the dark too. But we can't all be perfect.

Now I was glad that I hadn’t seen my first ever dead person. Under the circumstances, I think I coped quite well. Then something horrible dawned on me. What if the nutter, whoever had done this terrible thing to Gavin, was still out there? Was he lurking in the shadows in the car park? Lying in wait for his next victim? My bike was out there. How was I going to get home?

“Is that the ambulance?” asked Vernon, still kneeling beside Gavin.

I could hear an engine in the background too. I stepped out into the car park, picking my way around Gavin and the pool of blood that had formed, but hanging onto Tommy’s shoulder for safety, to see better. “No. It looks like a police car.”

Sure enough the Zulu drove into view, blue light flashing but no siren. Two uniformed police officers stepped out, one male and one female. The bloke seemed to lurk in the darkness, making a show of ‘examining the scene’.

“It’s okay,” I said to the policewoman. “We don’t need you any more. He’s alive.”

She stifled a snigger, but said, “It doesn’t quite work like that, love.”

“Where’s the bloody ambulance?” asked Vernon.

“Don’t worry, sir,” she said. “It’s on its way. We’ll take over here now.”

Vernon stood up and allowed the officer to examine Gavin and his immediate surroundings. Shortly another engine sounded in the blackness and another blue light sliced through the dark. It was the ambulance. At last. Two paramedics in green boiler suits climbed down. Everyone moved out of the way to let them pass.

No sooner had one of them started treating Gavin than he looked up and said in a grave tone, “I’m sorry. He can’t come with us.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. “Why not? He’s not well.”

He gathered together his stuff and made to leave. “He’s not alive, duck. We’re not supposed to carry bodies. He’s the coroner’s property now –”

I clutched the ambulance man by his sleeve. He wasn’t going anywhere. I had a queasy feeling I might be needing him. That nice, secure sensation that had accompanied the fact that Gavin was still alive came tumbling down around me.

“He can’t be dead. Vernon’s been looking after him. There was a pulse. He’s bleeding. He can’t be dead.”

“I’m really sorry, duck. Your friend obviously did his best. But I’m afraid you were a little too late. He’s been dead for quite a while. Any pulse would have been wishful thinking.”

“But the blood ...?”

“Common with an injury such as this.” He peered down at me. All I could see was a faceless silhouette in the dark car park. Vernon had been keeping a dead person warm. “Do you want some fresher air, duck?”

Did I need air? I’d stopped myself from being sick loads of times before. But there’s a difference between feeling sick because you’ve had far too much to drink, and feeling sick at seeing your first ever corpse.

“What about Gavin?”

He looked down at the body. “You’ve done all you can here. The police will look after him now. Come on.”

As realisation dawned, all of my good intentions not to throw up went down the gutter, along with half the contents of my stomach. Already the police were on the radio for assistance, and I heard someone complain about contaminated evidence. Was that all Gavin was to them now? Evidence?

The ambulance man dragged me through the pub and up into the clean night air. I suppose there must have been some outside air in that underground car park, but it didn’t smell very sweet. I did manage not to puke again, and for that I was grateful. I hate throwing up at the best of times, let alone in public – and this wasn’t the first time.

It appeared that the police were now dealing with a murder case. They needed everyone who was still at the pub to go with them to the station. I didn’t mind that so much. Steelhouse Lane nick was only around the corner, and I’d be able to come back and collect my bike.
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