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Critical acclaim for Snap:


‘There are new voices in British crime fiction fighting to be heard. Scary new voices who plot the story of the criminal underclass as they nibble away at the fabric of society. One such voice is Mark Powell. And quite a voice he’s got, as his first novel illustrates. And I know I said crime fiction, but Snap is much more than a genre novel’


Independent on Sunday


‘Snap plunges into depths and strives to illuminate the tensions of brotherly love, place and identity for the kind of man who takes pride in not expressing emotion. It is workmanlike despite its depths, and profound in spite of its action-packed narrative’


Big Issue


‘As an exploration of the shifting relationship between siblings, Mark Powell’s debut is occasionally poignant’


The List


‘Pitched somewhere between Guy Ritchie and Zigger Zagger in tone, this defiantly unrealistic, insanely over-stylised romp is compelling’


The Times


‘A must-read for anyone with a few hours to kill’


FHM


‘Lyrical, organic and brutal’


Jockey Slut




SNAP


MARK POWELL


[image: image]




Dedication


for HB




Falling Angels




1


It is spring. It is midnight; light rain dusts the high-rise window. In the shallow light of a lamp West sits at the table sorting matchsticks, using a knife to cut them into the required shapes.


It is quiet; even the music from his brother’s room next door has stopped. West works well in the hush; only the sound of his strained breathing making a noise, barely noticed in his concentration.


He does not usually model after an evening in the pub, but tonight the sticks and glue appealed. The delicate work relaxes him and readies him for sleep.


Outside the room a door slams.


– You just don’t give up, do you!


The shout belongs to Girl Garner, his brother’s girlfriend.


Hurried steps along carpet. West lowers the blade and holds his breath to listen.


– Come back here, for fuck’s sake. What’s a matter with you, Gee Gee? West’s brother calls from the other bedroom.


– You’re a bastard, a bastard! the girl yells back along the corridor.


– Just take it easy and get your arse back in this room, you hear me?


No reply, just the urgent press of buttons on plastic.


West hears Gee Gee – Girl Garner – muttering into the telephone. He hears his brother push open the door.


– Oh, you’re not really gonna phone him. Leave it.


West does not move. He just listens, as he so often does. Looking out of the window, seeing the vastness of inner-city lights from twelfth-floor eyes.


– If you’re going to start all this business you’re going to have to get your kit, babe, the brother shouts. The voice is unconvincing, swallowed by the silence. – What the fuck am I meant to have done?


Outside the window, the stench of rubber and refuse. Inside, the stench of dust and anger. The bulb in West’s lamp appears to dim. He wants to turn it off. Sit in anonymity.


He can tell that East, his brother, has not left the bedroom doorway. He has not gone to Girl Garner, by the phone, to appease her. He is calling out, ignoring her sobs.


– If it’s about you getting fat I don’t get your fucking problem. It’s a fact, it’s not me.


West lifts himself from the chair, flicking the lamp off. Darkness, and he breathes normally again. Tiptoes over to the bed, lowers himself on to its comfort. With a brief cough and rustle of pillow he slips beneath the quilt. Back to listening.


Five, ten, minutes pass. The earlier events are absorbed by the night-time vacuum. West’s eyes are open, alert, creating shapes and faces in the darkness, aware of unfinished business between his brother and Girl. The front-door latch clicks open, a controlled turn of the knob. He hears East run to the hall.


– Don’t you dare go! What about your clothes?


The front door is slammed then wrenched open again. Noises resound in the building’s corridor, by lifts, by the concrete stairway. West gets out of bed and peers through his half-opened door. Sees nothing, though the front door is open wide; hears vicious whispers and the panicked movements of feet and bodies. He makes his way quietly along the hallway. The voices become clearer.


– Come back here, East growls.


– Piss off!


Urgent grunts, the clutch of flesh and pull of limb.


– Come here.


– Get off me!


Bodies collide and then a shriek, thumps, the clattering of something falling.


– Gee Gee!


West runs into the outside corridor – no one there. To the stairway. His naked brother is down a level, crouched by a heap of hair and clothes. It is not a heap but Girl Garner. West stares at his brother pulling and jerking at the body.


– Get up, Gee Gee. Get up. Don’t mess about.


But she does not get up. She cannot get up. Her head is twisted and blood seeps from her ears. Her torso is misshapen, it lies slumped on concrete. Time stops as the brothers stare at horror.


The lift doors part, Geezer Garner emerges, summoned on phone and avenger of his sister’s troubles. He is lit bright by artificial light. Sees West and moves towards him.


– Where’s your fucking brother?


West looks down as his brother looks up to the top of the stairs. East does not register the presence of Geezer – who suddenly stands frozen by the chill image below – but gropes his stare towards his brother. West’s face displays no emotion. There is a serenity in West, a silent, immutable loyalty. It is the face East needs.


– I think she’s dead. I think she’s fucking dead.


The hospital stands leviathan under a quarter-moon, rising out of sleeping shadows. Blue rays streak the waiting staff. Words like ‘haemorrhage’, ‘spinal damage’, and ‘endotracheal’ buzz through the long white avenues. Girl Garner is pushed on steel trolley over linoleum for an emergency scan. She is still alive; the heart pulsates, blood flows, yet corpse eyes stare nowhere. Machines operate with expensive groans, experts congregate to assess the extent of injuries to head, to spine. Not expecting to see a child.


– Oh my God, she’s pregnant, the consultant declares.


Intensive care receives the patient – the patients. A ventilator pumps the lungs while senior staff perform tests and confirm suspicions; the brain of Girl Garner is dead, only the child genuinely lives. It is well developed, around thirty-two weeks, and remains curled peacefully, floating inside the female who is stabilised to secure its well-being. Decisions have to be made.


Geezer Garner waits by the reception nurse, who has a tight smile and blond hair wrapped under her hat. He has a mobile phone jammed into his mouth, barking to fellow members of the Garner clan.


Within an hour Geezer is joined by Father Garner, Mother Garner, Sister Garner and Bloke with his hair polished backwards in gel. They mill about in gold jewellery and leather jackets reeking of cigarettes, harassing white coats for information.


– That’s my daughter in there. That’s my bleedin’ daughter!


– We are doing all we can, Mr Garner, I assure you.


Inflamed eyes, scarlet skin, rubbed red by nervous fingers, the family wait on plastic chairs, orange with black legs, surrounded by posters on walls (Is Your Child On Drugs?), and a dalek drinks machine. A vertical black tube topped with silver tray for ash and litter stands next to Father Garner, who pushes his face into hirsute hands. Mother Garner, silver-haired, holds Sister. Bloke scans the scene, noticing all, seeing nothing, wrestling with the sight on the tower-block staircase described by Geezer.


The doctor informs the Garners of the situation.


– No hope for her … brain dead … hope for the baby.


– Baby? What bleeding baby! Father Garner shouts. – Sod the baby, keep my daughter alive.


– Who’s the father of the child? asks a doctor.


Geezer looks to Father, to Bloke, each set of eyes constrict as if exposed to bright light, each knows the details of Geezer’s account.


– He’s dead, Geezer says. – Dead.


The statement is followed by solemn nods from the clan standing in a circle about the white coat.


– Yeah, he’s dead all right, adds Bloke, under his breath.


The next morning a decision has to be made. The baby has to be given the life that Girl Garner has lost. The lack of sleep on the plastic seats makes the Garner rage more volatile. Despite the threats, the experts agree unanimously that the child has to be pulled from the wreckage.


– Don’t you take that bastard out of her, do you hear!


The police are called to restrain the family who launch heavy hands at doctors, nurses, those who condemned Girl to death.


The bright hygiene of theatre; so much brighter than the reluctant sun breaking from behind clouds outside. The scrubbed-clean hands of surgery; so much cleaner than the hands outside that grip bacon butties, steering wheels, coins in pocket for train, for bus, for journeys. And as the city yawns, opening itself up for another day, the scalpel of the surgeon slits open the flesh of Girl Garner.


It will be a daughter. A baby girl. Up for adoption.


Later on, in a soundless room, Geezer and Bloke stare at one another. They gaze vengeance. The life-support is turned off. Girl’s lungs take their last toke of Tower Hamlets.
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East knew she was dead as soon as he saw the heap enveloped by emergency tubes and drips, saw her lying on the stretcher and carried off into the harsh lighting of the corridor from which she fell. Geezer Garner strutted alongside the body, rearranging the blanket, glaring back. As Geezer entered the lift, last, he pointed straight at East. No words spoken, no expression, just a single poke of his finger. The ten-month relationship with Gee Gee had ended, ten months of drunken fights and drugged love. All that was left was the threat of that pointed finger.


But grief is not forthcoming, for East did not really love her. They shared roots, associates, lust, intoxication, but nothing that East would call love. And it was alcohol and amphetamine that final evening, following the usual rounds of insult, that had clinched fate, that sent her tumbling down the solid steps of the fire escape.


Now it is East who needs to escape, to get out of the flat. Things are happening too fast, he wants time to think.


The descent in the lift, so close to Girl Garner’s departure, is eerie. Its metal walls are smeared with coloured words and sketches. Cables hum as the lift plunges from clouds to mud, yellow numbers flick from 7 to 6 to 5. The ground floor rumbles into view from behind wired glass, the door opens into gloom.


The tower block is one of three that burst from the earth; frozen geysers of cement and steel. Grass-clumped mud encircles the blocks; a wasteland moat, smothered with urban debris. There is a playground, full of metal frames and rusting swings where children fall, scream and meet to fight and spit away from adults.


At two in the morning even the yobs have fallen asleep in unkempt bedrooms without carpet or bedtime story, rolling about on mattresses under which weapons lie. The baggy-breeches, baseball-cap brigade are in bed. Their youthful domain, their muddy manor, rests from another day of battle. Yet there’s no innocence as they shriek nightmares in high-storey homes.


The terrain is strangely serene. East wanders past dark railings – many ripped off as spears for the jungle – and drags his feet along the East End street. Parked cars nestle against the kerb, with occasional creaks of cooling metal. East walks alone. Alone with a pointing finger, fear of the Garner revenge.


West sits in the living room awaiting East’s return. Death has hijacked their family before, forcing changes of direction. Tribute stands in gilt frame on the tiled mantelpiece above the gas fire: Mum and Dad at restaurant, clinking wine glasses, smiles stretching beyond the one-dimensional print. The smile of memory, in best clothes long gone.


Lenny – Dad – was Bow-born. He skipped school at fourteen to work with a mob who ran cargo between the markets: Spitalfields to Roman Road, Walthamstow and Romford. A lean, fit guy, a ladies’ man who regarded a bit-on-the-side as harmless even when Sue – Mum – cried in the kitchen as she heard about the latest fling. She kept her unhappiness to herself, though – Lenny carried a temper beneath his extrovert personality, and the boys, too, found themselves at the sharp end. A hiding often awaited East if he forgot to drop off an errand, or pick up his brother from school. West had an easier time, being the youngest, and with his disease.


During holidays, the brothers would join Lenny on the back of the lorry, helping to unload sacks of potatoes, onions and carrots. Some days after work, when Lenny had dropped off his colleagues, he would drive the boys round to Aunty Pat’s or Aunty Jean’s. They would wait in the lounge with beakers of juice and the television while Dad ‘popped upstairs to check the boiler’. They were not allowed to mention the stops to Mum. They never did; they knew the belt would be waiting.


Sometimes during the summer they would take the lorry down to Wapping and park up on the river-edge by the disused wharfs. The three of them would eat sandwiches bought from Percy Ingle and neck pints of milk, staring in silence along the river towards Tower Bridge, leaning against the truck, lapping up the sunshine.


Before they climbed back into the cab, Lenny and East would grab West and swing him over the edge of the wall, pretending to hurl him into the Thames. West thought this was hilarious.


The old man was killed by a police marksman following a West End jewellery job. The raid was rumbled. The response was to run. Dived into Regent Place, died in Regent Place, his skull detonated by a high-velocity round.


– This’ll be the last one, I promise. Then I’m finished wiv this game, I’m out of it.


Mum was always on the boys’ side. A beautiful woman with dark brown hair and deep eyes who did her best to satisfy Lenny and keep the boys happy. Cooked and cleaned, lied for her husband if he didn’t want to be found, wrote excuse notes for her sons to take to school. Liked a drink and liked to hug West after the booze took effect. She would end up unconscious on the sofa at the end of the afternoon and the brothers would be sent down to the takeaway for tea. Sometimes Dad ignored her drunkenness, other times he would shout and push her around and then disappear for the night.


Sue rotted away from cancer soon after her husband was killed. Once they’d buried Dad she just fell to pieces. West took over the cooking and cleaning, East brought home chocolates, magazines and, occasionally, flowers. It didn’t make any difference; she still moped around the flat and refused to change out of her dressing gown. The boys tried so hard to put her back together but she was busted up from the inside, in a place they could not reach.


And now Gee Gee was dead. West had noticed how East’s face filled with awkwardness rather than grief as he looked up at him. As if she was an accident, a tea-spill on the carpet that had to be removed before visitors called. And a visitor had called. West saw the pointed finger, recoiled from its force as it retreated through graffiti doors.


The stares West normally received from strangers caused hurt but the glare from the lift terrified him, perhaps as much as his swollen face terrified the children who peered from behind adult legs. West had never got used to the attention that his condition had inflicted upon him: the abuse, the laughter, the prejudice. He hadn’t acclimatised to the stifling heat of rejection, of being different, of wearing his ugliness like a crime.


His face blown up huge by neurofibromatosis, heaps of thick flesh spread over his head, West spent much of his childhood standing in front of the mirror pleading with the disease to leave him, to free him, only to observe the swelling grow and push his face behind a mask of mounded skin. His left eye shining blue, his right barely visible behind the flesh bulging from temple and forehead.


At the age of eighteen months the diagnosis was made from café-au-lait stains over his body that confirmed the illness; the prognosis was accurate. East, who also sported the coffee stains, was lucky. In him, the disease remained dormant. But West was transformed; the mutant gene took just one of the two.


His first six years were comparatively normal – the swelling was confined to a small area hidden under his hair. No one at home or school made much of the head bumps in the early years. This all changed when Darren Brazier identified the onset of bigger changes.


– What’s that? he asked West, in the infants’ playground, pointing to his cheek.


– What? West replied.


– That.


Darren took West to the toilets and showed him the lump pushing out from beneath his eye, like a bone trying to escape.


– I don’t know what it is, West said.


The right side of his face had always felt harder than the left, but he had dismissed it until Darren noticed it growing outwards and pushing his eye closed.


Lenny and Sue did not trust doctors or dentists and West was left to metamorphose. School teachers made home visits and insisted that social services were contacted, but the scene always turned nasty.


– You’re not sending my son to one of those places! Sue screamed.


– But your son needs specialist help.


– My boy is not a mental.


And then Lenny would return from work and lose his temper and push the teachers out of the flat.


– You’re the bleeding teachers, you bleeding well get on with teaching him.


– But he can hardly speak …


– You’re not going to send my kid away! Got it?


Lenny and Sue’s insistence prevailed, but they did not know what to do with their son. They hoped the problem would go away and made West lie in bed with a pack of ice over his face. One thing was for sure: they weren’t going to allow others to get involved.


The growth soon rendered speech impossible. West’s voice was swallowed up by waves of deformity, leaving him to gurgle the saliva-filled sounds of drowning. Tears were pushed out of his crushed eye, and his suffocating jaw only allowed muffled cries. As the disease advanced he found it easier to retreat into silence than suffer the confused looks his grunts evoked. He learnt to exist in dumbness; pen and paper giving him access to the world of symmetrical head and thin face.
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The stench of vengeance drifts across the stacks of tatty Tower Hamlets, filling the nostrils of those who sleep. East, as he returns to the flat, smells it – the Garners. The police will not be involved; the Garners, a traditional tribe, steer clear of gendarmes – let them protect those who need protecting. An accidental death for Girl will be the suitable verdict, covering a multitude of sins, allowing things to settle, be settled, like decanted wine, blood red.


East is thirsty. In the kitchen, alive with refrigerator hum, water dribbles into an unwashed glass. He sucks at the liquid. West stands in the doorway. East senses him and turns. There is distress in East’s eyes, huge and toxic like a boil about to burst. West feels his brother’s fear envelop him as morbid aftermath hangs heavy in the air.


– I don’t know what to do, East says. – I don’t know what to do.


And in those words there is something West has never heard before from East – fallibility. His older brother, for whom life is one lucky dice roll, is uncertain, distant. Never before has West seen him unable to smirk and flash an it’ll-be-all-right wink from those invincible eyes.


West is aged twelve, East thirteen, they are walking back from Stepney Green High School. East with his arms around two girls, West following behind.


– Well, see you later, babes, East says, planting a kiss on each girl’s cheek before they turn and walk back towards the school.


– Bye, West, they say in unison as they pass him.


East turns to West and grabs him round the shoulders. – Come on, bro, he smiles. – You’ve got to get that light bulb for Dad.


West has not forgotten, as he did yesterday. Dad was furious and went for the belt. West crept into the kitchen with head bowed, ready to face the punishment, but found Dad sitting at the table and looking across at Mum who was crying. West’s lopsided head turned to Dad inquisitively.


– Look, boy, when I tell you to get something you bloody well go and get it, right?


West nodded quickly, aware that the belt was not going to be used.


– Don’t think you’ve got away with it, ’cos you haven’t. Trust me, you ain’t going to forget again.


West nodded some more.


After leaving the girls, East and West walk all the way to Whitechapel to the nearest hardware store. Shop full of tools, ladders, dustbins, batteries and paint. East takes Dad’s note from West and asks the man behind the counter for the bulb.


– No, the man says, hardly looking up from the newspaper.


– You must have one?


– Yeah, you’re right, but they’re not for sale. He laughs indignantly, nodding up to the light on the ceiling.


East looks to his brother and shrugs. West looks worried.


– Go on, on your way, the man adds sharply.


– Thanks for your help, East says sarcastically.


The man stops reading and looks up. – You better watch yourself, boy.


Outside the shop, West is anxious. He does not want to make Dad angry.


– The nearest other place is up in Bethnal Green. I ain’t walking up there.


West’s scared eyes nod towards his watch.


– Shit, East says, peering back into the shop. – Don’t worry, Westy. Don’t worry.


West is not persuaded.


– Worried about a beating?


West nods slowly.


– Don’t be. East winks. – If there’s a will there’s a way.


He picks up one of the metal cans stacked outside the shop and goes back in.


– You back again? the man grumbles.


– I forgot to pick up a gallon of paraffin, East says, handing the man the can.


– Is this one of mine?


– Yeah, I’ll settle up with the paraffin.


The man squints and edges through strip-curtains towards the back door and the paraffin tank.


The moment the door closes East grabs a stepladder and climbs up to the light, pulls his sleeve over his hand and unscrews the bulb. West, peering through the front window, shakes his head in disbelief.


– One bulb, East says, triumphantly, handing it to West outside the shop.


West sticks a thumb up, jubilant. He cannot stop patting East on the shoulders as they walk back to the flat.


‘Bulb Head’ was one of the names that some of the kids from other estates used to call West. Like ‘Balloon Brain’ and ‘Bogeyman’ and ‘Bubble Face’ and ‘Beast’. And these were just a few of the words beginning with B.


Mum told him to ignore them and walk away.


East chased after them with a stick.


Dad would get the names and addresses (and then a couple of his mates from the market), and go knock on doors for a ‘little chat’ with the parents.




4


East tries to shut out the memory of Girl falling and the sirens taking her body away. Beneath sodden sheets, he knows that sleep will not come, yet still he closes his eyes and fights to focus his thoughts on a dream: caressing the chrome levers of a 355, in designer business suit running an empire, undressing Mrs Burdett from the tenth floor. But his mind cannot create, it’s full of wasps buzzing and stinging, fears of retribution, memories of Girl Garner.


She was cheap and tawdry with fag breath and grimy fingernails, but she shared her flesh. She had been with East for ten months. She had cash – through the family – and a body, that both seemed to merge for East like the evening’s drinking and sulphate, until late, when time for bed, East felt grateful and they found each other’s lust. It was a routine, or part of the routine, like going to the Black Horse on the Whitechapel Road. Where they went that last evening.


It has been an ordinary day. East has been to market to offload a consignment of CDs, has popped in for a lunchie at the Lord Nelson in Bethnal Green, has grabbed an afternoon nap, showered, made two phone calls (one to Girl), and now struts to the Horse.


The pub lies cramped between shops, two rusting carriage lights protrude from its grim facade. SALOON BAR on one opaque window, PUBLIC BAR on the other. A single door held open by a brick. It is six thirty, the bars are filling up with natives from neighbouring estates; Willsy, Dawsey, Jerome, Jonesy. End of the day convention for news, debriefs, banter. West will arrive later, so will the rest of the horde.


This is the local, the routine, a pub that stretches back long and thin, becoming darker as you walk from the single door to the toilets at the rear. The bar is along the left-hand side. East sits perched on a stool, running his fingers along the rim of the pint, flicking his head towards Jonesy; nodding, smiling, returning stare to lager.


East turns to Bloke who plays pool with a loose cue that jerks into the balls of those passing to the toilets.


– What’s this about a party at Dawsey’s?


– Tomorrow. You up for it, Easty? Bloke replies.


– Is Tops going?


– Dunno, why you want to fuck him?


– Crack, crack, what’s that noise?


– What do you mean? Bloke asks.


– Oh, it’s okay, it’s just the thin ice cracking.


– Very funny, little girl.


– Little girls, now you’re talking, any going?


– Walk away, man.


East is drinking heavily, enjoying the CD profits. Pushes a twenty into West’s hand when he arrives at the bar; clean, dressed in ironed shirt and canvas jeans, black boots, smelling of shampoo. Always a popular arrival, a pat on the back from Willsy, a pint – with a straw – pushed into his hand by Tops. Pen and pad in back pocket for the sporadic note during another night of listening. Another night being one of the lads.


By ten, East is dabbing powder with Tops and Jonesy at a round table opposite the bar. West sucks at a laced drink. The group talk out the energy, West scribbles on his pad. Tonight the wait for his written words is enthralling. Other times it is frustrating and the moment is lost, polite half-smiles greet the scrawled messages.


It’s dark outside, the pub has got brighter as the evening has advanced. Clusters stand at the bar, slouch around tables, gabbing over the beats. Willsy is trying to flog a camera to Duke and Jocelyn, the owners, who wave him away with their bar towels. Jonesy leaps from the round table and takes the camera.


– Jones, what you up to?


– Got to try it out before you sell it.


– Take leave, Jonesy.


– Worth some dab?


– Lick length.


– Has it got a film in it?


East throws an arm around West, pulls him into a picture, their heads touching. The flash blows and a strip of black paper slides out from below the lens and shutter. Willsy snatches the camera back before Jonesy shoots another drunken pose. East holds the black paper, now a photo. West does not look. Girl Garner pushes her way to the table holding her half-pint of whisky and water.


– Show me, she insists.


– Prepared to stump?


– Wouldn’t you like to know.


She looks at the photograph, closing one eye to focus properly.


– Get the swills, East says to the girl with short black hair standing above him.


– Get the message, she replies, flipping the finger, walking back to her nest of pals at the front of the pub.


– Fuck you! he says.


– Oh yeah? she sniggers, raising an eyebrow.


By eleven, after a battle in front of the lads, East is walking out with Girl Garner. Back to the flat. To the twelfth floor, where West returned early and is now sitting in his bedroom working on a model.


There were other girls East saw, shared, used, at various intervals, in various locations, often in and around the cramped pubs tagged on to the city’s estates. The East End was small but distinct districts thrived. From Bow to Shadwell, Globe down to the Island, each corner maintained some identity. United by rampant youth who were free to rave and roam, shaking hands with their common brood, laughing and drinking with fellow rovers, dealing and stealing, feeling tits and naked flesh at each port. Only the fearless had this freedom, most of the inhabitants kept doors locked and curtains drawn, inside by nine, while the bucks roamed the shadows. And there were plenty of shadows in their corner of London. Whole swathes of shade on buildings, railings, fences, roads. The darkness cast by brick towers that drained the inhabitants of colour.


On the bedside cabinet lie the remnants of East’s evening: coin shrapnel, wallet (squashed empty), split pack of gum, bunch of keys and the photograph – East and West in the pub. West forced into the frame by his brother’s securing arm. West would not have posed voluntarily. He does not like photos or mirrors or windows or blank screens. West does not like reflections. He does not want to know the truth. He shaves what facial hair grows by feel alone. He does not window-shop. He gives his mind as much time as he can away from physical reality. After twenty years of disfigurement there are times when he can forget his face. Precious moments.


In the photo, the glasses on the table are visible, a child’s drinking straw of twisted yellow and red stands out of one of the pints. It is, for West, the only way he can drink effectively. The straw is so innocent, so far removed from the panic of death-induced insomnia and the recurring image of the heap of flesh and hair on concrete.


West knocks at the door, enters, sits on the edge of East’s bed. East turns away from the photo, lies on his back staring at the ceiling. All traces of amphetamine and alcohol ebb away. Reality dawns, though the sky outside is still cloaked black.
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West wakes, lying on his side, still on East’s bed. Empty. East is standing by the cupboard in the corner throwing clothes into a holdall once used for football boots. There are no suitcases.


West pulls himself up to seated position, ruffles his hair, checks the clock – six. Morning.


– I’ve got to get out of here, bro, East says, pulling open the top drawer of the bedside cabinet. Driving licence. Passport. Pushed into bag. – They’re coming for me, I fucking know it. I’m not gonna sit-arse to find out.


West remains still, only his eyes flicker movement. East looks round, hears the unspoken question.


– I don’t know. I don’t know where. Some-fucking-where.


West gets up and stands by the window as East studies bits of paper from the drawer. This was home, this had always been home; the five rooms (one they used to share), the ten-mile view over drab rooftops; the streets below that staged and directed their lives. Home to the past – framed on mantelpiece, worn into carpet and curtain, stuffed into cupboards.


No time for reminiscing, time to go. Choosing jogging pants, hooded tops, sweatshirts, jeans, boots, clean skids. East picks at his lips, scanning the room for the obvious, checking under bed, opening top drawer again.


[image: image] I’m coming with you, West writes.


– No, don’t be stupid. You’re all right.


West shakes his head and sticks the pad into East’s face.


– Look, you can keep an eye on things. Wait for things to die down.


West assumes that things are not going to die down. The Garners do not allow things to die down.


[image: image] I’m coming.


East sighs an acceptance. Then snaps an order.


– Well get your stuff, we’re not hanging about!


East has not left London for seven years. The last excursion was to Southend, as a family. Dad took the lorry. Bank Holiday. End of May. Scorcher. Packed. Dad dressed for winter in jeans and leather jacket as he strolled along the promenade. Mum, in loose cotton, carrying four or five bags full of crisps, juices, cardigans, and creams. Ice creams. Without the flake – I ain’t paying that much for a bleedin’ thing I can get in the shop next door for half the price! Dad met other day trippers he knew from home, the men dressed for winter, the women with bags. East and West ran off into amusement arcades to play machines. A local kid came up to West and laughed at his face, in his face. Called him a weirdo. East heard the insult and came running, slapped the kid a few times and threw him on to a penny-falls machine, setting the alarm off and sending the kid running out on to the pavement. The family sat in the lorry from five thirty to six thirty in a ten-mile queue. Back along the endless, straight A127, into the city. To home. To Stepney. To the Berserkers.


East’s street gang. The Berserkers. East aged fourteen. The uniform of white T-shirt, black jeans, jackets with B insignia stamped on sleeve. Meeting by back steps, by the bins of Blackmore House, one of the three blocks (the others: Compton and Wilton) on a four-acre space ringed by terraced streets and fences, like a stockade.


The gang had about fifty members. Evenings spent sitting on the steps, smoking blow, listening to the pirates – Dis one gan out to da Stepney massive! – planning action, watching the over-seventeens disappear into cars and on to destinations the gang-youth did not know. Tottenham? Ilford? Islington? Becoming a member, aged thirteen, so he could sit on the steps, wear the B, and swagger into neighbouring estates with a golf club and comrades. How could anyone forget the initiation? It was stamped on his mind as deep as the scar on his arm. A young East, a kid, walking towards the group of boys, a few girls. Taking off his shirt, his trousers, his shoes, a little sparrow of a boy. Blindfolded with his own sweatshirt. Led from steps into building. Junior members standing guard by lamp-posts, by each entrance. His clothes bundled in a heap.


West has packed his clothes with East rushing him. The door to the flat is pulled shut. The brothers are swallowed by the lift, ejected into urine air of ground floor.


For spring, the air is cold. The sky, grey and tired. Carrying the bag over his shoulder, East wants to move quickly. He walks fast, eyes on the pavement, keen to avoid bullet or bat, to avoid falling dead in front of brother, in front of home. It is still early, yet the cars zip along narrow streets. The wide Whitechapel Road on to which they turn moans with the morning flow.


West’s knuckles grip white on the holdall’s handles, as determined with his hands as he is with his feet that hurry away from all he has ever known. There is an almost perceptible thud of enthusiasm in his steps. He’s left behind in his bedroom clothes hung smartly in the cupboard, or folded neatly on shelves. The bed, despite the urgency, flawlessly made. Plants filling the room with oxygen and colour. And on the table there is a model made from matchsticks: a half-finished Canary Wharf tower.


Steps smeared black descend into Stepney Green Underground station. The District, Hammersmith and City lines. Yellow walls, adverts glued huge for films, exhibitions, holidays.


– You okay? East asks.


West nods.


– Can’t remember the last time I got on a train.


West shrugs.


– I hate these fucking places.


Aunty Leafy is not a blood relative; ‘Aunty’ is a title bestowed through familial intimacy. Often at the flat during their youth, sitting in the living room with Sue, sipping tea, stopping round before shopping, after shopping, on her way out. Fitted dresses, messy hair, the smell of talcum powder. Moved out to Essex a number of years ago and became a faceless name in greeting cards. She used to write to Sue on a regular basis, always inviting the family to Basildon for a day out, for a holiday. But by this stage Len was too caught up in things to get away. Aunty Leafy still sends Christmas cards to the boys, and it is West who manages to reply with a short résumé of the year’s events (sprinkled with a couple of white ones):


I am well. Haven’t found suitable employment this year … have been offered plenty of jobs … no point in rushing in. So much to do at home … tidying, cooking, busy with modelling. Made a St Paul’s with paper clips. Okay because plenty of money from East … small company acquiring CDs – works wth friends … other pies … loaded. This time next year the Bahamas! Happy Xmas.


The brothers scuff shoes on the platform, considering what to say to an acquaintance they have not seen for years. A mother stands clasping a baby to her chest. A male in low-slung clothes – denim jeans and sports jacket – struts past with headphones buzzing, nodding his head. EALING BROADWAY … 2 MINS. To Tower Hill, then to Fenchurch Street, to Basildon on the overland.


Lights rumble out of tunnel, silhouette in cab. The doors slide apart and brothers, mother, dude enter the carriage. Attention focuses on West’s face, then the above-seat advertisements as East stares back defiantly. One child, no older than twelve, keeps his unbelieving eyes on West who sits and pretends to look at the ticket in his hand, avoiding the child’s gaze, avoiding his reflection in blackened window.


Behind the blindfold young East reacts to each push and pull as the gang force him against a wall. He can smell his sweatshirt. He can hear feet around him.


– So you want to be a Berserker? Gotta get your brand. Get your print, boy. You ready for that?


Skinny neck rocks a nod. The slight chest heaving.


– You gotta pick for the method. King is fire. Queen is tattoo. Jack is blade. D’ya understand? King is fire, Queen is tattoo, Jack is blade.


East reaches for the cards, grabbing at air, at silence. Makes contact with the slippery slices and takes hold of the King.


Buttons are pressed on aerosols and matches ignited, cans roar flame. A wire fork, bent into a B, is held in the fire. East is tipped to the ground, secured by hands gripping his arms and legs.


The fork glows red. He is not prepared for the agony when flesh hisses and burns. East screams into the jumper now pressed into mouth. Surrounded by faces he cannot recognise, an older girl with black hair watching from behind his haze of pain. He wrestles, tries to fight his way out of the gang’s grasp. Unable to break hold, forced to burn.


Above the train, the twelfth-floor flat is peaceful. Neighbours still sleep. There is a noise at the door. The letter box jerks inwards, a dribble of liquid spills on to carpet. The material soaks, swells, a gloved hand directs stream from plastic can through plastic pipe. A match is struck, the hand waits for flame to burst then consolidate. It is dropped through letter box on to sodden floor. A gush of burning.
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