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It all came down to the sins of the father. That’s what it was all about. Yes, good old Dad, he screwed everything up, very nearly got me killed. You don’t normally give death much thought at my age. When you’re sixteen, you’re not supposed to be obsessed with mortality, life after death, death after life. You’ve got enough on your plate just making it through the day, getting your head straight about relationships, the meaning of life, what to choose at Nando’s, the exam rollercoaster, without having to worry about death too. I’ve learned a thing or two in the last year, though.

Lesson one: life is a tragedy. It always ends the same way. That Grim Reaper guy, he can come quietly, slipping out of the shadows without a sound. There’s no fanfare, no ominous Jaws theme. There’s no telltale sickle set jauntily over his shoulder, no cloak and hood, just a breath of dark wind and he’s standing right next to you, sizing you up for a wooden box. He made his appearance one night on the sands in front of our house, a half-renovated beachside property in Crosby. It was the place my parents chose as a refuge to escape whatever it was they were running from.

Down there on the beach, in the dimming light. I was with the girl who turned my life upside down; I thought at the time it was in a good way. Her name was Ceri. A sharp gust from the sea tore her words away as we walked, scattering them like raindrops. She felt me tug her sleeve and turned towards me. She had these heart-stopping, hazel eyes. She always looked kind of startled and anxious. Every time I think about her, that’s the image I see.

Startled.

Anxious.

The lost girl.

I suppose we were both lost, each in our own particular way.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t hear what you said.”

“Tears in the wind. It looks like rain.”

That brought a smile to my face. Ceri James had a way with words. Tears in the wind, not drizzle. I watched her rich mane of coppery hair whipping round her pale skin and freckled cheeks and I liked what I saw. I had never been the kind to get serious over any one girl. Girls like me. I like them. Fun is the name of the game. Then there was Ceri. I mean, nobody could accuse her of being fun! No way. She put the oo into gloomy. That didn’t stop me being deeply attracted to her. An addiction, that’s what she was. I wanted her to be more than a short-term thing. Those vivid hazel eyes met mine and I held her look for the longest time, smiling, willing her to smile back. She didn’t. That was Ceri. The Gloomy Girl.

“So what do you think?” she asked.

I thought she was amazing, but that’s not what she was asking.

“Do we get our photos now or come back when the weather’s better?”

I turned the camera on the wide, open sands and the rolling tide, the Seaforth docks and the slowly revolving windmills. This was the fantastic view I saw every morning when I drew my curtains.

Ceri wasn’t my usual type. The girls I usually went for were, what shall we say, fine. Call me shallow, but I pursued the ones every guy wanted to be seen with, the lookers, right shape, right make-up, right image. OK, I admit it, I liked seeing the jealous looks in the other guys’ eyes. This thing with Ceri was different, though. She wasn’t one of the popular girls at all. You wouldn’t pick her out in a crowd. The first time I tried to chat her up, I cracked a joke, something about gingers being the UK’s oppressed minority. That went well! She gave me a look that could curdle milk. I made a mental note not to go there again.

“Well?”

“We’re here, aren’t we? Let’s get on with it.”

I weighed the camera in my right hand. It was a quality piece of kit and I’d been carrying it around as if it were made of cut glass. It was brave of Mrs Abrahams to put Dyspraxia Boy in charge of something like this. I could fall over my own shadow. She was either very trusting or very stupid.

I nudged Ceri with my elbow. “What’s a bit of rain between friends?”

OK, so we weren’t exactly friends. If I’m honest, we were little more than strangers, thrown together by chance. I was new to the school and Ceri wasn’t the type to make the first move. We were meant to work together on prep for our Art GCSE. That’s right, Art, the subject the government thinks is a waste of time. I’ve never been much good at the academic stuff, can’t get my head round it to be honest, but I can draw. Anyway, back to Ceri. I tell you straight, I wanted to get to know her better. One look at her, and I felt hot under the collar. It wasn’t going to be easy. Ceri James was hard to approach, harder still to know. She wrapped herself in a bubble of silence and guarded looks. I don’t remember her having many friends. Make that any friends.

The things I learned about her came and went the way noises came and went here on the Mersey shore, transported away on the wind in fugitive, fleeting snatches of sound, turbulence and rumour. Playground equipment would clang, waves rush, seagulls yelp, then the wind would override them all with its wild, throaty roar.

I trained the camera lens on Ceri. She was slight, delicate even, so tiny you’d think the breeze might whip her away. I let the camera roam then focused on her pinched, bewitching features. She frowned and pulled her hair across her face, making an auburn slash across her blanched cheeks.

“Don’t do that,” she scolded, without an atom of humour.

“Why? Everybody likes having their picture taken.”

The scowl deepened into a dark cloud behind the veil of reddish hair.

“Well, I don’t.”

I laughed and pointed the lens at her again. Her thin arm flashed at me.

“Give me that!”

Ceri snatched at the camera.

“Hey, careful. You’re going to break it, you muppet. It doesn’t belong to us.”

The camera belonged to the Art Department. We were meant to take a series of photos of the Antony Gormley statues, Another Place. If you don’t know it, Another Place is one of Liverpool’s top tourist attractions, scores of cast-iron figures that keep their ghostly vigil on the beach that stretches from the north end of the docks up towards Southport. I watch them from my windows most nights, when I’m on my own and the demons come calling. The series of photos was going to be the basis of a portfolio of work.

“Delete that photo now.”

“OK, OK, I’m doing it. Who pushed your cranky button?” My good humour had ebbed a little. Prickly didn’t come close to describing Ceri when she was in this mood. “I’m only trying to have a laugh. What’s the matter with you?”

Ceri’s eyes blazed with indignation.

“There’s nothing the matter with me. You just ask my permission before you take my picture. Got that?”

Her eyes flashed. She meant it. Really meant it. I held up my hands, wondering why she was making such a big deal of everything.

“Got it.” I wrinkled my nose. “Jeez. What a drama queen.”

I half expected my words to trigger another outburst, but Ceri had already moved on, her attention drawn to the gleaming, blue Lincoln that was pulling into the car park. It was some car, a sleek American sedan. The owner liked his cars, that much was clear. I heard the tyres rumble on the tarmac and turned, following the direction of her gaze. The Lincoln was all alloys and body vents, a petrol head’s vehicle of choice. The owner must have spent hours customising his pride and joy.

“You don’t see many of those around,” I commented.

“If you say so. I’m not interested in cars.”

The way I saw it, if you weren’t interested in cars, you weren’t interested in life. A seagull keened overhead, hanging on the wind, pale and fleeting against the fading light of the September evening. There were two men in the car. I had a bad feeling about them right from the start. I’d been around hard men all my life. So I watched. The driver killed the engine and they remained sitting in the vehicle, staring straight ahead at the marina. They didn’t speak, didn’t exchange glances. I wouldn’t say their behaviour set off alarms, but they had my attention. They seemed to be oblivious to our presence as we stood on the path that led down on to the beach. I lodged the camera on top of a bin and flipped open the LCD monitor screen.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting a picture.”

“What’s with the monitor?”

I demonstrated.

“They won’t know I’m snapping them.” I completed my explanation. “If I look through the viewfinder, I’m only going to draw attention to myself.”

“Why do you want their picture anyway?”

I don’t think I even knew myself. I just had this feeling.

“Dunno,” I said. “Don’t you want to know what they’re up to?”

Ceri didn’t share my curiosity. “They’re killing time. It’s a free country.”

The driver lowered his window and lit a cigarette, grey smoke dissipating into the gathering dusk. That was the first time I saw him, the killer. The lighter flared for a moment, illuminating his features. I zoomed in to get a close up. The guy’s face was almost fleshless, cheekbones high and prominent, scalp shaven. He had a distinctive snake tattoo slithering up his neck. The man in the passenger seat remained in shadow, but he was shorter, running to fat. Running nothing. He’d got there already, breasting the tape with his flabby arms thrown out wide.

“Let’s see,” Ceri said, peering at the LCD monitor. It was the taller man with the tattoo who commanded her attention. “Ugh, I don’t like the look of him.”

“I’m with you there. He fell right out of the Ugly Tree.”

She put her hand in the way of the lens.

“Will you just stop? Mrs Abrahams is going to wonder what the Gruesome Brothers are doing on her memory card.”

“I’ll delete the shots before I return the camera.”

Ceri gave me a long look.

“So why bother taking them in the first place?”

I ignored her. Like I said before, I don’t know why I was so interested myself. Imagine if I had known then what I do now. Killing time. What a horribly accurate choice of words. I nodded in the direction of the beach.

“We should make a move. We don’t want to lose the light.”

Ceri glanced at her phone, registering the time.

“There’s no need to panic. It’s only six o’clock. We’ve got an hour before the light goes.”

I was already walking. There was a troubled sky that evening. The beach was starkly beautiful. I liked the seashore, with its sense of wilderness and space, so different to the inner city neighbourhood where I was raised. I didn’t like having to move out of Liverpool 8, but I did like the view from our new house. Ceri hurried to keep up.

“Slow down,” she said. “You’ve got longer legs than me.”

The average Dachshund had longer legs than Ceri. I was tempted to call her short-arse, you know, affectionately, but I resisted the temptation. I mean, I wanted her to like me so why queer the pitch with another stupid remark? I glanced over my shoulder.

“Is the car still there?”

Ceri stopped, turned and strained to see.

“Yes, but I don’t know what they’re doing.”

Everything about these guys screamed trouble.

“Beats me, but they’re up to no good. I know the type.”

“What type is that, John?” she asked, clearly intrigued.

I’d got her attention. Mistake. I didn’t want her becoming too interested in my past.

“Trust me,” I told her. “Whatever they’re doing here, it isn’t legit.”

Ceri scrutinised the vehicle. I continued along the path past the pond where waterfowl were gathered, coming over in anticipation of being fed. I lingered for a moment.

“Sorry guys. Nothing for you today. I’m all out of goodies.”

Ceri caught up.

“They don’t understand you, you know. Birds have brains the size of walnuts.”

“They understand me. I’m a regular Dr Dolittle.”

“Well, just wait for me, will you, Dr Dolittle? I’m calling Gemma.”

“Gemma?”

“My best mate. I showed you her picture.”

That’s right, she had, but I didn’t take much notice. Gemma was pretty unremarkable, mousey-haired, slightly chubby, glasses. What was to tell?

“She’s at the same kids’ home as you, right?”

“Was. She left Greenways last year.”

She made the call and was about to speak when she lurched forward. Some guy had just slammed into her from behind. I clocked his features in a second, black guy, kind of wiry and powerful-looking, dreads fading to grey.

“Hey, watch it,” I warned him. “Haven’t you got any manners?”

Then he did the strangest thing. He hung on to me, fingers clawing at my jacket, and mumbled something. His words were slurred and incoherent. Alchy. At least, that’s what I thought.

“Come again?”

His face was taut, his expression kind of desperate. He tried to get his words out, but as he looked over my shoulder his eyes widened and he stumbled off without a word, half running. He had his arms hugging his ribs, as if he had stomach ache.

“Hey, I’m talking to you?” I stared at Ceri. “What do you make of that?”

“Just leave it,” she said. “What did he say to you?”

I shrugged. “Couldn’t understand a word he said. Got to be a drunk, or a druggie.” Mr Empathy, that’s me.

“So you don’t know him?”

That made me laugh.

“Why should I know him?”

Then I got it. Two black males. They’ve got to know each other, haven’t they?

“What, the colour of my skin means I’m supposed to know every black guy in Liverpool? How does that work?”

Ceri shook her head.

“I didn’t mean anything by it.” She looked embarrassed. “Forget it, OK. Let’s take these photos and go. There’s something weird about this evening.”

I nodded. “Who’s arguing?”

Funny thing, as we walked on, the stumbling man’s face floated through my mind. There was something kind of familiar about him. We followed through the gap in the dunes and the beach opened up before us, bleak, desolate and magnificent. A container ship was gliding across the bay, heading out from the Mersey into the Irish Sea. It was silhouetted against the garish sunlight, reduced to little more than an abstract shape in the murk.

“It looks so close,” Ceri said, breaking her silence. “You’d think it would run aground.”

I found myself wondering out loud. “Where do you think it’s going?”

“Germany, the Netherlands, anywhere really. Why?”

“My dad’s working abroad. Doha.”

“Where’s that?”

“It’s in one of those Arab kingdoms in the Gulf. Qatar.”

“Catarrh? I thought that was nasal congestion.” A pause. “What does he do out there?”

“Construction. He’s a spark.”

She looked puzzled.

“Electrician,” I explained.

“So say electrician.”

She screwed up her eyes.

“Your dad, do you miss him?”

Stupid question.

“Of course.”

Way to go, John lad, there wasn’t even a stumble as you delivered the line. You disguised it well.

“Is that why you’re minted?”

That got a laugh.

“What makes you think we’re rich?”

Ceri glanced at the nearby houses.

“Beachfront property. That’s got to cost.”

I wondered for a moment why it mattered where I lived then I remembered Ceri was in care. I found myself wondering if she had anyone to miss. The home where she lived was half a mile from my house. I knew that much. Did she have family? I was starting to realise how little I knew about her. It was time to move the conversation on. With somebody as touchy as Ceri, you have to be careful what buttons to press.

“Let’s take some shots. That sky is fantastic.”

I changed the settings and peered through the viewfinder.

“I love the iron men, don’t you?”

The Gormley statues were keeping their shadowy watch on the bay, motionless sentries in the grainy twilight.

“We should get their faces,” Ceri suggested.

“What faces? They don’t have any.”

Ceri wasn’t having it.

“Yes, they do. Their skin is peeling. They’re like lepers.”

“Not very PC, that.”

“So what are you supposed to say? Their skin is all scabby.”

“That’s just the way they’re rusting.”

Ceri was stubborn.

“They’re still scabby.” She wandered round the nearest statue. “Scabby, scabby statue.” She tapped it on the nose. “That means … you.”

A sudden gust of wind made patterns on the beach.

“Like a rattlesnake,” I noted, watching the dry sand from the dunes zigzagging across the darker, damper mud beneath my feet.

Ceri wasn’t interested in the rattlesnake. She’d seen something.

“Hey, one of the statues just moved.”

I was distracted, flicking through the stuff I’d taken so far. I didn’t even look up as I thumbed through the pictures, nodding briefly at some, frowning at others.

“Yeah, right.”

I deleted another blurry image.

“It’s true, I tell you.” Ceri insisted. “See for yourself.”

I had my gaze firmly fixed on the viewfinder.

“You’re imagining things.”

Ceri poked me in the ribs.

“Yes? So what do you say about him?”

She was referring to the short, painfully thin man staggering along the shoreline a couple of hundred metres away. I recognised the stumbling, shambling gait and the dreads as they tossed in the wind.

“That’s the moron who barged into you.”

Ceri strained to see.

“I think you’re right.”

“It’s him.”

The guy turned his face up to the sky, kind of dreamy and distracted.

Ceri squinted into the gloom. “I knew there was something wrong when he bumped into us. John, I think he’s hurt.”

I used the zoom to follow his progress. It was the same as before. He had his arms wrapped round his ribs. He removed his hand from his side and stared at his palm. For the first time, I wasn’t writing him off as a drunk or a druggie.

“You could have something there.”

I took a couple of shots of the mystery man.

“Stop taking photos. Shouldn’t we help him? I think he was trying to tell you something.”

I wasn’t interested. I just wanted to get a few photos and go. “You really want to do this? You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

Ceri was in full Good Samaritan mode.

“Look at him, John. He’s hurt.”

He was just a silhouette, swaying in the distance as the sun set bloodily on the horizon. The seascape was on fire behind him. I snapped away on continuous.

“Knock it off,” Ceri said. “He needs our help.”

She started making her way towards him.

“What’s he doing here?”

I was still more interested in getting the photos. “The battery’s a bit low,” I said. “We should have charged it.”

Ceri was getting impatient.

“Enough with the camera!”

We didn’t reach the stumbling man. Two familiar figures beat us to it. Instinctively, we slipped behind the nearest statues and watched, out of sight.

“Look who’s here. If it isn’t the Gruesome Brothers.”

The driver of the blue Lincoln was striding across the sand, followed by his companion. The passenger was stockier, his barrel chest straining at a leather jacket a size too small for him. I snapped the pair a few times and inspected the shots. I was still going through the photos when Ceri gripped my arm.

“They seem to know the walking man.”

I turned absently.

“What did you say?”

She was pointing.

“The men from the car, Snakehead and Fat Lad, they know him.”

That made me chuckle. “You’ve given them nicknames? Suits them.”

I kept snapping away. I didn’t share Ceri’s concern for the staggerer.

“I’ll get one or two with the flash.”

Ceri didn’t think that was a good idea.

“No, don’t. They’ll see us.”

“You’re not scared of Dumb and Dumber, are you?”

Just then, the wind gusted strongly, whipping sand in our faces. I leaned away, blinking. The wind dropped for a second and there was a loud pop. Simultaneously, the camera flashed.

“What was that noise?” I said.

“I don’t know,” Ceri said, “but I think you’ve upset them. They’re heading straight for us.”

She was right. To my surprise, they were running in our direction, Snakehead outpacing Fat Lad who was waddling, rather than running, blowing out his cheeks as he tried to keep up. There was no sign of the walking man.

“What’s their beef?” I said. “All we did was take a photo.”

They were still a good fifty metres away, but I wasn’t planning to hang around to find out, so I set off towards the marina. Ceri scampered after me.

“What did you have to do that for, alert them to where we were?”

“I only took a photo. It’s a free country.”

“John, they look really mad about something.”

“So what? They can’t catch us. We’ve got too big a lead.”

I didn’t care how angry they were. They wanted some of me, did they? The moment I reached the dunes, I turned. They were even further behind now. Soon I was flipping our pursuers the finger with both hands. I danced up and down, yelling defiantly.

“Swivel on this, scumbags. You couldn’t catch a cold, you sad morons. Look at you, Fat Lad.” I blew out my cheeks. “Watch you don’t have a heart attack.”

I made loud, gasping noises and stuck out a stomach I didn’t have then I dissolved into helpless laughter. Ceri gawped in horror.

“You’re off your head, you are.”

I was having too much fun. Ceri slapped at my hand.

“What’s the matter with you? Let’s go.”

I was still jumping about on the sand, winding them up. “They don’t scare me.”

“Well, they scare the hell out of me,” Ceri snapped. “You’re crazy.”

I finished my attempt at the haka.

“What, this crazy?” I turned my back on them and slapped my backside. “Come on, lads, kiss this.”

We ran a bit further then turned. Ceri watched me for a moment then burst out laughing and joined in, taunting them.

“I’m no crazier than you, Ceri James. Go ahead, give them some stick.”

Suddenly they were too close for comfort.

“Let’s go.”

Now that we’d had our fun, we raced off down the path, losing the men. We reached Marine Way and slowed our pace to a brisk walk. We slipped into an alley. We were only five minutes from home. Ceri still looked back from time to time. As the two men faded into the gloom, their shrinking forms posed no threat. Or so we thought.

“Do you want to come back to ours for a minute?” I asked.

“No, I’d better get back.”

That’s when her phone went. Maybe she had a boyfriend.

“Hi, Gemma.”

Not a boyfriend, then. So far so good.

“Yes, I phoned you.” She laughed. “No, some idiot bumped into me. Thanks for phoning back.”

I watched Ceri talking on the phone and decided to make a call of my own. Mum answered on the third ring.

“I’ll be back soon. We’ve just finished.”

“Where are you, anyway?”

“Five minutes away. We’ve been getting pictures of the statues on the beach. I told you.”

“Did you? Sorry, John. I’m run off my feet. Mind like a colander.”

She wasn’t kidding. Since Dad had gone abroad to work, she’d had a permanent harassed look.

“Anyway, I’ll be home soon.”

“No problem. I’ll probably be gone by the time you get back. We’re going out in a sec. It’s Trinity’s final rehearsal tonight.”

I could hear my sister in the background, howling something about a leotard. Trinity’s the ultimate drama queen. She’s been doing gymnastics for years. She goes to the Lifestyles Centre on Park Road, a mile from where we used to live. There was some big competition in the offing so she was doing all the hours. Right now, she was throwing the mother of all hissy fits.

“Tell her to break a leg,” I said.

Trinity was such a stress bunny. Mum whispered into the phone. “Break her neck is more like it if she doesn’t calm down a bit.” She called across the living room. “It’s in your sports bag where you left it. Look, I’ve got to go, John. We’re running late.”

“Yes, see you …”

But she had already hung up.

“… later …”

I found myself smiling. With my dad away in the Gulf, she had her hands full. I shoved the phone in my pocket. I was still thinking about the blue Lincoln and the confrontation on the beach when Ceri patted my arm.

“Something’s bothering you,” she said. “What gives?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about what happened on the beach.”

Ceri gave me a sideways look. “You’re not still going on about the Gruesome Brothers, are you? It’s over. Forget it.”

“It’s the way they reacted. All I did was take a photo. Don’t you think it was a bit weird?”

Ceri obviously didn’t think it was anything.

“You’re overthinking it.”

End of conversation. I offered to walk her home, but she gave me the cold shoulder.

“Your house is just here. There’s no need to go out of your way for me.”

“What if I want to?”

Her eyes searched mine.

“Look, I walk home by myself all the time. I don’t need a bodyguard.”

“I insist.”

Ceri gave me a teasing look. “I thought you had homework.”

Good memory, that girl.

“I do,” I said. “Ten minutes walking you home won’t make any difference.”

Especially ten minutes in the company of a girl I fancied rotten.

We walked the streets in silence for the most part, exchanging the odd bit of small talk. We turned a corner and there was Greenways. It was a rambling residential house with a small, untidy garden.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

She barely even gave me a glance as she walked away.

“See you tomorrow.”

It had started to rain. I turned my collar up against the wind and the increasing downpour. That’s when I saw something that had my heart slamming in my chest. There was a car turning the corner a hundred metres away. A blue Lincoln. With black alloy wheels. What the hell?

“Ceri!” I called. “The car.”

She stared. When she didn’t move, I grabbed her sleeve, bundled her over the nearest garden wall and crouched down. Ceri followed my lead.

“What makes you think it’s the same one?” Ceri hissed.

She tried to pop her head up and I shoved her back down. She glared.

“Who are you shoving?”

“Ceri, it’s the same car. How many Lincolns do you see on the street?”

“I’d never heard of a rotten Lincoln till just now.” She shook her head. “It can’t be them. You’re paranoid.”

“You think? How many flash American motors do you see on the street? It’s not just the make. It’s been modified, just like the one at the beach.” I was talking fast, trying to get her to understand. “It’s got alloys and vents. What are the chances of two cars with the same work done on them?”

This was mad. What was wrong with these people?

“Stay down,” I ordered.

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

She was driving me mad, but I managed to force out the magic word.

“Please.”

I stole a look over the wall, examined the guys in the car and felt my blood turn to ice. “It’s them all right, Snakehead and Fat Lad.”

Ceri’s eyes flashed fear. Now she was taking me seriously. “All this because we were cheeky? It doesn’t make any sense.”
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