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‘When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.’


Corinthians 13:11


‘Children begin by loving their parents. After a time they judge them. Rarely, if ever, do they forgive them.’


Oscar Wilde




Chapter One


With a casual flick of his hand, Finn McManus wipes out a detachment of Vietnamese foot soldiers. Flames momentarily engulf the section of jungle from which they are emerging. Finn sees their broken bodies flung in all directions, hears their synthesised screams mingled with the roar of the explosion.


He grins, swings the sights of the laser-rifle to take in an approaching tank, the turret turning now in his direction. He is deep into the enemy perimeter and the opposition is fierce. He’ll have to use the rocket launcher again but he is uncomfortably aware that he’s down to his last three missiles. Just as his finger tightens on the trigger, he sees the little red AMMO symbol floating from left to right across the screen; just enough time to punch one round into it, collect five more missiles, then swing back to take care of the tank. He can see the flicker of fire now as its machine-guns open up on him. Finn knows that he has to hit it dead centre, just under the turret, to take it out completely . . .


The tank comes apart in delicious slow motion, chunks of twisted metal scattered by the oily, orange eruption of flame. He can almost feel the heat of it on his face. He turns to grin confidently at his mates gathered around the console. He’s within a whisker of beating the reigning champ’s score, and he knows that they are willing him to succeed.


‘Go on, Finny,’ whispers Gibbo. ‘Stuff the bastards . . .’


Finn returns his attention to Killing Zone. Up ahead of him, he can see the blockhouse where the American POWs are held prisoner. His mission is to liberate them. There are machine-gun emplacements lined up in front of the building, but strategically placed concrete blocks offer vantage points from where he can pick the gunners off in safety . . .


The helicopter comes out of nowhere, dropping vertically into view, machine-guns blazing. It’s close enough for Finn to see the pilot’s grinning face, his squat body hunched over the controls. Finn tries throwing himself hard to the left, firing as he does so – but he is a fraction too late. Blood splatters across the screen and it begins to fade to grey. A perfunctory message informs him that he has just been wounded in action, and will now join the hostages in the blockhouse.


‘Fuck it,’ snaps Finn. He brings his fist down hard on the console and throws an accusing look at Gibbo. ‘That was your fault,’ he growls. ‘You put me off.’


‘Sorry, Finn.’ Gibbo looks suitably mortified. At twelve years old, he is a crucial two years younger than Finn and totally subservient to the whims of his leader. If Finn told him black was white, he wouldn’t dream of arguing.


Chaz has no such inhibitions. The same age as Finn, he’s a good head taller, and over the last few months has been acquiring weight and muscle to go with it. His new-found confidence expresses itself in a tendency to criticise, and Finn is all too aware that one day soon Chaz will be challenging him for the leadership of the crew. Till then he’s a useful man to have on the team. He can hotwire a car quicker than anybody and he’s pretty handy in a fight. He’s studying Finn scornfully now from beneath the brim of his baseball cap, his little blue eyes glinting with mockery.


‘If you’d kept an eye on your radar screen, you’d have seen that whirlybird coming,’ he says.


‘Fuck off, Chaz. You’ve never even made it to level two,’ observes Finn dismissively.


‘Yeah,’ agrees Tommo, thirteen years old, bespectacled, and traditionally the quietest member of the posse. Until recently, Tommo was an altar boy at the local Roman Catholic church but Finn has led him into bad ways. Now he can spit and swear and fight with the best of them. It’s just a matter of getting the right training. ‘Last time you played, you didn’t even make it across the rope bridge to the swamp.’


‘Yes, I fuckin’ well did!’


‘No, you didn’t!’ says Wart. At ten he is the baby of the posse, a skinny, malnourished kid with a thatch of straw-coloured hair and an imitation leather jacket that is several sizes too big for him. He wears a Manchester City scarf knotted around his neck. ‘I saw you. You weren’t even hit. You just fell in the water with the crocodiles.’


‘Shut the fuck up,’ Chaz warns him. He’s recently discovered an old Robert De Niro film on video, and this is his current favourite catchphrase. He narrows his eyes, adopts an unconvincing American accent. ‘Just shut the fuck up, OK?’


Wart sneers, but he wouldn’t dare do it if Finn wasn’t around to protect him.


Gibbo reaches into the pocket of his jog pants and comes out with a handful of change, which he offers to Finn.


‘Play again?’ he asks.


‘Nah.’ Finn shakes his head, turning away from the console. ‘It’s boring.’ He takes out a packet of cigarettes and lights one up, ignoring the many NO SMOKING signs that proliferate in the arcade. He stands looking disdainfully around the interior, a gloomy labyrinth of electrical noise and flickering neon, situated on busy Oxford Street in the heart of the city. ‘This place is boring,’ he adds emphatically. ‘I don’t know why we waste our time here.’ He aims an experimental kick at the Killing Zone machine to see if it will cough up any of its hoard of coins. It doesn’t.


‘You’re just sore ’cos you didn’t rack up top,’ observes Chaz.


‘Yeah? Listen, pal, I don’t think you’ve got much room to talk. I’ve seen girls that play better than you!’


The younger kids laugh, and Chaz laughs with them, but you can see that he isn’t really amused. His eyes remain cold and hard-looking. He takes out his own cigarettes and lights up, ostentatiously using the chunky brass Zippo he lifted from a newsagent’s the other day. Finn experiences a stab of irritation. He only possesses a disposable plastic lighter and this is a major loss of face for him. He knows he has two alternatives. He can either take the Zippo from Chaz or steal something flashier. As yet, he hasn’t decided which course of action he should take.


Gibbo, Tommo and Wart, feeling somewhat left out, have decided that they want a smoke as well. It’s hardly surprising that the concentrated stink of five cigarettes quickly brings the arcade’s jobsworth over to remonstrate with them.


‘What’s going on here?’ he protests. He’s a fat, ugly man with hair combed forward from the back to disguise his baldness. He has a red, thick-jowled face and a beer belly that threatens to burst out of his I Love Manchester T-shirt. He jerks a thumb at the sign above his head. ‘What’s that say?’ he demands. ‘Eh? What’s that say?’


‘What’s the matter?’ Chaz asks him. ‘Can’t you read?’


The man’s jowls mottle a deeper shade of red.


‘Oh, very funny! Come on, you lot, out!’


‘All right,’ says Finn quietly. ‘Keep your hair on.’ He puts emphasis on that word, knowing how it will wind the fat guy up.


Fats’ eyes narrow suspiciously. ‘Here, just a minute. I know you, don’t I? Haven’t I banned you from here already?’


Finn shrugs. ‘If you can’t remember, how do you expect me to?’ he mutters. He flicks cigarette ash on to the Killing Zone console.


‘Stop that!’ shouts Fats irritably. ‘Have you any idea how much that machine costs?’


Finn smiles. ‘Who gives a shit? I’m not paying for it.’


‘You cheeky little sod. Get out. Go on, get out! And take your friends with you . . . Here, stop that!’


Now Chaz is flicking his ash on to the screen. Gibbo, Tommo and Wart immediately follow suit.


‘You’re like sheep!’ snarls Fats, exasperated. He’s missing the point; this is a show of solidarity, but the kids oblige him with some bleating noises just the same. Heads are turning all over the arcade to witness Fats’ humiliation. He looks like he might be about to blow a gasket, and Finn slips a hand into his jacket pocket to grip the handle of the craft knife he always carries around with him; but he hopes it doesn’t come to anything. This isn’t worth the effort.


‘Calm down,’ he advises Fats. ‘A feller your size shouldn’t go getting all excited. You’ll have a heart attack.’ He motions to the others with a flick of his head. ‘Come on, let’s go. There’s a bad smell in here. I think somebody just shit himself.’


He moves past Fats and makes a display of flaring his nostrils, sniffing at him suspiciously in passing. The other kids do the same, and then they’re all heading for the exit.


‘You stay out of here in future!’ yells Fats, braver now that he isn’t standing face to face with them. ‘You hear me? Stay out or I’ll get the filth on to you!’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ Finn stubs the butt of his cigarette out on a flickering screen in passing. It leaves a nice, black smudge.


Out on the street a light drizzle is falling on the litter-strewn pavements. Finn turns up the collar of his nylon bomber jacket and glares sullenly along the length of Oxford Street. Who would believe it was July? Christ. School holidays just started, a Monday afternoon, and the city is dead. Across the road, a small queue is forming outside the Odeon for the latest from Tom Cruise.


‘Wouldn’t mind seeing that,’ says Gibbo. ‘He’s good, him.’


‘He’s wank,’ Chaz corrects him. ‘What are you, some kind of shirt-lifter or something? You want to sleep wiv’ im, do ya?’


There’s a pause. Gibbo seems to be considering the question. ‘No,’ he concludes. ‘He just makes good films, that’s all.’


‘Bollocks, he does,’ says Finn. ‘Bobby Cooper’s the main man. I’ve seen No Quarter eight times. I even bought the video.’ Uncharacteristically, he goes into some impromptu dance steps, moonwalking backwards down the street as he snaps out a fair approximation of the black rapper’s controversial record, Nigger With A Gun.


Well, howdy neighbour, how you doin’ today?,


I just moved in to the house across the way.


The brothers and me thought we’d pay you a call,


To give you a little advice that’s all.


Don’t cross us, don’t push us, don’t give us no grief,


Don’t call me no junkie – don’t call me no thief.


If you see me comin’ get ready to run,


Cos I’m your worst nightmare – a nigger with a gun!


Gibbo has dropped into his human beat-box routine, the others are providing the repetitive high-pitched ooh-oohs, like on the record. They all think Bobby C. Cooper’s about the coolest thing since, well, the last cool thing – and, sure enough, No Quarter is a sexy film in every respect, with a higher body-to-bullet ratio than any other movie they can remember.


Then, just as everybody’s getting into it, Finn stops abruptly like somebody’s thrown a switch, like he’s suddenly remembered he’s the leader of the crew and he doesn’t do this kind of kid’s stuff any more.


‘Shut it, you lot. You’re doing my head in!’ he snarls. He thrusts his hands in his pockets and walks decisively off down the street. He looks suddenly thoughtful and then, yes, sure enough, he’s taking a pair of leather driving gloves from his pockets and putting them on. Sensing something interesting, the others quickly catch up with him and fall into step.


‘Where we goin’?’ asks Wart.


‘Nick a car,’ Finn tells him. ‘Save on bus fare.’


‘Great,’ enthuses Chaz, and he really means it. They haven’t stolen a car since last Thursday.




Chapter Two


When Nick Saunders arrived at the office that morning, he found the kid waiting for him on the doorstep. Somehow it contrived to spoil his day.


The kid was maybe fourteen, fifteen years old, wrapped up in a dirty, oversized parka, the hood pulled up to keep out the early morning chill. Greasy ginger dreadlocks protruded from under the imitation fur edging of the hood and there was a glimpse of a hooked nose, a metal stud through one nostril. He was sitting in the doorway to Futures, his back against the metal door, his long thin legs drawn up under his chin. In one hand he held a crumpled strip of cardboard. Scrawled on it in blue biro were the words HUNGRY AND HOMELESS. On the floor in front of him, an upturned woollen cap held the grand sum of twelve pence.


Up till this moment Nick had been enjoying an unusually agreeable morning. He had woken early, feeling refreshed after a good night’s sleep, and had spent a little time cuddling and talking to his wife, Helen. She was approaching the final month of her second pregnancy, so anything more than a cuddle was strictly out of the question. Their four-year-old daughter Molly had slept later than usual, so Nick had managed to procure the bathroom all to himself for a change. He’d showered himself awake, dressed, eaten a light breakfast of toast and coffee. Then he’d driven his new BMW into town without getting snarled up in any major traffic jams. He’d parked in his own private space at the rear of the PR company he co-owned, and had reflected on his good fortune to be in such an enviable position at the relatively tender age of thirty-two . . .


And then he’d walked around the corner and seen the kid. The effect was much like opening an oven door on a soufflé. His spirits sank.


Of course there was nothing unusual about it. On any given day you could spot half a dozen such youngsters crouched in shop doorways, plying their meagre trade the length of Market Street. Always the same scrawled signs, very often a pathetic-looking puppy beside them, perhaps because these kids knew all too well that, to large sections of the British public, the sight of a hungry animal was a damn sight more compelling than that of a hungry human being.


And, yes, Nick always felt an appropriate stab of guilt at his own middle-class affluence, his own outrageous good fortune. He would invariably attempt to buy absolution, dropping coins into whichever receptacle was proffered to him, then would pass quickly by, unable to look the beggar in the face. Emotive word, beggar, but that’s what they were when all was said and done.


This time it wasn’t going to be quite so easy. Here he stood in the quiet part of Deansgate where Futures was located, and this particular kid was sitting slap-bang in his path, leaving Nick with three possible alternatives. He could simply step over the kid as if he was nothing more than some object. He could give him some money and ask him (politely) to move aside. Or he could give him some money and ask him (politely) to leave. Nick was standing there debating the matter, when the kid gazed up at him with eyes that looked as vacant as an empty house.


‘Spare us a couple of bob, mister?’ The kid’s hand extending imploringly towards him like that of some Third World outcast. Nick noticed that the fingers were trembling slightly as though the kid was weak with hunger. His conscience suitably pricked, Nick rummaged in his pockets for change, but found none.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m terribly sorry, but—’


‘Please, mister. Please! I ’aven’t eaten for three days!’


Those hopeless, dead eyes gazing up at him from the thin face. Christ, poor little bastard. Nick reached for his wallet, telling himself that he’d never even miss a fiver . . . and then, quite suddenly, the matter was taken right out of his hands.


‘Hey! Clear off, you little sod! What have I told you about hanging around here?’


Nick turned in surprise, to see his partner, Terry Littlewood, marching towards him from the direction of the car park. His round, ruddy face was a picture of indignation, and he was holding his metal attaché case in front of him like a potentially lethal weapon.


Nick heard the kid mutter a string of half-intelligible curses; then Terry was bearing down on him, reaching to grab him by the collar.


‘Get out of it!’ he roared; and began to drag the kid bodily from the doorway. ‘Bloody scrounging toe-rag. Bugger off!’


‘Take yer ’ands off me!’ squealed the kid, clearly astonished by such rough treatment. ‘I’ll ’ave the law on yer!’


‘You must be joking!’ Terry gave him a none-too-gentle tap with the shiny toe of an Oxford brogue, and the kid went sprawling on to the pavement, mouthing obscenities. ‘If you’re still here in five minutes, I’ll call the cops myself,’ Terry assured him.


Nick had watched the scene in silence. He should have been surprised by Terry’s vindictiveness, but somehow he wasn’t. Over the last year it seemed to Nick that his business partner had changed almost out of all recognition. When Nick had first met him, he’d been a soft-spoken, amiable sort of bloke: the kind of guy you like to have a quiet pint with on a Friday evening. Married to the lovely Maureen, the proud father of two hyperactive kids, he was just a few months older than Nick and had similar interests. The two of them had founded Futures three years ago, and together had worked the small company up into one of the city’s foremost PR agencies.


Whether it was the result of pressure of work or some kind of paranoia about losing their reputation, Terry had gradually developed a mean and ruthless streak. These days he seemed unable to tolerate failure in anybody, would hire and fire people at the drop of a hat, and had no interest in any person who wasn’t somehow connected to his work. He also had a tendency to suck up to important clients, a habit which Nick was beginning to find extremely irritating. Indeed, he had begun to ask himself how much longer he could continue like this.


‘For Christ’s sake, Terry,’ he protested ‘The kid was only—’


‘Milking you for your hard-earned cash. Yes, I saw.’ Terry picked up the hatful of coins and flung it after the kid. ‘Little bastard probably earns as much as you do.’


‘I doubt that,’ said Nick. He watched as the kid got sullenly to his feet, dusting himself down as though he’d actually fallen into some mud. He retrieved his hat and began to move away down the street, shouting back at Terry as he went.


‘Fuckin’ pillock! I’ll get you for this. Just see if I don’t!’


‘Yeah, yeah, tell me about it.’ Terry aimed a casual V-sign at the kid’s retreating figure. He ran a hand through his curly hair and straightened his silk tie. Then he turned back to the door, cued a six-digit number into the electronic panel beside it and pushed it open. Nick threw a last regretful glance in the kid’s direction and followed Terry inside. The door slammed shut behind them as they strolled into the reception area.


‘A bit over the top?’ suggested Nick. ‘He was only after the price of a meal.’


Terry shook his head, then threw Nick a despairing look, as though he pitied him.


‘Poor Nick. You’re the original soft touch, aren’t you? Kids like that are ten a penny. There’s hundreds of ’em hanging around the city centre. Probably on his school holidays, still living with mum and dad, can’t be arsed to get a summer job like you and me had to when we were his age.’


‘Oh, come on, Terry. You saw his clothes. He must be living rough.’


‘They all look like that, mate. It’s a carefully cultivated image. I’m sorry, but it makes my blood boil. Particularly that particular specimen. I called at the off-licence on the way home last night. Guess who was in the queue ahead of me, buying eight cans of Special Brew and two packets of fags?’


Nick stared at his partner. ‘You don’t mean . . .?’


‘Yes, I do. For somebody who’s hungry and homeless, he seems to be enjoying a pretty full social life.’


Nick frowned. ‘Well, OK . . . but they can’t all be on the fiddle, can they? I mean, some of them must be genuine hard-timers.’


Terry ignored the question. ‘Listen, Nick, we’ve got important clients calling here all the time. How does it look if they find something like that squatting on the doorstep? You see any more of ’em, just kick their arses right out of it, OK?’


‘Yes, boss,’ said Nick, not without a degree of sarcasm. He reflected that this was not an auspicious start to the day. He hoped things would get better before they got worse.





Chapter Three


It takes a while to find the right car. After all, you can’t just steal anything; there’s your reputation to consider. Finn finally spots the Astra GTE parked at a meter on John Dalton Street. It is shiny black, a brand new model, a sexy car in every respect.


‘Oh yes,’ says Finn quietly. ‘That’ll do nicely.’


He glances quickly up and down the street. The few people he sees appear to offer no threat: they are mostly wrinklies out shopping for the kind of junk that keeps them alive. He walks across to the car, glances inside to assure himself that there are no wheel or gear locks. No, nothing, not even an alarm – some people are just asking to have their car nicked, aren’t they? He reaches into his jacket for the pin-pusher, places it against the glass of the window and applies a steady pressure. The window collapses into tiny fragments, and he is able to reach through and unlock the door. He brushes glass from the seat, then climbs in and unlocks the passenger door. Chaz slips into the passenger seat, reaches under the dash and pulls out a jumble of wires. He sets about hotwiring the car, arranging the contacts with practised precision. By the time Gibbo, Wart and Tommo have piled into the back, the engine is purring like a sleek black cat. Finn leans out of the broken window and winks at an elderly couple who are regarding him doubtfully from a shop doorway.


‘Give you a lift somewhere?’ he asks them. They shrink back from him in mute fear and he laughs, aware of the adrenalin surging through his veins. He slips the Astra into gear and takes off in a showy handbrake start, letting the wheels spin on tarmac: a smoking shriek of indignation. He pulls out into the street and turns left on to Deansgate.


Chaz has the glove compartment open now, and is inspecting the owner’s cassette tapes in outraged disbelief.


‘Eric Clapton? Dire Straits? Fuck me, Bruce Springsteen?’ He winds down the electric window and flings the tapes out on to the road with a grunt of disgust.


‘You wanker!’ yells Tommo. ‘We could’ve sold them!’


‘You’ve got to be joking. Somebody might think we listen to that shit! Get thirty notes for the player, though.’ Chaz takes a strip of flat metal from his pocket, slides it in over the top of the tape-player, gives it a half twist and pulls back hard, wrenching the unit free. ‘Wart, Tommo, try and get them speakers out of the back . . .’


‘No, wait till we’ve stopped,’ Finn warns them. ‘We don’t have to become a mobile advertisement for the filth, do we?’ He crosses a set of lights on amber and hangs a left, heading across town back in the direction of Oxford Road.


Ten minutes later, he’s making the right turn that will take them out of the city centre in the direction of Moss Side.


An old woman seems to materialise in front of the car. She is halfway across the road, dragging a loaded shopping trolley behind her. A younger person would make a dash for the safety of the pavement, but she just stands there open-mouthed in astonishment. Finn swears and wrenches the wheel hard to the right. The left front wing clips her trolley, whipping it out of her hand, sending items of shopping tumbling in all directions. The car speeds onwards.


‘Silly old cow!’ observes Wart gleefully, staring back at her from the rear window. She has recovered from her shock and is shaking a fist at the retreating vehicle. Other traffic is building up behind her, horns blaring, but she seems oblivious to it.


‘She was lucky,’ says Finn. ‘I almost couldn’t be bothered to swerve.’


Chaz studies him for a moment.


‘Bollocks,’ he says.


Finn laughs, acknowledging that, yes, it is bollocks; he’s only said it for effect. Still, for a moment there, it had occurred to him how incredibly easy it would be to run the old girl down, send her scrawny body hurtling through the air like the Vietnamese soldiers in Killing Zone. Over in a moment – and what is her life worth anyway, when you add it all up?


He frowns. Too much thinking gives you a headache. He stamps his foot on the accelerator. They are entering the outskirts of the Merton Estate now, and the chances of encountering the filth have just dropped by about ninety per cent. Not that it makes much difference. Finn’s been caught six times for twocking and all he ever gets is a good shouting at by the cops; the law won’t let them lay a finger on him. Of course, in a year or so, when he turns sixteen, that will be a different story. He’ll have to be a lot more careful then. But, shit, he tells himself, by then he’ll be away from the Merton Estate and living in the lap of luxury. Get himself a swank place out in Cheshire somewhere, and put alarms on everything except the shithouse. The money he’s making now, it doesn’t seem impossible.


Finn looks at the dirty grey tenements on the horizon and his spirits sink, as they always do when he gets this close to home.


He turns off the road on to a stretch of rutted waste ground, where the burned-out hulks of two other cars advertise the main use to which this area is put. A couple of passers-by stop to watch as Finn puts the Astra through its paces, riding it around and around in tight circles, letting the car’s rear slide about in the soft earth.


After a few minutes, he’s bored with it. He gets bored with most things after a few minutes. He lets the car slow to a halt and climbs out.


‘Let’s ’ave a go,’ says Chaz eagerly. He starts to climb behind the wheel but then sees Finn pick up a brick and, turning back, raise his arm to smash the brick against the windscreen. Chaz grabs his radio and, yelling a warning to the others, he scrambles out to safety. The toughened safety glass scars like a spider’s web, but Finn isn’t content with that. He keeps pounding with the brick until he shatters a hole in it. The few adults who’ve stopped to watch move quickly away, not wanting to be involved in this, not wanting to put themselves in the dangerous position of being witness to these events.


Tommo and Wart are out of the back now, but Gibbo, sandwiched in the middle, is a bit too slow. He stumbles from the car with a deep gash on his forehead where a sliver of glass has struck him, blood starting to run down his face.


‘You all right?’ Finn asks him gruffly – but Finn isn’t going to apologise. That’s a sign of weakness.


‘Sure.’ Gibbo mops at his face with the sleeve of his jacket, playing the hard man, shrugging it off. ‘I was a bit slow there, Finny. Sorry.’


Chaz isn’t so forgiving.


‘You arsehole, Finn. I wanted to have a go! You could have knocked my bleedin’ teeth out!’


Finn turns to study Chaz. He steps closer to him so that their faces are only inches apart, Finn having to tilt his head back slightly to look him in the eyes.


‘I still might,’ he says calmly.


Chaz glares back at him. ‘What do you mean? What’s the problem?’


‘Nothing I can’t handle.’


Now Chaz looks bewildered. ‘I only said you could have hurt me.’


‘Yeah. You got a problem with that?’


‘Uh?’ Chaz looking into Finn’s mean grey eyes, trying to understand. ‘I don’t get it, man.’


Finn staring at the taller boy, giving him that hard-faced glare until he is obliged to look away. Then Finn knows it’s over. Almost. He holds out a hand in front of him, the palm uppermost.


‘Lighter,’ he says.


‘Uh?’


‘The Zippo. Give it to me.’


Frowning, Chaz slips a hand into his pocket. Hesitantly, he does as he’s told.


Finn flips the lid, sparks the wheel with his thumb, gazes for a moment in anticipation at the fierce yellow flame. He is aware that the others are watching him expectantly. He turns away from Chaz and walks to the car. The petrol cap has a lock on it, so he picks up the brick and smashes it open. He motions to Wart to come closer. Now he snaps his fingers.


‘Scarf,’ he says.


‘Oh, eh, Finny, no. Not me City scarf!’


‘Give,’ says Finn. ‘You’re gettin’ too old for football anyway.’


‘Me mam’ll kill me!’


‘For Christ’s sake, we’ll get you another one!’


Wart is spoiling the drama of the situation. Finn wants this to be a grand gesture, and Wart is fucking it up. Skriking about his mother, for Christ’s sake, like some bloody kid.


Finn reaches out a hand and wrenches the scarf off Wart’s neck, making him wince. He pushes it down into the open petrol tank, submerging all but the tip of it. He waits a moment to let the fabric soak through, meanwhile rocking the car to accelerate the process. He glances at Wart and sees there are tears in his eyes. Jesus! Over a fucking scarf that probably cost a couple of quid.


Now he pulls some of the scarf back out, to provide a long fuse. The lighter is still burning steadily. It’s a nice lighter, no doubt about it. He lifts the Zippo and holds the flame to the end of the scarf.


He’s not prepared for the speed of it. The flame flashes along the length of petrol-soaked material as he turns and runs from the car, seeing now that the others have already scattered. He feels a sudden impact behind him, the fierce heat as the car erupts into flame. He sees Vietnamese soldiers flying across the screen, and then a shock wave of scorching air swats him like a giant’s hand, throwing him face down into the mud.


His ears are ringing, but he thinks he hears Chaz yell, ‘Fuck!’ Glancing up, he sees the others ahead of him. They’ve turned back; they’re dancing delightedly, eyes mirroring the blaze. Finn picks himself up carefully, aware of the smell of singed hair and scorched material, but not wanting to make a fuss about it.


He walks back to join the others and then allows himself to turn and look at the burning car. It looks sexy, like something out of a film. He can feel the heat on his face even from here. Something in him wants to leap and dance and shriek delightedly like the others, but he can’t allow himself to do that. He’s the leader and he has to show them that this is nothing to him. Nothing.


He is still holding the lighter. He lifts his hand and ostentatiously snaps it shut. Smiling, Chaz reaches out his hand, palm uppermost. Finn looks at him for a moment. Then he drops the Zippo into his own pocket.


‘You can keep the radio to sell,’ he says.


Chaz glares at him and Finn tenses, waiting for him to say one more thing. But Chaz recognises the danger signals. He bows his head in acceptance and the moment passes.


A thick pall of black smoke is rising above the car. A window shatters with a dull crunch. There’s a stink of burning rubber in their nostrils, but already the fire isn’t as spectacular as it was a moment ago. Finn wonders if it’s worth calling out the fire brigade. Sometimes he enjoys throwing stones at them while they are trying to work. But no, on reflection, he decides he can’t be bothered waiting around. Besides, he has things to do.


‘Come on,’ he says. He moves away and the others trail obediently behind him. They walk on into the estate – and none of them even bothers to look back at the burning car.




Chapter Four


Gail, the fresh-faced young brunette who was the receptionist at Futures, greeted Nick and Terry with a cheerful smile. She had worked for them for around six months now, and had already made herself absolutely irreplaceable.


‘Morning, Gail.’ Terry glanced quickly around the interior of the large open-plan office, as if to ensure that everybody had their nose to the grindstone. Not that there were many noses in evidence. Most of the company’s permanent staff were out working on various projects this morning, which left just Bill Philips and Trevor Atkinson, hunched over a drawing-board at the far end of the room. They were currently working on the press launch for a new low-fat spread, but the big news at the moment was the Sanjari account, which Terry had insisted he and Nick should handle themselves.


‘Anything we should know about?’ he asked Gail.


‘Well, Mary Peters phoned from Bristol to say that she and the author have arrived at the book-signing, but there’s been a mix-up over the dates . . .’


‘That’s her problem,’ said Terry ungraciously. ‘Phone her back and tell her to sort it out herself.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘No buts, Gail! I’m sick of nursemaiding her. If she can’t cut it in PR, then she needs to start looking elsewhere. I’ve got enough on my plate at the moment.’ He glanced at his watch, as if to emphasise the point, and Nick felt another stab of irritation go through him. Why did Terry have to be like this all the time? Mister-fucking-Executive.


‘Give me Mary’s number,’ suggested Nick. ‘I’ll call her later. I’m sure we can sort something out.’


Gail handed Nick a compliments slip with the new recruit’s phone number on it. Terry made an expression suggesting he’d just been stabbed in the back, but refrained from commenting.


‘What about the Sanjari account?’ he asked Gail.


‘The artwork from Domino arrived by courier a few minutes ago – it’s in the presentation room. Oh, and Mr Sanjari’s PA phoned to say that he’ll be here in . . .’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Twenty-two minutes.’


‘Right. Make sure there’s plenty of fresh coffee available.’ Terry turned and strode towards the glass doors of the presentation room.


‘And roll out the red carpet,’ added Nick, with a sly wink to Gail, which she acknowledged with a knowing smile. She too knew how adept Terry was at kissing ass. Nick followed his partner into the large, air-conditioned presentation room, threw his briefcase on to the table and watched as Terry got to grips with the carefully wrapped art-boards.


‘I pray to God they’ve got them right this time,’ he muttered. ‘And by the way, Nick, I can do without you undermining me in front of Gail.’


‘I wasn’t undermining you. Mary’s only been with us a few weeks, so there are bound to be teething troubles. There’s no sense in going off the deep end every time there’s a problem.’


‘Saint Nick!’ laughed Terry, but there was no humour in his voice – only derision. He was struggling with the packaging on the art-boards. ‘These had better be what we asked for. There’s no time to rethink them now.’


‘Chill out,’ Nick advised him. ‘They’re only visuals. So long as we’ve got the right photographer on the shoot, there’s no worries. And believe me, Alan Richards is the best.’


Terry didn’t look so confident. ‘Sanjari isn’t sure about him. He was keen to go for a name – Bailey, Lichfield, somebody in that league.’


Nick shook his head. ‘Duff thinking. Sanjari is a Manchester phenomenon, so where’s the logic in bringing in a southern photographer? You’ve seen Alan’s portfolio. This is going to suit him down to the ground.’


‘You don’t have to convince me, sunshine. But I can appreciate Sanjari’s thinking. He’s spending a cool million pounds bringing Bobby C. Cooper over here. Why cut corners on the little details?’


‘A photographer is not a little detail,’ Nick reminded him. ‘And Alan Richards could outshoot any of those so-called major players with his hands tied behind his back. More importantly, he’s young and he’s hungry.’


Terry grinned. ‘You’ll be telling me he’s homeless next.’


‘Very funny.’ Nick gestured impatiently to the half-open package. ‘For God’s sake, let’s have a look at those things before his majesty arrives.’


Terry managed to tear away the last of the brown paper. He spread the half-dozen boards out on the table for closer inspection.


Nick thought they looked pretty good: a series of sepia sketches of a muscular black man dressed only in a pair of jeans, standing with his fists raised in the midst of urban dereliction. The ad lines were spelled out in crumbling white letters, as though they too were on the point of falling apart. There were a half-dozen alternative headlines, but all had a similar sentiment:


AJs – TOUGH ON THE STREETS


AJs – JEANS WITH AN ATTITUDE


AJs – WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH


Terry nodded. ‘That’ll do for me,’ he said. ‘They evidently didn’t fall asleep at the brief this time.’ He was referring to an earlier slagging that he’d given Stewart Anderson from Domino, the agency he’d brought in to handle the visuals. Their first attempt had, Terry told Anderson, resembled a third-rate Benetton reject. ‘Looks good,’ concluded Terry.


‘Good enough for Sanjari, anyway,’ said Nick.


Terry studied him for a moment.


‘You know, I could swear that you’re the tiniest bit jealous of old Ajay. Wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that you were at school together, would it?’


‘Hardly together. As I recall, he was a couple of forms below me. All I remember about him was that he was widely regarded as the school prat. What reason could I have to be jealous?’


Terry considered for a while.


‘Well, let me see now. He’s a multi-millionaire at the age of, what, twenty-nine? Started his jeans line for a bit of fun, then turned over his first million in less than a year. He drives a Roller, he’s engaged to a top model and . . . oh, yes, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t he an old flame of Helen’s?’


Nick glanced at Terry sharply.


‘Who told you about that?’ he snapped.


‘Oh, I picked it up somewhere.’ Terry made an expression of exaggerated sheepishness. ‘Sorry, didn’t realise it was meant to be a secret.’


‘It’s not. Far as I’m concerned, it’s history. Listen, what it was, he and Helen had a brief fling when she was working as a fashion buyer for that catalogue company in Ardwick. He was nobody special then, he was just working for his old man. It didn’t last more than a few months. Then I came along and—’


‘So she left him for you?’ Terry grimaced. ‘Christ, she really missed the boat there, didn’t she?’


‘Oh, thanks very much!’


‘No, really. No offence intended, mate, but, well, you can see my point, surely? She could have wound up married to one of the richest men in Britain.’


‘I haven’t heard her complain,’ said Nick grouchily.


‘Relax, I’m just pulling your leg . . . Thing is, if it really is history, why are you so down on the guy?’


Nick frowned. A reasonable question, he supposed, so why did he feel that Terry was probing him more than was strictly necessary? Why did he feel the need to mentally count to ten before he answered? He took a deep breath.


‘My reservations are based mostly on my belief that he’s employed us for one reason only. It gives him an opportunity to show me how well the school jerk has done for himself.’


Terry looked scornful.’ That’s just paranoia. Futures has an excellent reputation.’


‘I wouldn’t argue the point. But if Sanjari hadn’t heard about my involvement with it, my guess is he’d have been on the first flight to London. Same principle as his ‘name’ photographer. Sanjari likes to be seen to be successful. That’s what this whole exercise is about.’


Terry shrugged. ‘Well, it’s his money, I suppose.’ He picked up a potted biography of Bobby C. Cooper and studied it for a moment. ‘But let’s face it, he’s got the right man on his team.’ He read a few excerpts from the handout. ‘Bobby C. Cooper, born East LA 1965. First single, Nigger With A Gun, earned him a gold disc. First album, Bad Attitude, went platinum. His first film, No Quarter, took forty million dollars at the American box office in its opening week . . .’


Nick listened dutifully while Terry droned on. He wished that he could be so enthusiastic about Cooper’s visit. Ever the pessimist, he’d got a friend who worked in a news agency to run a more objective check on Cooper. So he now had his own unofficial bio sheets on the man, and not everything was good news – quite the opposite. Like the banning of his single Bite The Bullet, which included lyrics deemed likely to incite violence. It had led to record burnings organised by fundamental church groups all over America, and had put his record company into serious litigation. Then there were two convictions for the possession of narcotics, for which Cooper had received hefty fines and several hundred hours of community service. The general impression was that if he’d been an ordinary joe he’d have gone down for quite some time. Nick had tried mentioning these facts to Terry on several occasions, only to have them brushed away as though they were irrelevant. Cooper was the biggest name that Futures had ever handled, and nothing was going to be allowed to spoil it.


‘What’s our official line,’ Nick asked him now, ‘if some journalist asks about the drug busts?’


Terry waved a hand as if dismissing the very idea.


‘That’s old news,’ he said. ‘Nobody’s going to pick up on that.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure. It kicked up a royal stink in the States; enough for his studio to postpone the next movie till the heat dies down a bit. I mean, Christ, Terry, why do you think he agreed to come over here to work? Sanjari hit on him at a vulnerable time in his career, otherwise he wouldn’t have sniffed at the offer. A million pounds is nothing to him. He probably shoves that much up his nose on a good night.’


Terry sighed, as though he suddenly felt weary. Why, his expression seemed to ask, was Nick intent on spoiling everything? ‘So what’s your point?’ he wanted to know.


‘Simply that we’re going to have to keep a tight grip on this project. Cooper isn’t exactly Mr Clean, and we can’t afford to have him getting into trouble while he’s here. The target group for AJ jeans is a teenage one, and there are a lot of people eager to point out that he’s not a good role model for impressionable youngsters.’


Terry laughed dismissively. ‘Since when have kids ever liked anything wholesome? My two have gone through one nasty craze after another. Some of the computer games they play are positively frightening.’


‘Then you shouldn’t let your kids have them.’


‘Oh, there speaks the father of a little girl. If the next one’s a boy, just come to me in ten years’ time and tell me how it’s going. Kids wear you down in the end, Nick. In the long run, it’s easier to let them have their Nintendos and Segas. I like a quiet life.’ He reached up a hand to thoughtfully stroke his moustache. ‘Anyway, what are you suggesting we do about Bobby Cooper? We can hardly turn him into a black Jason Donovan.’


‘Of course not. But we can watch him like a hawk while he’s under our care. Once we’ve packed him back off to the States, he can be as degenerate as he bloody well pleases.’


‘Christ, Nick, you can be a right pessimist at times – do you know that? Just what exactly are you worried about?’


Nick was about to answer, but then, through the glass doors, they noticed Ajay Sanjari strolling into reception. Terry was up out of his seat like a trained retriever, bustling through to escort his prize client into the presentation room. Nick stayed right where he was, slumped in his seat, refusing to play that game.


Sanjari entered, and Nick had to admit grudgingly that the man was looking sharp. Tall and lean, his black hair pulled back into a ponytail, he could have passed for one of the male models he regularly employed. As a child he’d been pudgy and plain, but the bastard seemed to get better-looking with each passing year. The loose-fitting electric blue suit that hung so perfectly from his frame looked like Yamamoto, but Nick figured it had probably been run up cost-price in one of his many sweatshops in Cheetham Hill. He nodded to Nick, favoured him with a smug grin and then sank into a chair, crossing one long leg over the other.


‘Morning, Nick. How’s Helen?’


‘Fine.’ Nick glowered at Sanjari across the surface of his desk. ‘Happily pregnant.’ He didn’t have the least idea why he’d added that bit. He noticed that Terry threw a glare at him, but he ignored it.


‘I’m very pleased for you both. Hey, we recently launched a big range of maternity fashion wear. I’ll drop off a copy of the catalogue next time I see you.’


‘Great,’ said Nick, without much enthusiasm.


Terry was laying the art-boards out for Sanjari’s inspection, handling them carefully as though they were priceless relics. Gail bustled through with a tray of coffee and biscuits. Sanjari sat there, enjoying all the attention; but he was still looking at Nick, smiling that enigmatic smile.


‘Here are the visuals for the concept we discussed,’ said Terry, waving a hand at the drawings. ‘I think they look great, don’t you?’


Sanjari allowed his gaze to slide away from Nick and down to the boards, almost as though it required too much effort to look at them. He accepted a cup of black coffee from Gail and took a contemplative sip before answering.


‘Not bad,’ he admitted. ‘But it will all depend on the photographer, of course. This Alan . . .?’


Pretending to forget the name, Nick decided. Pathetic!


‘Richards,’ Terry prompted him. ‘Oh, he’s brilliant, Ajay. Don’t you worry on that score. Actually, he’s one of Nick’s protégés.’


Again, Sanjari was looking at Nick, the ghost of a smile playing around his lips.


‘Oh, well then, I’m sure he’ll be up to scratch. Nick always did have a good eye for talent.’


Nick flinched and fondly pictured himself planting a thump on Sanjari’s aquiline nose. He wondered how cool the man would look with fresh blood squirting down the front of his designer jacket.


‘We just need to decide on a location,’ added Terry hastily, perhaps sensing the unspoken hostility. He indicated the crumbling, litter-strewn backgrounds depicted in the illustrations. ‘There’s a few areas we’ve used before, we can dress them up with some graffiti and garbage, make them look more down-at-heel . . .’


But now Sanjari was shaking his head.


‘Moss Side,’ he said. ‘We’ll shoot it in Moss Side. The Merton Estate seems the best bet. Bit of photogenic squalor.’ He allowed the last word to roll off his tongue, as though he enjoyed the feel of it.


Nick and Terry exchanged wary glances.


‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ said Nick. ‘It’s a bit hairy in there these days—’


‘Nonsense!’ Sanjari waved a hand in dismissal. ‘It’s the obvious choice, Manchester’s own East LA. And it fits perfectly with Cooper’s streetwise image.’


‘Yes, but it could be dangerous to take him in there,’ argued Terry. ‘By all accounts, any outsiders are treated as fair game for mugging. You wouldn’t want anything to happen to your star attraction, would you? And we could so easily dress up a less problematic location as Moss Side. Nobody would know the difference.’


Sanjari sneered. ‘I’d know,’ he said. ‘And think of the publicity we’ll get taking a gangsta-rap star into the kind of location he sings about. Anyway, you two have been reading too many tabloids. The situation on the Merton Estate has been exaggerated out of all proportion.’


‘Think so?’ Nick asked him. ‘When were you last there, Ajay?’


‘I go there all the time,’ snapped Sanjari unconvincingly. He didn’t elaborate on that point. ‘Listen, I’ve just spent a million pounds getting Cooper over here. I’m damned if I’m going to spoil the ship for a ha’porth of tar. Now, if you lads are afraid to do this thing—’


Terry laughed. It was probably meant to sound devil-may-care but, to Nick’s mind, it sounded distinctly forced.


‘Don’t be silly, Ajay! Of course we’re not afraid. It was simply Mr Cooper’s safety we were concerned about.’


‘No need to worry on that score. I’m reliably informed that he travels everywhere with two professional bodyguards. And a man who was born and raised on the mean streets of East LA isn’t going to be worried by anything he sees here.’


‘Oh, well then . . .’ Terry glanced at Nick. ‘Be a bit of a buzz, eh? And Ajay’s right, when it comes to getting the necessary image, nothing beats the real thing.’


Nick smiled mockingly. ‘You sound like a Coke advert,’ he observed. ‘And no doubt, Ajay, you’ll be attending all the shoots in person as, er . . . creative consultant?’


Sanjari took another sip of coffee.


‘Just try and keep me away,’ he said tonelessly.


‘That’s settled then,’ said Terry. ‘We’ll get Alan over tomorrow, spend the day scouting locations, get some images down on Polaroid. Then we’ll have everything tied up ready for Mr Cooper when he gets in on Wednesday.’


‘Good,’ said Sanjari. ‘And you’re all set up for the press conference at the airport?’


Terry smiled, more confidently this time.


‘Relax. Press conferences are our speciality.’


‘I hope so. I’ve put a lot of time and money into this venture, gentlemen. We can’t afford any cock-ups. I want the whole thing to run as smoothly as shit through a chicken.’ He lifted an arm to glance at a very expensive wristwatch. ‘And now, if you’ll forgive me—’


‘Time is money,’ finished Nick, sarcastically.


Sanjari stared at him for a moment.


‘Indeed,’ he said at last. He set down his coffee cup and got up from the table. ‘So, I’ll see you at the airport.’ Terry escorted him out of the office but Sanjari paused in the doorway and looked back at Nick, with that self-satisfied smile on his face. ‘Goodbye, Nick,’ he said. ‘Be sure and give my love to Helen, won’t you? And tell her I’m asking for her.’ Then he was gone, heading for the exit and his next appointment.


Terry was back a moment later, looking suitably indignant.


‘Well, thanks for all the help,’ he muttered. ‘What’s wrong with you? Sanjari is a valued client. You can’t go on being so hostile to him.’


‘He’s an arrogant arsehole,’ said Nick flatly. ‘You heard that remark: Nick always did have a good eye for talent!’


‘That’s not what he meant!’


‘Oh, no?’


‘Listen, OK, so he went out with Helen once. That was years ago. It’s water under the bridge – you said as much yourself. You can’t put this deal at risk because you’re jealous of the guy.’


‘I’m not jealous!’ protested Nick. ‘I’m just heartily sick of him playing Mr Big Shot all over the place. All that crap about shooting on the Merton Estate. As if it really matters.’


‘He’s the customer, Nick.’


‘And the customer’s always right, eh? Well I still don’t like it.’ He tapped the folder that held the unofficial bio sheets for Bobby C. Cooper. ‘Put it together, Terry. Here’s a man with two drug convictions; and we’re putting him into an area where crack and heroin are the local currency. Now, call me an old worry-guts, if you like, but that sounds to me like a perfect recipe for disaster.’


Terry sat down and poured himself a cup of coffee.


‘I wouldn’t sweat it. Like Sanjari said, the place isn’t as bad as everybody likes to make out. We’ll just keep our American friend on a tight rein and hope for the best.’ He sipped at his coffee. ‘Besides, he’s only here for a fortnight. How much trouble can he possibly cause in two weeks?’


Nick didn’t answer that one straight away. He was too busy computing the odds.




Chapter Five


The black man comes lurching out of an alleyway as Finn strolls back to his house. He’s an old Rasta man, gaunt and tall and dressed in a ragged khaki rainslicker, greasy grey dreadlocks hanging into his vacant brown eyes. He opens his mouth to speak, giving Finn a grandstand view of his near-toothless jaws. He belches the smell of stale whisky into Finn’s face.


‘Babylon!’ the old man croaks. ‘Babylon is a comin’. It’s here for us now, walkin’ aroun’ like it’s a judgement. Ain’t no hope for none of us no more!’


‘Fuck off,’ Finn suggests, and tries to step around the Rasta; but now he is clinging to Finn’s arm, his long, dirty fingernails digging into flesh. Close up, Finn can see the deeply etched lines in his leathery face, the grey stubble pushing through his skin, the recent scar on his forehead where somebody has got tired of his ranting and has hauled off and smacked him one. And the smell of him! Mingled with the stench of whisky there’s something even more unwholesome: a sickly sweet odour of decay. The kind of smell you encountered when you broke into wrinklies’ homes: something made up of a hundred different sources – rooms that have gone untended too long, damp papers left to moulder in darkness, soiled mattresses and underclothes, mouse droppings, layers of dust. Finn knows the smell and hates it. He feels his gorge rising and tries to push the Rasta away, but he clings on, as tenacious as an old leech.


‘Heed my words, young breddar! The painted whore waits for you to taste her bitter milk. She is building a tower for you. Do not be deceived! Babylon is here and we are but poor sinners. Pray with me, pray for salvation—’


Finn hits him then, in the stomach, and the old man folds like a paper sack, drops to his knees with a gasp of exhaled air. It was the stuff about praying that did it. Finn is touchy where prayers are concerned; too many of his own have gone unanswered. He starts to walk away, but the Rasta’s hands close around his left shin.


‘Let go,’ Finn advises him.


‘But . . . I’m here to bring you . . . the word . . .’ The Rasta man can hardly catch his breath to speak. ‘I was a poor sinner and . . . he saved me.’


‘I told you to let go of me,’ Finn warns him.


‘Salvation can be yours, too . . . if you’ll just pray with me. Kneel with me and ask for—’


Finn turns and kicks the old man in the face, snapping his neck back with a crack like a rifle shot. He falls, rolls on to one side, and Finn follows up with another kick into the Rasta’s ribs. He feels bones snap beneath the impact and hears the old man grunt.


A middle-aged couple step out of the mouth of the alleyway and walk quickly by, keeping their heads down, trying not to look at Finn, not wanting to get involved. Finn watches them until they turn the corner out of sight, then he stoops to examine the Rasta man’s sprawled figure. He’s still conscious, his eyes wide and staring, his breathing erratic. There’s a thick froth of blood on his lips.


Finn thinks about finishing him. He doesn’t like old people, can’t see the point of them. They get past sixty and they are suddenly useless, ill all the time, forever breaking their brittle bones in some poxy fall, endlessly babbling on about how it was in their day. They’re missing the point. The way Finn sees it, they’ve had their day; but the selfish bastards don’t want to step aside for the next generation, give them the necessary space to breathe. That’s why he never has any qualms about robbing and mugging wrinklies. To him they are simply non-people – smelly, slow, hopelessly obsolete. And therefore legitimate targets.


He rolls the old man on to his back and considers searching him; but one look at his verminous, piss-stained clothing dissuades him from the idea. Unlikely that he would have anything worth robbing anyway. Finn turns and walks away.


The old man’s croaking voice follows him like a bad smell. ‘Babylon . . . Babylon’s all aroun’ us! You can’t escape the flames, bwoy. Don’t even t’ink a tryin’. . .’


Finn turns left into the alleyway and strolls on, whistling tunelessly to himself. Around him the crumbling brick walls, the cracked, weed-strewn pavements, the boarded-up windows and doors of the Merton Estate turn a blind eye to his passing. He has lived here all his life, knows every last walkway and terrace, could intuitively find the quickest route through it blindfolded.


He dimly remembers it the way it was when he was a small child – cleaner, friendlier, safer. But that’s no more than a distant memory and, unlike many of the adults who live here, he does not pine for those days. Like the estate itself, he has changed and adapted. As his surroundings have lapsed into decay and dereliction, so has that part of him that is still a child.


Games of hide-and-seek played with the other kids have given way to similar games played with the police and truant officers. Childhood scraps have metamorphosed into savage combat. Where he once traded comics and bubble-gum cards, now he deals in hard drugs. Playground into slayground. Impossible to chronicle the process in any detail. Best to just accept it and get on with his life.


Eventually he comes to an archway that to an outsider would seem like every other archway on the estate; but to Finn it’s familiar. He stands for a moment looking at the graffiti sprayed across the wall, searching for any new additions, seeing if anyone has tried to dispute his authority. But, no, his own spray-can monicker is still prominent: three wavy horizontal lines with a curved shark’s fin jutting up from the topmost. Jesus, the months he spent perfecting that over the length and breadth of the estate! But that was a year ago when he was still just a kid. These days he never even bothers to carry an aerosol can around with him. These days he has bigger fish to fry.


He turns in through the archway and climbs the concrete steps beyond, not even pausing to try the lift, which hasn’t worked for over six months. The gloomy stairway stinks of piss, and as he turns up the next flight he’s confronted by three black kids who are waiting for something to turn up. Recognising him, they grin sheepishly and move back against the walls to let him pass. They’ve all been Finn’s customers at one time or another, and doubtless will be again – just as soon as a suitable wallet comes up those stairs. But you don’t hit the Candy Man, that wouldn’t make any sense at all . . . unless, of course, you were looking to take over his turf.


Finn frowns. Just lately he’s been worrying about that. There’s a new posse encroaching on his territory: older kids, some of them already into their twenties, led by a middle-aged black Yardie called Otis Mason. So far, Yardies are a fairly unknown quantity on the estate, they haven’t made the kind of inroads into Manchester that they have in London. Talk is that these guys have found themselves a well-connected supplier based in Warrington, and a couple of chemists working full-time, turning raw cocaine into crack. Talk is that they are already controlling another estate not so far from here. Talk is that they are getting greedy, figuring maybe they should be working a bigger turf. And, inevitably, talk is that they have shooters and aren’t afraid to use them.


Finn is reluctant to give these stories too much credence. Often, around here, rumour is just exactly that: people sounding off because they’re bored or skint or doing turkey, wanting to take their minds off their own misery. Finn has learned long ago to cross his bridges as he comes to them.


He halts outside number 67 Rembrandt Walk. All the blocks here are named after famous artists. There’s a Constable Walk and a Gainsborough Walk and even a Picasso Walk. It’s a scream really, because round here art isn’t exactly high on anybody’s list of priorities. Finn figures it maybe didn’t seem so comical when all this concrete was new and gleaming. Now it’s like a sour joke.


Taking out a bunch of keys he unlocks the door. He steps through into the bare hallway of the two-storey flat and stands for a moment listening. He can hear the brittle noise of the television set from the sitting room, an American sitcom by the sound of it – some dopey drawling voice saying, ‘Honey, I think we’ve got a problem here!’ followed by gales of raucous laughter. Finn glances to his left, through the open doorway of the kitchen. He can see the top of the choked pedal-bin, food scraps cascading down on to the floor where several roaches are feeding happily on the mess. There’s a thick stink of grease on the air, mingled with the smell of rotting vegetables.


Finn swears beneath his breath and walks down the hall to the sitting room. He stands in the open doorway looking in at his parents.


It’s hard to believe that they are both still in their thirties; they look so much older. They sit huddled together on the sofa, half covered by an old blanket as though they’re cold. They are gazing at the television with an abstracted air, not really taking it in. It’s just a distraction from the way they are feeling. They’d have sold it by now if they’d thought anyone would give them a couple of quid for it.


Shaun McManus was once a good-looking bloke; Finn has the photographs to prove it. Now his dad’s features seem to have sunken in on themselves, especially around the mouth where he’s lost most of his teeth. There are dark, weeping sores on his lips. Theresa was a real looker in her teens; she had this beautiful, glossy, black hair. Now it’s a coarse lacklustre mess, streaked with grey. Her brown eyes seem too big in the thin face, and the short-sleeved blouse she wears reveals the scarred and pitted skin of her thin white arms.


For a moment Finn actually feels sorry for them. But then he reminds himself that they have built their own traps in life, and that they deserve nobody’s pity. For years it was alcohol abuse, as much as they could drink, night after night, pissing their lives against a wall; and finally, when that wasn’t enough for them, they’d sought out something even more debilitating. For all that he sells the stuff, Finn has never been stupid enough to use it, not even for the novelty value. He’s seen first-hand what it can do to people.


He steps into the room now, and they slowly become aware of his presence. The big eyes swivel to appraise him, and he can see the naked hope in them. They no longer think of him as their son. He’s the Candy Man and he’s long overdue. He stands there, gazing back at them, knowing what they want but refusing to make it easy for them. They have to ask for it. That’s all they have to do: ask. But, no, they still cling pathetically to a last few shreds of pride.


Dad’s eyes flicker back to the TV screen. ‘Wondered what’d happened to you,’ he mutters.


He’s trying to sound like he doesn’t much care whether Finn comes home or not, but he’s failing miserably. There’s a slight tremor in his voice, caused by the awful realisation that Finn might not have anything for him. There’s still a trace of an Irish brogue. Dad’s proud of his ancestry; it was doubtless this that prompted him to give his son the name Finbar. Finn despises his real name; to him it’s worthy of a cartoon character in a kid’s comic. He can only tolerate it in it’s shortened form. None of his friends would ever dare call him Finbar.


‘Thought I told you to clean up?’ says Finn. ‘The kitchen’s filthy again. The roaches are back.’


Mum opens her mouth to say something. She thinks better of it and begins to play with her hair, twisting it nervously around her thin fingers. Then she tries again.


‘I . . . what it was, I forgot. I’ll do it. I will do it. We’ll both do it, won’t we, love?’


Dad looks at her as though she’s speaking a different language. Then his dry lips curve into an absent-minded grin, revealing the gaps in his rotten teeth.


‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘’Course we will.’


‘Get to it, then,’ Finn tells them. ‘What’s the point in me paying the rent on this shit-hole if you let it go down the nick? I’m going up to get changed. I want it done by the time I go out again. I don’t suppose there’s anything to eat in this dump?’


Now they are staring at him, confused. They look at each other, then look at the floor. He realises that they don’t actually know the answer to that one. These days they only ever think of food when they are close to falling down from the lack of it.


‘I’ll eat out,’ he concludes. He turns back to the hallway and starts up the stairs. Halfway up, he hesitates and calls down to them. ‘The kitchen!’ he shouts. ‘You’ve got fifteen minutes.’ He hears the creaking of the sofa springs and then they come lurching out into the hallway, moving painfully like those brilliant zombies in the Living Dead movies. In a sense that is what they have become.


Up on the landing, Finn takes out his bunch of keys and opens the four heavy mortice locks that secure the door to his room. Such measures are necessary to safeguard his belongings, not so much from burglars but from his parents who, if they get desperate, are not averse to ransacking his room for items they can sell or trade for heroin. In the end it has become easier to take over supplying them himself. That way he can obtain their drugs at cost price, and make sure it isn’t stepped on – cut with anything too harmful. He also realises that if they go without H for more than a few days, all the locks in the world won’t keep them out.


He opens the door and steps into the sanctuary of his room. One wall is dominated by a huge black-and-white poster of Bobby C. Cooper, a still from his movie No Quarter. It’s the climactic scene where Bobby has been cornered in an old warehouse by what seems like hundreds of cops. He stands there defiantly, legs astride, wearing the trademark black leather biker’s jacket, the black beret and shades, and he is holding this brilliant gun, Finn doesn’t know what it’s called, but it’s a big mother that fires old-fashioned belt-fed cartridges, and a second barrel slung underneath the first fires these missile things, and though Bobby is wounded in a half dozen places, he just stands there blowing away cop after cop and, like, laughing at them and finally he fires his last shot into this case of explosives and he takes hundreds of cops up with him in this sexy explosion that blows the whole fucking warehouse into little pieces.


Shit! You just didn’t get any badder than Bobby C. and that was a fact. Finn hits the Play button on his CD and there’s Bobby again, jive-assin’ his way through Show Respect.


Me brother asked me what was me occupation,


Said I’m the leader in the field of termination,


Don’t have to ask because I’m known across the nation,


I’m Bobby C. and I’m a rap sensation!


They show respect,


Jah, brother,


They show respect!


Finn dances across to his wardrobe mirror now, miming the actions he’s watched a thousand times in Bobby C.’s videos, crossing his arms, doing that same brooding stare that is another of the man’s trademarks. He slides back the door of the fitted wardrobe, revealing the rows of new clothing inside. Earning upwards of five hundred pounds a day, he has very little to spend his money on. He’s too young to officially own a car and, besides, why bother when new models are there for the taking every day of the week? He doesn’t do drugs, and rarely drinks, since he tends to fall about like an idiot after just a couple of pints. So most of his money goes on clothes, CDs and tapes. Anything that’s left over he gives to Gordie, his supplier, to invest on his behalf. Stocks and shares, Gordie calls them. Finn doesn’t exactly understand how it works but Gordie keeps telling him he’s making big money now, and he has only to say the word if there’s anything he wants.
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