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            THE FIRST PART

          

        

      

    

    
      Mark didn’t feel the first punch. Not really. It was one of the perks of being so drunk, he supposed, that it felt more like a push. A shove. But the next one hurt like hell, as did the series of blows to his knees and arms as he tumbled backwards into the rain-soaked alleyway. He groaned as he collapsed against a piss-stinking wheelie-bin that spilled its contents over him. Pizza boxes, beer cans, half-eaten kebabs, condoms, syringes.

      He put his hand in a puddle as he tried to push himself back up and slipped back down onto his arse. Razors of pain sliced through his legs. He screamed.

      A massive shape stepped out of the darkness, illuminated by the light from a church’s stained-glass window.

      ‘What was that all about?’ said Mark. He croaked. ‘What’s … this all about?’

      The man was dressed all in black, wearing a black cap. A cigarette dangled from his mouth. He was holding a cricket bat. He slowly placed the bat’s tip on top of Mark’s head. Tapped twice.

      Two more men stepped out of the shadows. One was a skinhead. The other was dark haired, holding a gun.

      ‘A little warning, sunshine,’ said the one with the gun. His South London accent was as broad as his chest. ‘Say nothing. Keep shtum. Alright?’

      He jabbed Mark in the ribs with the bat.

      ‘Jeez,’ said Mark. ‘I don’t know what …\’

      ‘Alright?’ growled the man in the black.

      Mark coughed up blood.

      ‘Not very alright. No,’ he said. ‘I feel like I’ve been run over by … a double decker … I …’

      The man kicked Mark in the ribs again. Stood on his right hand with a studded Doc Martin boot. Ground the hand into the ground. Stamped down. Stamped again. And again.

      Mark’s screams melded with the sound of a passing police car, its siren wailing desperately.

      The man put a finger to his lips and walked away.

      ‘Let that be a lesson to you,’ he said.

      His retreating silhouette melted into the night as Mark’s world faded to black.
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        * * *

      

      The train shook and rattled like an alcoholic in the first stages of withdrawal, dragging Mark Hammonds out of his drunken sleep by his lapels and into a searing, painful consciousness.

      ‘Fuck,’ he said.

      He rubbed his eyes. Tried to focus. The carriage was as bright as a migraine. He looked out of the window. A thick fog hung outside.

      ‘Where are we?’ he croaked. His throat felt like sandpaper.

      ‘Almost there, mate,’ said the ageing skinhead who sat opposite him, wearing a stained skeleton costume.

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Yeah, this is Seatown. Looks friggin’ better like this, I can tell you.’ He took a swig from a can of Special Brew. Burped loudly.

      ‘Pardon my French,’ he said.

      Mark stood up and felt his joints ache. He stretched his legs and took his black leather holdall from the overhead luggage area. Put on his black overcoat.

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

      ‘Well, every doghouse has its day,’ said the skinhead.

      Mark chuckled and walked to the door as the train shuddered to a halt.

      ‘You not getting off here, then?’ said Mark.

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

      He knocked back his lager and crushed the can. Put it in a Marks and Spencer’s carrier bag.

      Mark laughed and waited for the doors to hiss open. He got off the long, black train. Mist draped the deserted station. A foghorn sounded. Someone nearby was letting off fireworks despite the fact that it wasn’t Bonfire Night yet and no one could see them.

      He pulled a black woollen hat from his pocket and put it on over his shaven head.

      He walked out of the train station and looked around. All around him, police sirens wailed, and mobs of drunken youths staggered down the road toward the seemingly endless oasis of pubs, bars, nightclubs, and kebab shops. A constellation of neon signs trailed down Church Street towards the docks and a ship that was adorned with Christmas lights, hi-energy music pounding from it, drowning out the sound of the boozed-up revellers that staggered up and down its gangplank. The Tuxedo Princess was once a working ocean liner that toured the world, but it was now a sleazy nightclub. It had fallen on hard times, as had Seatown and most of its denizens.

      Dim streetlamps were adorned with glowing pumpkins and multi-coloured lanterns. Despite the fog and the cold, many people were wandering around wearing next to nothing. Young women were in short skirts, young men in T-shirts and tight jeans. The occasional witch, vampire, or zombie staggered by, holding a can of beer or a kebab. Freddy Kruger fell to his knees, dragged off his rubber mask and puked into the pavement. Mark felt the cold and turned his collar up. Fastened it tightly. He wondered why more people didn’t dress as werewolves at Halloween. It seemed much more conducive to the weather.

      A battered, black BMW skidded around the corner and mounted the pavement in front of the train station. A small group of priests staggered out, holding large crucifixes and wooden stakes. They ran toward The Blue Lagoon kebab shop’s flickering neon sign and rushed through the door singing ‘The Monster Mash.’ One of them turned around and pointed a crucifix at Mark. Shouted something that Mark didn’t catch but sounded abusive.

      A Harley-Davidson motorcycle roared as it turned the corner, narrowly missing Mark. It parked and the rider, a giant of a man wearing a rubber wolf mask. dismounted. He pulled off the mask as he walked towards the kebab shop and started shouting something in what sounded like Russian. The priests shouted something at the biker who punched one of them in the face, knocking him unconscious. The kebab shop owner picked up a baseball bat and jumped up onto the counter. The biker put the wolf mask back on and got back onto his bike. He roared away in seconds, driving through a puddle and splashing Mark.

      Mark turned up the collar on his overcoat, picked up his suitcase, and stalked across the road toward a taxi rank. A lone, battered yellow taxicab was waiting like the last remaining whore in a run-down bordello. As he approached the taxi, a behemoth barged past him, almost knocking him off his feet.

      ‘I reckon that’s for me, squire,’ said a Shrek lookalike in a black leather jacket.

      Mark grabbed his arm, but Shrek brushed him aside without even bothering to look at him. Mark put a hand on his shoulder. Shrek froze. Mark stepped in front of him.

      ‘Excuse me, mate,’ said Mark. ‘I think I was before you.’

      Shrek stepped forward and glared at him, eyes like bullet holes.

      ‘I’m not your mate, cunt,’ he growled in a jarring London accent, and pushed Mark backwards. Mark fell into a massive puddle.

      Shrek wrenched open the taxi door and forced himself into the cramped cab’s passenger seat. In seconds, the taxi pulled out with a squeal, splashing the tanned legs of a small group of scantily clad teenage girls, who shrieked hysterically.

      ‘What a cheeky twat,’ Mark muttered, as he struggled to my feet.

      Mark sighed. He was back in Seatown, alright.

      He walked up the road, towards the town centre, passing the cenotaph in Victory Square, and stopped at a set of traffic lights outside The Grand Hotel. For a moment, he thought about going in for a drink. The warm lights and the David Bowie music that emitted had a womb-like attraction. Mark had always thought that The Grand Hotel, like a fair amount of its clientele, was all fur coat and no knickers. It had actually lived up to its name once upon a time and its façade was still pretty impressive, but the interior left a lot to be desired. For many years, it had survived as a nightclub which was just about bog standard, with the emphasis on the bog. Every Thursday was Super Seventies Special night because, unsurprisingly, the music that was played was from the ‘70s and all the drinks were 70p. In fact, most of the clientele were knocking on seventy, too, which is why it had earned its reputation as a grab-a-granny night. Still, it seemed inviting, but he resisted the temptation.

      After a few moments waiting, Mark flagged down one of Seatown’s New York-style yellow taxi cabs. It stuttered to a halt in front of him. He was taken aback for a moment when he saw that the driver was wearing sunglasses at night and then he realized that it was one of the town’s various Roy Orbison tribute acts. Mark couldn’t remember the man’s name, but it looked like he was keeping the image long after Orbison’s sell-by-date.

      Wild Hearts Run Out of Time played at a low volume through raspy speakers.

      ‘Where to?’ hissed the driver.

      ‘The Speakeasy,’ said Mark.

      The driver shook his head before kissing the statue of the Virgin Mary that was perched on his dashboard. A cracking sound came from somewhere under the car and the deodorant-soaked taxi set off. It shuddered along the high street, past the usual run-down pubs, greasy spoons, gift shops, and amusement arcades, and headed out of town.

      The taxi driver took the car along the coast road. The taxi stopped at a set of traffic lights near the old Masonic Hall which had been converted into a high-class wine bar. Mark could hear the heavy bass of an old Public Image song emanating from the hall. He smiled as he watched a familiar face get off the number six bus and head to her monthly AA meeting at the town’s central library. Her long red hair flowed behind her, and her umbrella fluttered like a big black bat that was trying to escape her grip. The Prof had been Mark’s Comprehensive School chemistry teacher. For years, she’d supplemented her income by knocking out cheap amphetamines and selling them in the local pubs. The AA meetings were a great source of customers, of course.

      Mark noticed a billboard outside the library. It was promoting GBIP, a political party that Mark knew little about but seemed to be becoming increasingly popular. He realised that there was an election coming up. He immediately recognised where he knew the man on the hoarding from. He was another former teacher of his. Quentin Pike. Geography and P.E. A bit of an arsehole as Mark remembered.

      ‘Are you voting for that lot?’ said Mark.

      The taxi driver snorted.

      ‘GBIP? You’ve got to be joking. What a bunch of saggy-bollocked bike seat sniffers they are, I can tell you,’ said the driver. ‘I expect half of them will get picked up by that Operation Yewtree one day. They’re the type.’

      Mark laughed.

      ‘They have much chance of winning the election?’ said Mark.

      ‘Wouldn’t surprise me. Plenty of tossers in this town.’

      He stalled the car. Grunted. Glanced in the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Hey, don’t I know you?’ said the taxi driver.

      ‘Maybe,’ said Mark. ‘Possibly. Probably.’

      The driver started up the taxi again.

      ‘Yeah, you’re that Johnny Hammonds’ son. You used to have a big blue quiff. Played guitar in that New Romantic band, Coronet Blue. One hit wonders.’

      ‘Two actually,’ said Mark.

      He ran a hand over his shaven head and shoved his damaged hand into his jacket pocket. ‘Nostalgia’s not what it used to be.’

      ‘Yeah, you were big in Japan or Vietnam or somewhere?’

      ‘Aye, we did alright in Asia. Japan especially. Better than here. Had a few number ones in Poland,’ said Mark. ‘Two top tens in Hungary. Did nothing in France, mind you.’

      The taxi driver sniffed loudly.

      ‘I liked that one with the saxophone on it,’ he said. ‘What was that one called? The slow one.’

      ‘A Case of Noir,’ said Mark. ‘Went to number two in the charts. Kept off the top spot by Russ Abbott.’

      ‘I remember it. Didn’t Cliff Richard cover it?’

      Mark cringed.

      ‘He did,’ he said. ‘It was a sort of duet with our singer.’

      ‘I think I preferred that version,’ said the taxi driver.

      ‘There’s no accounting for taste,’ said Mark.

      The taxi went over a road bump and the taxi driver farted.

      ‘I played a few gigs with your dad over the years. When he was sober, like,’ said the taxi driver.

      ‘Not too many, then.’

      ‘Aw, he had his moments, did Johnny. A troubled soul.’

      ‘Caused enough trouble over the years.’

      ‘True enough. He passed his sell-by date a bit quickly, mind you. Where’s he at now? I think I heard he was in Lansagrotty or somewhere.’

      ‘Yep, he invested in a couple of bars. No pun intended,’ said Mark. ‘He moved to Cumbria a bit back. Runs a halfway house for fading celebrities.’

      ‘See much of him recently?’

      ‘Not if I can help it,’ said Mark.

      They drove in silence until they pulled up outside The Speakeasy. Its neon sign flickered and buzzed erratically. There was a time when Seatown had even more of an American theme going on than just the yellow taxi cabs that cluttered the town centre. Mark remembered that once upon a time, almost half of the bars and nightclubs in the town had been given names like 42nd Street, Times Square, Madison Avenue, Liberties, and The Bowery. There was even a greasy spoon called Hell’s Kitchen. They had all been owned by Jordan Rivers, who had more commonly been known as Captain Cutlass. Cutlass was a sea coal baron, which meant he regularly employed a motley crew to drive jeeps up and down the beach at low tide and dig up the coal. They then sold it door to door, back in the days when people had coal fires. He’d made plenty of money out of it, too.

      After he’d gotten into the sea coal game, Cutlass also made a mint smuggling booze and cigarettes into the docks. He used to stand at the front of the boats waving a massive sword about. Hence the nickname, although Mark had heard the sword was in fact a rapier.

      Indeed, Captain Cutlass was in the process of buying up all the pubs, bars, and nightclubs in Seatown until he mysteriously disappeared on a trip around the local brewery. His body was found two days later, stuffed head-first into a beer barrel.

      So, his properties were up for grabs and Harry ‘Uncle Shandy’ Shand, once the manager of Mark’s band, Coronet Blue, was pretty sharpish with the grabbing. Including a run-down windmill that he turned into a private members club. The Speakeasy was a smoky, pokey dive on the outskirts of Seatown. Like some Prohibition-era gin joint, it was a place where cops, robbers, actors, singers, and all manner of assorted waifs and strays rubbed shoulders without getting each other’s backs up.

      Mark paid the taxi driver and walked into the club. As usual, the place was littered with Seatown’s waifs and strays, flotsam and jetsam.

      Councilor Greg Bardsley – the owner of a chain of successful bakeries and commonly known as either The Man with The Flan or The Gateaux Superstar – sat at the bar arguing with Uncle Shandy and an unshaven, long-haired comedian who was regularly on local television.

      Don Amerigo sat at a round table with a couple of his no-necked cronies. He was looking a lot worse for wear since Mark had last seen him. Donald Amerigo was in his late sixties. He liked to be referred to as Don as it made him think he was some sort of Italian mafia head. He owned a pizza restaurant called Goodfellas, a café called Little Italy, and an amusement arcade called Caesar’s Palace. He usually dressed in Hugo Boss suits and drank Rosso Esperanto, though he’d never set foot in Italy and had rarely been out of Seatown. He’d made his money from slot-machines, pub quiz machines, drug dealing, and money laundering.

      The fading club singer Jimmy Golden was fast asleep and drooling on Don Amerigo’s shoulder and the disgraced former boxer and fence Henry Costa was playing cards with Detective Inspector Sandal a policeman so bent he could be used as a pipe cleaner. Jimmy Golden opened a bleary eye and knocked back a shot of gin before going back to sleep. Mark’s footsteps echoed on the cold concrete floor as he walked up to the bar.

      ‘Now here’s a blast from the past. What can I get you, Mark?’ asked Uncle Shandy.

      Uncle Shandy was tall and sharply dressed. He had big bushy gray eyebrows almost meeting in the middle which made him look constantly confused. His salt and pepper hair erred on the side of Saxa.

      ‘Guinness will do the trick, Uncle Shandy,’ said Mark.

      He looked around the room while he waited for his drink. His cousin, Barry Blue, wearing his usual tatty blue anorak, was in the corner of the room repairing the antique Wurlitzer Jukebox that Uncle Shandy had bought from Captain Cutlass after he closed down his ‘50s-style American diner. After a few moments it burst into life. Chris Isaac’s ‘Blue Hotel’ blasted out, and a tall brunette dressed in leather screeched and danced around the room like a wild woman. From flamenco to tango in less than five minutes. And back again.

      ‘That Lightning Jones is still a tidy bit of stuff, eh?’ said Mark.

      ‘Aye, she is that,’ said Uncle Shandy.

      Uncle Shandy gave him his drink.

      Instead of the usual shamrock, there was a pound sign drawn on the head of the stout.

      ‘Mind you, she’s also as batty as a cave full of guano, as I remember,’ said Mark.

      ‘There is that,’ said Uncle Shandy.

      He poured himself a double vodka, splashed in a token amount of orange juice and walked around to the front of the bar to stand next to Mark.

      ‘Blue Hotel’ changed to an unfamiliar version of Tom Waits ‘The Heart of Saturday Night.’ The singer gasped, the words sounding like it was his dying breath.

      ‘How long has it been?’ said Uncle Shandy.

      ‘Just over ten years. Tony Trifle’s funeral.’

      Tony Trifle had been the first drummer in Coronet Blue. He’d quit when they were getting nowhere and joined a covers band, playing the working men’s clubs circuit. Later, during their brief period of success, he was so distraught he walked into the North Sea. It was unsure whether it was an accident or not as he’d been scoffing magic mushrooms at the time.

      ‘It was a good send off, that, mind you,’ said Uncle Shandy.

      ‘For sure. Two fights, three arrests, and an abundance of vandalism, as I recall.’

      ‘And the arson attempt. Don’t forget that.’

      ‘I didn’t and Babs and Keith certainly won’t, I’m sure. Did they ever open up the Kebab shop again?’

      ‘Of course. Kebab shops in Seatown are as safe a business bet as I can think of.’

      Shand’s phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. He took it out, swiped, and tapped the screen.

      ‘I’ll be back in a bit,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell Tuc yours are on the house.’

      ‘Ta much.’

      He walked behind the bar and into the back room. Mark drained his drink and looked over at Tuc the barman. Held up his empty glass. Tuc nodded and started to pour another pint of Guinness. Tuc had a dotted line and the word TUC tattooed on his forehead. He’d done the tattoo himself, using a mirror. Hence the nickname. He was also covered in acupuncture needles in a failed attempt to break his cocaine habit and now looked like a character from the Hellraiser film.

      Tuc gave Mark his drink.

      ‘Cheers,’ said Mark.

      He sipped the Guinness and felt it wash over him. He was getting a buzz on again. At last. Putting London behind him. Beginning to feel glad to be back home if that’s what Seatown was these days. And then the emergency doors screeched open, letting in light from the car park. A truck’s floodlights lit up the doorway and the silhouette of a behemoth walked into the bar as Black Sabbath’s ‘Iron Man’ burst from the jukebox.

      Mark’s heart punched out of his chest until the giant stood in front of him.

      Black mullet, stubbly beard. Biker jacket, checked shirt. Shit-eating grin.

      ‘Look what the twat dragged in,’ said Craig Ferry.

      ‘Nice to see you again, too,’ said Mark.

      Craig pulled a half empty bottle of cheap Polish vodka from his inside pocket, took a swig and handed it to Mark who drank it even though he loathed the stuff as Craig well knew.

      Mark grimaced.

      ‘Foul, that,’ he said.

      ‘Still drinking the puff’s stuff, eh?’ said Craig, nodding toward Mark’s pint of Guinness.

      ‘I’ve yet to develop as sophisticated a palate as you.’

      ‘Wanker.’

      ‘You know, I heard they were going to do a cable TV show called When Good Bass Players Turn Bad and thought you might be in it. Then I remembered you were always a shite bass player,’ said Mark.

      ‘You could make that into a joke. Not a very funny one, mind you,’ said Craig.

      ‘On for a session then?’ said Mark.

      ‘Aye,’ said Craig.

      He ordered two pints of Stella Artois, and the night slipped into oblivion just like dirty dishwater down a plughole.
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        * * *

      

      The Ferry family were fairly successful villains on their way to becoming respectable. Craig was the youngest of the four Ferry boys, and he’d been born premature and weak, leading his mother to become a tad overprotective of him. For most of his childhood he hardly left her side, and he had, it seemed, developed a bit of an Oedipus complex. Hence his regular attendance at the ‘Super Seventies Special’. As far as Mark was concerned, The Ferrys were all nutters. All except Beverly, that is. Beverly was the only girl of the Ferry siblings. She was a qualified accountant who did the firm’s books and worked in the local civic centre. And her business acumen was a real boon to the family, especially when their enterprises became more and more legit. Beverly was in her late thirties. She was well read. She was good looking. She was fun to be with. And, of course, she was married. To a local councillor, to boot.

      And there she stood in The Speakeasy, hands on hips, trying to look disapproving and stop bursting out laughing. She wore a sharply cut black suit with a glistening red blouse. Her long black hair was tied back in a ponytail and her lipstick and nail varnish were as red as her blouse. She wore a strong perfume that smelled of peaches.

      ‘Keeping out of trouble, Craig,’ she said to her youngest brother.

      ‘After a fashion,’ he said.

      She pulled up a chair and sat next to him.

      ‘Can I get you a drink, Bev?’ said Mark.

      She seemed to notice him for the first time.

      ‘Mark Hammonds? I thought you looked familiar. Talk about a blast from the past. Positively seismic,’ she said.

      ‘Gin and Tonic, ice and a slice?’

      ‘Go on then,’ said Bev. ‘Take your time about it. I need a private word with Mastermind here.’
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