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To Linda, again



Hope in reality is the worst of all evils,

because it prolongs the torments of man.

FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE




Then he shall kill the goat of the sin-offering

… and bring his blood within the veil, and …

sprinkle it upon the Mercy Seat and before the Mercy Seat;

And he shall make an atonement …

LEVITICUS 16: 15–16




PROLOGUE

A SECRET AFFAIR

Tosher opened his eyes. And tried to breathe.

Something was covering his mouth, his face, something tight, constricting. He gasped frantically, tried to put his hands up, remove it, but couldn’t. His hands, arms, wouldn’t move. Panic rose in his chest; he forced his heart to slow down, his mind to remain calm, process his situation, his surroundings. He attempted deep breaths, felt the new second skin suck wet and clammy against his own.

He tried to move. Couldn’t. He was tied to some kind of chair – big, sturdy, bolted to the ground – restrained by cords round his arms and legs. His body was naked. He shivered.

Tosher knew who was responsible for this. It wasn’t a comforting thought.

His breathing began to quicken again; he tried through nose and mouth simultaneously, forcing air into his body, smelled only old, sweated leather, his own stale breath. The sound, amplified by the mask, was like that of a wheezing asthmatic.

Breathe out: his vision fogged, cleared slightly. Fogged, cleared slightly. But still dusty, opaque. He blinked: once, twice. Didn’t clear. The opacity was external.

Tosher looked around. The building was old, dark. Dirt-streaked brick walls, high, rough-beamed roof. A warehouse, or something similar. He was sitting in a pool of light, dust motes dancing before him, as if spotlit on stage. Beyond the light, in the shadows, he could make out figures in mist vision, two of them, both looking at him. On seeing him stir, one stepped forward to the edge of the light.

‘Back with us, Tosher?’ he said. ‘Good.’

Tosher looked at the speaker. The tailored business suit and expensive haircut couldn’t hide the meanness about him, the unrefined street-fighter in him. The danger. Tosher was aware of that. Had understood it the first time he had met him.

Tosher’s heart began to race again. He began frantically to pull against the restraining bands.

‘Struggle all you like,’ the man said; ‘you’re in the mercy seat. You’re not going anywhere.’

Tosher stopped struggling, became aware once again of the smell and sound of his own breathing.

‘Know what a mercy seat is?’ the man asked, then continued, not waiting for an answer. ‘Check your Bible, if you’ve got one. Bloodstained altar where you made sacrifices. Listened to instructions.’ He nodded. ‘Sounds about right.’

Tosher looked at the other figure, the neatly bearded and blazered man. Half hidden by shadow, standing away from the speaker, his body language shouting he was not really part of the proceedings. The man was sweating.

‘You’ve spotted him?’ said the dangerous man. ‘That’s my partner, Dr Faustus.’ He laughed, as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was saying. ‘Yeah, Faustus. That makes me Mephisto, apparently.’ He turned to Faustus. ‘Right?’

Faustus shook his head, turned away. Mephisto caught the action, looked at him.

‘You don’t like these names?’ he said, laughing. ‘They were your idea. Like everything else here.’

Faustus shook his head again. ‘I … I’m not going to be part of this,’ he said. He started walking for the door. ‘This is … this is …’

‘All your idea,’ said Mephisto, his voice sharp and hard. ‘Now stay where you are.’

Faustus stopped moving, did as he was told. Mephisto turned back to Tosher. ‘Now, you seem to have a problem doing what you’re told. Taking instruction.’ He stepped nearer, into the light. His heavy, spicy aftershave penetrated Tosher’s mask. ‘We can’t have that, can we?’

Mephisto snapped his fingers. From out of the shadows came another man. Big, wearing workboots, jeans and a white long-sleeved T-shirt. Beneath the shirt was a muscle-pumped, steroid-assisted body. Tosher could make out trails and swirls through the material: black-ink tattoos looking like veins and arteries. His head was shaved. He was holding something in his hands.

‘This is our companion,’ said Mephisto. ‘We call him Hammer. You’ll find out why.’

Hammer smiled. Revealed a blue-sapphire tooth.

Tosher struggled against his restraints. Much harder this time. He succeeded only in tightening them.

Mephisto laughed. ‘Don’t waste your strength.’ He stood up, stepped back to the edge of the light. He held up his fist, raised his index finger.

‘Three questions. Who did you tell?’

Another finger.

‘What did you tell?’

A third finger.

‘And what are they going to do about it?’ Mephisto smiled again. ‘Want to tell me now? Save the unpleasantness? Or want to see Hammer’s party piece?’

Tosher said nothing; his breathing became faster, more laboured.

Hammer picked up a wooden block out of which was sticking a six-inch nail. The nail was showing over four inches. Hammer placed the block of wood on the ground in front of Tosher. Across his knuckles: FEAR, LOVE. He kneeled before it, concentrated. Then brought his fist down hard.

The nail was plunged right into the wood. Mephisto crossed to it, bent carefully down so as not to get his suit dirty, tried to pick it up.

‘See that?’ he said. ‘Solid. Right through the wood into the concrete.’ He stood up. ‘Guess whose turn it is next?’

Mephisto grabbed Tosher’s right hand, held it down over the arm of the chair. Tosher struggled, tried to cry out. His words were lost behind the mask. He had no time to feel beneath his palm, register how many splintered holes were already there in the hard, thick wood.

Hammer produced a nail, held it over Tosher’s right hand.

Hit it.

Tosher screamed. The mask absorbed most of the sound escaping, reverberated in Tosher’s own ears.

Mephisto stepped back, not wanting blood to arc on to his suit.

Faustus turned away.

‘The other one.’

Mephisto and Hammer moved to Tosher’s left side.

Repeated the procedure.

Tosher felt his vocal cords strain and tear. His hands and arms felt like liquid fire was running up them. He struggled, tried to lift his hands up. The pain increased.

‘Ready to talk yet?’ asked Mephisto. ‘Any sacrificial offers to make?’

Tosher screamed. Whimpered.

‘What’s that?’ said Mephisto. ‘Didn’t quite hear you.’ Mephisto looked at Hammer. ‘Do his cock.’

Hammer produced another nail, held it over Tosher’s groin.

Tosher screamed even louder.

Faustus threw up.

Tosher opened his eyes. And tried to breathe.

He didn’t know how long he had been sitting in the seat.

He could have been there days. Or hours. Minutes, even. He had lost all track of time. Of pain.

He had passed out, he knew that. They had brought him round. And continued.

Every time.

They had been thorough. Hammer had enjoyed his work. Tosher could tell. He had broken his body, his spirit, his mind. Systematically, piece by piece. Until he was no longer a man.

Until he was less than nothing.

‘He’s back.’ Hammer’s voice.

Mephisto came over. Looked at him. ‘Well, Tosher,’ he said. ‘Ready to talk now?’

Tosher nodded slowly, vision behind the mask blurred by tears, snot and spit.

‘Good.’

Mephisto removed the mask. Tosher gasped gratefully at the air.

‘Question one,’ said Mephisto. ‘Who did you talk to?’

‘Name’s … Donovan …’ Tosher spoke in slow, fractured gasps. ‘… Joe … Donovan … reporter … Herald …’

‘Very good. Next question. What did you tell him?’

‘Everything …’

‘Everything?’

‘Everything … I … knew …’

Tosher looked at Faustus. The blazered man was ashen-faced, shaking, near collapse. He couldn’t look at Tosher, turned away from him.

‘And how much do you know?’

Tosher told him.

‘And what is Joe Donovan going to do with this information you gave him?’

Tosher tried to laugh. It came out as a guttural, painful bark. ‘Use it against you …’

Mephisto smiled. ‘I doubt that.’ He motioned to Hammer, who stepped forward, replaced the mask on Tosher’s face. Tosher made no attempt to stop him.

‘Very good, Tosher,’ said Mephisto. ‘Very good. See, you can do it if you try. Now, that’s everything we wanted to know. We’re finished with you now. One last question – are you going to talk to this Joe Donovan? Or anyone else?’

Tosher shook his head, let out a groan that could have been a ‘no’.

Mephisto smiled. ‘Good man. I believe you. But you know what it’s like – a few months down the line you start feeling brave again, think, That wasn’t so bad; I’ll make them pay for that. We can’t have that, can we?’

Tosher let out a groan that could have been ‘I won’t’.

‘Risky, though. Not a chance I’m willing to take.’ He began pacing again, appearing to think about it. He stopped, turned. ‘I’m going to let you go. Show mercy. But I’m going to make sure you don’t talk to anyone.’

Something in his tone stopped Tosher from feeling relief.

Mephisto circled Tosher, his soles and heels like whipcracks on the cement floor.

‘Know much about history, do you, Tosher?’ asked Mephisto. ‘Military history, I mean? Recent stuff?’

Tosher said nothing. Heard only his desperate, broken breathing.

Mephisto sighed, shook his head. Kept walking.

‘Course not,’ he said. ‘Russia. Early 1990s. The old Soviet Union breaking up. The death of socialism, the triumph of capitalism. All the old Eastern Bloc countries breaking up, the comrades wanting McDonald’s and Levi’s. Boris the Bear having trouble holding on to the territories. So what did he do? In his vodka-soaked state? Sent the tanks in. Everywhere.’

He stopped pacing, faced Tosher.

‘And the most uppity of them all was Chechnya.’

Mephisto laughed, resumed his walk.

‘Don’t know why I’m telling you all this. Wasted on scum like you. Anyway, what the Red Army used to do—’ He turned to Tosher, looked him directly in the eye ‘—the Red Army, the most powerful fucking fighting force in the world, the army nobody fucked with—’ He resumed his walk. ‘—well, they got pissed off with these Chechen rebels. So they fought dirty. They would capture them, make them talk. Then make sure they could never talk again.’

He stopped. Bent down, face to face.

‘Know how they did that? Mustard gas. They would get a gas mask like the one you’re wearing, strap a can of mustard gas to it and invite their prisoner to breathe in. After that …’ He shrugged. ‘You don’t feel much like talking. Well, you can’t, really.’

Hammer moved forward on command, began attaching a canister to the front of Tosher’s mask.

Tosher began to cry.

Mephisto slapped him on the side of the head. ‘Be a man,’ he said. ‘This isn’t mustard gas. We couldn’t get any. So we’re using a compound supplied by Dr Faustus over there. It’ll do the job just as well.’

Hammer finished his work, opened the valve on the can, stepped back.

Tosher tried to stop sobbing, tried to hold his breath.

‘You’ve got to breathe sometime,’ said Mephisto. ‘Sooner you start, the sooner you’ll get it over with.’

The gas was clouding Tosher’s face; it felt like acid burning away at his skin, his eyes, peeling and bubbling.

‘You bastard …’ he sobbed, ‘you sick bastard …’

His last words. And Mephisto couldn’t hear them.

Tosher breathed.


PART ONE

THE SECRET KINGDOM


1

Jamal ran. Round Argyle Square, along St Chad’s Street, down Belgrove Street. He stopped, shoulders hefting, body gasping for air, and looked quickly behind him. He made out people, crowds swirling and shifting in the cold, darkening late-autumn afternoon. Eyes darted over them, picked out, zoomed in like speed-binoculars, scanned, pinpointed; homeward-bound office workers, misplaced tourists, a smattering of students, foetally bagged beggars dotted in doorways, hustlers, pimps, dealers, whores. Just the usual. The ebb and flow around King’s Cross, the human flotsam and jetsam.

But not him. He didn’t see him.

Jamal stood, bent over, hands on thighs, grasping the respite. He breathed deep, chest burning from exertion, legs shaking from running. He checked the street again.

And there he was, barrelling around the corner, knocking pedestrians out of his path as if they were plywood and paper, pounding down the pavement, eyes burning with anger, face contorted by hatred.

Jamal turned and, still clutching his shining prize, ran.

Towards Euston Road. The 24/7 permanent building site. Construction dust competed with exhaust fumes, created a post-millennial London fog complete with post-industrial soundtrack. Traffic blared and raced, cars darting sleekly, lorries emitting crunching, heavy metal bounces over potholes, buses gliding like stately battleships, taxis creating new lanes, reimagining the Highway Code.

Jamal stared at the traffic, halted at the pavement’s edge. A glance behind: the figure was still gaining. Jamal took one deep breath, two. Then ran into the road.

Horns honked, vehicles swerved. He slapped the bonnet of an Astra, salmon-jumping to avoid having his feet crushed, hurting his hand as he did so: he caused a bus to abruptly halt with an angry hiss of air brakes and a hail of abuse from the driver. But he wouldn’t let go of his silver treasure.

He jumped, dodged, ran. A computer game character come to life. He reached the other side sweating and coughing. His pursuer wouldn’t have followed him. Couldn’t have. No way. He was safe. He looked back at the opposite side of the road, ready to shout a triumphant insult and disappear.

The taunt died on his lips. His pursuer was striding through the traffic in an unwavering line, causing vehicles to brake and swerve, ignoring them like they weren’t there, like he was still on the pavement.

‘Oh fuck,’ said Jamal and ran.

He jostled and dodged, the pavement heavy with weary commuters pouring into King’s Cross, Euston and St Pancras, filling up underground and overground, waiting to be deposited back in suburbia. The citizen world was an alien one for Jamal, always had been. One he didn’t understand, couldn’t relate to. And now here he was, hoping to blend in among them. Wrap that world around him like a child in a blanket.

No chance. He knew his pursuer was as much a citizen as he was. Knew both of them would stand out in a crowd. The only way the crowd might save him, he thought, was if the man chasing him was too afraid of doing anything bad when there were people watching.

He took another look around. The man was barging through the throng of travellers as if they didn’t exist. Pile-driving his way towards his prey, zeroing in on Jamal like a heat-seeking missile.

Jamal sped, dodged, weaved. He feigned joining the crowds heading underground, peeled off left at the final minute. Ran towards the entrance of King’s Cross mainline station, through the doors. He sprinted across the concourse, bobbing and ducking around swift-moving commuters and slower-moving, bag-heavy, board-studying long-distance travellers, feet slapping and slipping on the polished floor. Up ahead, a long-distance train had pulled in to a platform, was disgorging its passengers. On the shared platform next to it, another mainline train was taking on passengers. Jamal ran at the crowd, hoping the hither-thither flux of bodies would conceal him.

He danced up the platform, hid behind pillars, crouched aside weary luggage-laden trolley pushers. He looked around for the station police, who, whenever he didn’t want them, were always there to move him on, threaten him with arrest or just verbally abuse him. He thought fast, prioritized, traded off lesser evils in his mind, half developed a desperate idea of turning himself in to them for protection, even causing a disturbance to get arrested, just to get away from his pursuer. He scanned and scoped: no uniforms to be seen. Typical. Mentally scratch that one.

Up the platform, bobbing and weaving, ducking and diving. A zigzagging, moving target. He didn’t dare look around.

He reached the engine of the train, ran out of crowd to hide in.

‘Shit,’ he said aloud, gasping for breath.

He looked down the platform. He could make out a disturbance by the barrier. He knew who that would be. Slight hope rose within him. He had the advantage. He looked around again, assessed his options. His heart pumped extra adrenalin around his system. He looked around again. And jumped from the platform.

Being careful not to step on the rails in case they were electrified – because a kid in his children’s home had died doing that on the underground – he moved gingerly but quickly, crunching on the soot-blackened stones, across to the train on the next platform. He gripped the concrete edge and pulled himself on to it.

He stood up, ignoring the dirt on his hands and clothes, and looked down the length of the train. Doors were closing, whistles preparing to be blown. Thinking fast, he ran to one of the open doors and jumped inside the train. There came a loud thump as the door was slammed shut behind him.

Jamal stood in the corridor, breathing heavily, body shaking, the sliding inner door opening and closing as he came within the ambit of its sensor. A voice over the speakers welcomed him aboard. Told him what time he was due to arrive at wherever he was going. Thanked him for travelling and advised anyone not wishing to travel to leave. Jamal didn’t listen. Heard only his own rasping breathing. Another whistle. The train began to move. Jamal moved over to the right, looked out of the window. On the next platform along he could see his pursuer standing there, looking around. Anger emanated from him, the waves penetrating the train’s hull, reaching Jamal. He pulled his face away in case he was spotted, then slowly inched round for another look. The man wasn’t looking in his direction.

The train pulled out of the station.

Jamal had done it. He had escaped.

He looked down the length of the train. Passengers were storing luggage, finding seats, excusing themselves to others. Jamal was going to join them. But first he had to go to the toilet.

He wanted to throw up.

* * *

Jamal sat in his seat and stared out of the window. Concrete and brick had given way to countryside, which gave way to darkness, which left Jamal staring at himself. He looked away. Opposite him was a suited businessman, hair disappearing in exchange for an expanding stomach. He busied himself with papers and reports, made ostentatious, self-aggrandizing calls on his mobile, sat with the air of a man who believed himself to be a hero. Occasionally he would cast glances at Jamal, glances that began slyly then became knowing, finally working their way towards anticipatory. Jamal understood what they signified. He made a living from interpreting such looks.

He decided to ignore the suit, cast his mind back instead over the last few hours.

Nothing had given him an indication of what was to come.

He had been working his usual corner, the top of Crestfield Street, and just gearing up for his busiest time, rush hour. He was feeling fine about himself: he’d scored a couple of rocks in Burger King an hour previously, heard of an upcoming rave later that night and had managed to keep his Nikes box white for another day longer.

He saw his first punter. Middleaged, well dressed and so flushed he seemed to be having a heart attack. He moved slowly, nervously edging forward. Building up courage with each furtive footstep. A new one, not one of the regulars. Jamal knew how to handle him: carefully, like a bird he wanted to catch then eat. Gain its trust then pounce.

Jamal smiled at the man, winked. The man sweated even more. Up close, his face was cratered and pockmarked, his skin unlovable and unkissable. Jamal switched his body language to open, relaxed. Encouraged the man to make the first move.

‘Are you …’ The soon-to-be-punter gagged, cleared his throat.

Jamal waited.

‘Are you working?’

Jamal was. He explained the rules – cash upfront and the punter pays for the room – and the price list. The red man nodded quickly, desperately, agreeing to anything.

Jamal walked to the Dolce Vita Hotel on Birkenhead Street, the man following eagerly behind. Once inside, he gave the nod to the fat old Greek sitting behind the glass mesh partition in what he claimed was the foyer but was in actuality a rattily carpeted, foul-smelling corridor decorated with brown patches on the walls and ceiling.

The red man paid for the room with trembling fingers, then followed Jamal up to the first floor. Once inside, Jamal asked for the money. The man handed it over. Jamal pocketed it, began unbuttoning his jeans and the punter asked the question Jamal had been waiting for:

‘Huh – how old are you?’

The first few times he had heard that he had answered with the truth. But it wasn’t what they had always wanted to hear. So he had started to ask them how old they thought he was. Now, he was so used to it he reckoned he could tell how old each punter wanted him to be.

‘Twelve,’ he said, losing two and a half years from his real age.

It seemed to be the right answer. The punter smiled, eyes glazed with a cloudy dreaminess, and began to hurriedly strip.

Later, business concluded, Jamal was washing himself off in the sink when he heard whispered footsteps behind him. He turned sharply. The red man, his contrasting fat, white little body now thankfully covered by clothes, was standing right behind him.

‘Jesus, you gave me a shock,’ said Jamal.

‘Sorry.’ The man kept his eyes fixed on Jamal’s chest and shoulders. ‘You’re beautiful …’

‘Yeah,’ said Jamal, turning away, ‘I am.’

The punter was still there. ‘Look, can I … can I see you again?’

Jamal smiled. Either one extreme or the other. ‘Sure,’ he said, back still turned. ‘I’m here every day. Same spot. Same time.’

‘No,’ stammered the punter, ‘I meant … can I … see you …’

He reached out a hand to touch Jamal’s cheek. Jamal saw it in the mirror, swatted it away, unable to hide the look of distaste on his face.

‘Don’t touch me, man,’ he said.

The punter recoiled as if he had been slapped.

Jamal hated it when they did that. When they tried to be close. He accepted the fact that they had to touch him when he was working, but even then he kept it down to a minimum. He hated to be touched by anyone. Especially them. He wished he had so much money he never had to be touched by one of them again.

‘Keep it business,’ said Jamal, hiding what he really wanted to say. ‘Now go, before they charge you another hour for the room.’

The punter hurriedly left.

Jamal looked in the mirror, checked that his hair looked good. It did.

He had been making a living from the street for over a year. He had grown up in a succession of care homes and foster homes ever since his mother had walked with him into Social Services in Tottenham one day when he was six and walked out without him.

He had never known his father but knew he was responsible for the black mix in his skin. He imagined his father an African chieftain, passing his noble warrior blood down along with his skin colour. He had told this to his mother, and she had never contradicted him on it. His mother had never mentioned his father to him at all.

One more pat of his hair, one more admiring glance at his Avirex leather, one last check to see there were no remnants of that tearful, snot-nosed scared little six-year-old looking back at him and he was ready to go.

He pulled the door closed behind him and began to move down the hall towards the stairs. As he went he tried the door handles of the other rooms. He always did. Occasionally he had been lucky; found a wallet stuffed with cash and cards or a watch and some jewellery left on a chest of drawers within easy reach and the owner too busy to notice. If anyone saw him or called him on it, he would front it, tell them he had booked the room and could they get a move on?

Usually it yielded nothing and had just become a habit.

But not today.

Pushing down on the handle of room seven, he found it open.

Jamal stopped walking, looked around. No one in the hall. He listened. No noise coming from the room. Cocky teenage adrenalin surged through his body. He smiled to himself, slowly pushed open the door.

And there, within easy reach on the chest of drawers, was a minidisc plus headphones.

Solid gold, thought Jamal.

He reached for it, rapidly calculating how many hits and highs he could get from it once he had fenced it on, when the door swung open further. And Jamal stopped, his arm extended in midair.

It must have been only a few seconds that he stood there for, but it felt like hours. Eventually he recovered from the shock, turned and, minidisc in hand, left the room.

And ran.

* * *

‘Tickets, please.’

Jamal looked up, startled out of his reverie. A uniformed inspector entered the carriage carrying a ticket machine over his shoulder.

‘Anyone not bearing a valid ticket will be asked to pay a full-price standard single.’

He spoke the words like a weary mantra.

Jamal looked up. Other travellers were delving into their pockets, their luggage, bringing out various-sized tickets, holding them aloft. He was angry with himself for not considering this eventuality. Usually he would hide or run or be ready to mouth off. But this time his mind was elsewhere.

He thrust his hand into his jeans pocket, brought out a mess of crumpled bills. He plundered his other pockets, began stacking a rough mountain of notes and coins on the table before him. His day’s earnings, minus the burger, coke and rocks he’d bought in Burger King.

The inspector approached him. An apparition in purple and blue nylon. He looked down at Jamal, held out an expectant, yet not too optimistic, hand.

‘Ticketplease.’ Said as all one word.

‘Where’s this train goin’?’

‘Newcastle.’

Meant nothing to Jamal. Was that in Scotland? Scotland was good. Miles from London. Safe. Jamal nodded.

‘Yeah, yeah. There.’

The ticket inspector, whose gold plastic badge proclaimed his name as Garry and his job title as Customer Service Manager, sighed.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m goin’ to have to charge you full fare, sir.’

Jamal shrugged.

Garry didn’t look sorry. He began to punch buttons on his machine.

‘Eighty-eight pounds, please.’

‘Child,’ said Jamal.

Garry gave a patronizing smile. Course you are. ‘Eighty-eight pounds.’

‘Stitchin’ me up? Yeah? Well, I—’

‘Look, sir,’ said Garry, cutting him off and straining civility through his teeth, ‘take it up with customer—’

‘Perhaps I could take care of the young man’s ticket?’

They both stopped arguing, looked for the source of the voice. The businessman sitting opposite Jamal was smiling, opening his wallet.

‘I don’t think—’

‘No problem.’ Another suited smile.

Garry sighed. He knew what was going on, decided not to get involved. ‘How far’s he going?’

The suit looked at Jamal, smiled. ‘All the way.’

Garry tiredly punched numbers, swiped the suit’s card. Presented the ticket. Business transacted, he walked on.

‘Ticketsplease …’

Jamal looked at the businessman, at the ticket lying on the table between them. He couldn’t bring himself to thank him so he nodded. He began counting out notes, ready to hand them over.

‘That’s all right,’ said the suit. He leaned forward and gave a lascivious, dominant smile. ‘We’ll come to some arrangement.’

Jamal emptied his eyes, his face, of emotion. Stared across the table.

‘Oh come on,’ said the suit. ‘I got your number as soon as you sat next to me. I should know that look by now.’ His voice dropped. ‘I’m in Newcastle on business for a few days. Got a hotel room. Want to share it with me?’

Jamal stared.

‘Hit a couple of clubs, maybe a restaurant …’ He shrugged. Then snaked a hand across the table, picked up Jamal’s ticket.

‘Mine, I think,’ he said.

Jamal stared. He weighed his options. Eventually he sighed.

‘OK.’

The man smiled. ‘That’s better. Now, shall I go to the buffet car? Get something to eat and drink? It looks like a long time since you’ve had something hot in your mouth.’

The man began to giggle, high pitched and obnoxious.

Christ, thought Jamal; one of them days.

Left alone while Bruce, which the suit had claimed as his name, ventured to the buffet car, Jamal glanced around, satisfied himself no one was watching him, took out the minidisc and looked at it.

He shuddered. Just looking at it brought back that hotel room. He ran a finger along the edge. It was chipped, worn, battered and scratched. Well-used looking. Less cash fenced. Shit.

He unwrapped the coiled wires, inserted the earpieces. And switched it on.

It wasn’t what he had been expecting.

Bruce came back from the buffet car, apologizing about the delay, blaming the queue, showing Jamal what he had for him. But by then Jamal didn’t hear him. Jamal didn’t move.

Just sat there. Listening.

Jamal couldn’t sleep.

Bruce’s farting and snoring didn’t help, nor did the sterile, unfamiliar hotel room with its blond-wood furniture, pristine white en suite and hard, unyielding bed. The drugs didn’t help either. But it was more than that.

The minidisc.

Bruce had been as good as his word but extracted his money’s worth; Jamal usually charged a lot more for a stay over but there had been some compensations. The restaurant, the drinks, the club. Not his music and too many gays, but he’d managed to score some decent coke and a couple of Es. Best of all, the shower and the fluffy, towelling robes. Jamal felt cleaner than he had in a long time, despite Bruce’s best efforts to the contrary. Jamal had even given himself up willingly in return. But his mind hadn’t been there. Even further away than usual.

The minidisc. It was still playing in his head.

Boring at first. No good tunes. No tunes at all, in fact. So boring he was ready to turn it off, stuff it back into his jacket. But something about it kept him listening. And listening. He struggled to keep up, rewinding and replaying sections until he was sure he understood them, but was eventually rewarded.

Bruce had thought he was just listening to music. Jamal encouraged him to think that.

By the end of the disc, Jamal had a strong suspicion that he knew why someone had tried to kill him. He was beginning to realize just how important the disc was. He remembered a thought he had had earlier that afternoon, another lifetime away:

He wished he had so much money he never had to be touched by one of them again.

This could be it. He just had to think what to do with it. How to make it work for him.

Jamal couldn’t sleep.

By morning he had a plan.

‘And this is Stephanie. She’s six. And Jack, four.’ Bruce smiled. ‘Right little tearaway.’

Jamal hated it when they did that. Showed him pictures of their kids. What was he supposed to say? They’re nice, d’you fuck them too?

‘And that’s Susan.’

Then the wife picture. Looking a beat too long, the name always said with such conflicting emotions. Jamal sometimes counted, tried to separate them. Guilt was there, obviously. Rage, hatred, loathing, the last two usually prefixed by ‘self’, veneration, adoration. Betrayal. Take your pick.

Jamal would just look at them, nod, pass them back without really seeing them. Watch the punter stare at them for longer than he needed to then stuff them viciously back into his pocket, drop his eyes from Jamal. That always left Jamal with a sour feeling of retribution.

Jamal had wanted breakfast, but Bruce had told him he couldn’t, they couldn’t risk being seen together, what if a colleague from Bruce’s company should be there?

‘But I’ll see you later, won’t I?’ Bruce had smiled. ‘You won’t be able to get back to London without me.’

Jamal had emptily promised to meet Bruce later, arranged a time and place, left the hotel and walked.

Newcastle was cold. Like edge-of-the-Arctic cold. And really unfamiliar. It had the same shop names, but everything else was different. And they talked funny. Not like English. He didn’t know where to go. He pulled his Avirex round him, wished for something warmer. He smiled to himself. When his plan paid off, he would be in luxury for the rest of his life.

He found a phone box, called a 118 number, punched the given number into his mobile’s memory. Then a decision to make. Payphone or mobile. Mobile, he decided. Harder to trace than a landline, he thought.

He ducked into a doorway, made his call. It was answered by a female voice.

‘I want to speak to Joe Donovan,’ he said to the voice. ‘An’ don’t give me none a that “he ain’t here” shit, right, ’cos this is a matter of life an’ death am’ talkin’ about, y’get me?’

It took a while, but they got him.
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Joe Donovan picked up the revolver from the table, felt the heft of it in his left hand, weighed his options. His chest rose and fell, his breath shallow and sharp. He slid a bullet into one of the six chambers. Clicked the barrel shut, spun it, replaced it on the table. He stared at it, his world reduced to that one piece of lethal metal. He breathed heavily – once, twice – then swallowed hard and, eyes screwed tight shut, picked the gun up, pointed it at his temple, pulled the trigger.

‘Should be just over this ridge.’

‘Well, let’s hope so. That’s what you said about the last two.’

Francis Sharkey swallowed his reply, looked again at the map in his lap. The bumps and swerves were giving him motion sickness. He looked up again, breathed deep.

‘All these blasted B-roads look alike,’ he said. ‘Why couldn’t he live somewhere nearer? Somewhere he could easily be found?’

Maria Bennett took her eyes off the road, glanced at him.

‘I think you’ve just answered your own question.’

Sharkey tutted, gave up looking at his map. ‘So what’s this place we’re looking for?’

‘Ross Bank Sands. Very popular with naturists, apparently.’

Sharkey looked at the scenery. Rain was hitting the car so hard it felt like they were in the middle of a meteorite shower. The windscreen and windows seemed to have been turned into liquid, melting things. The Northumberland countryside rendered monochromatically drab, distant and barren.

‘Too bloody cold for that. For God’s sake,’ Sharkey mumbled, sighing. ‘This place is about as desolate as Norway in winter.’

‘I don’t think they come here in winter,’ replied Maria Bennett. ‘And we’re not seeing it at its best. Apparently it’s beautiful in the summer. A real unspoiled paradise. The Secret Kingdom, the tourist board calls it.’

Sharkey stared out of the window, tried to imagine.

‘Secret? Only secret here is that they all sleep with their cousins,’ he said miserably. ‘Or is that Wales? Probably both.’

Maria Bennett concentrated on the road ahead.

They had travelled up from London the previous night, stopping in a hotel in Newcastle before picking up their hire car and heading into Northumberland.

‘So what was he like, then,’ Francis Sharkey had said at King’s Cross, settling back into his first-class seat, with a gin and tonic and complimentary Daily Telegraph before him, ‘this Joe Donovan?’

Maria Bennett sat opposite him, duplicate gin and tonic on the way to her lips.

‘Best of the best,’ she said, taking a mouthful and replacing her glass. ‘Cliché, I know, but he was.’

She named a prominent Conservative politician who had been jailed on perjury and corruption charges.

‘Remember him? Joe was on that team. His first assignment.’

Sharkey, despite himself, looked impressed.

‘And there were more. Some high profile. One that he did on care homes even led to a change in the law. Had the makings of a great investigative journalist.’

‘And then?’

Maria swirled her drink, watched liquid flow over ice, wondered why ice seemed to disappear faster in drinks on trains than in bars.

‘I’m sure you heard,’ she said. ‘All that business about his son. Went off the rails, never got back on.’

‘And this was …?’

‘About—’ She tipped her head back, frowned ‘—two years ago. About now, I think. Just coming up to Christmas. Yes, that would make him thirty-five. Same age as me.’

Sharkey smiled. ‘Well remembered.’

‘I’d just moved from dep. to editor. Not the kind of thing you’re likely to forget. One of your best, going from reporting the news to being the news.’

‘If he was that good, didn’t you try to coax him back?’

‘I did but … he wasn’t interested. He wouldn’t return my calls. And then he moved to Northumberland. Where he couldn’t be contacted. I got the message.’

Sharkey gave a supercilious smile. ‘Seems like someone was interested, though.’

Maria felt her face flushing from more than the alcohol. ‘It wasn’t like that,’ she said, her voice trembling on the verge of anger and indignation. ‘Joe was a very happily married man. Very happily married. What happened was a terrible thing. For everyone concerned.’

Sharkey shrugged and sat back. ‘Whatever you say.’ He took a sip of his drink.

Maria watched him smacking his lips, smugly surveying the carriage as if the passengers, the staff, the world revolved around him. Exuding the arrogance of the always right. He was middle-aged and greying, wearing his receding hairline, reddened cheeks and nose and expanding waistline as medals given for success and affluence. Voice as rich, dark and polished as old mahogany furniture. She was generally mistrustful of lawyers and solicitors, and he seemed one of the worst examples. But she had to work with him. If she allowed her dislike of colleagues to contaminate her working relationships, she would never have reached as far as she had as young as she had. And that was what mattered most to her.

The windscreen wipers were working furiously and futilely. Sharkey, Maria noted, still held his arrogant bearing, even wearing a Barbour, casual clothes and what he had described as stout boots. He still managed to look and act as if rain would bounce off him.

He looked across at her and smiled. She remembered that same smile from the previous evening. The one that had accompanied his advances at dinner. The one that had provoked the polite, yet firm, rebuttal. At first he had acted as if he believed her to be joking, playing the hard-to-get coquette. But the message had eventually penetrated. He had shrugged, walked her gallantly to her hotel door then returned to the bar. She didn’t know what he had done for the rest of the night. She hadn’t asked; he hadn’t told.

A patch of darker grey appeared through the windscreen.

‘I think that’s it,’ she said.

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Sharkey, ‘because if it isn’t I hope whichever poor inbred peasant that lives there knows how to make a decent cup of tea.’

Joe Donovan opened his eyes.

A great drumming and crashing sound: the rain, he thought, lashing down on his cottage. He sighed, waited. The crashing and drumming continued. With a groan he realized it was inside his head. And it was worse.

The room blurred and spun, waxed and waned and throbbed into flawed focus. He waited for it to settle, then attempted to pull himself upright. No good. As soon as he moved it began to spin again. He flopped back, panting, eyes scanning the room, looking for clues to fill in the black spots in his memory.

The upturned tea chest coffee table before him bore an empty bottle of Black Bush, the old revolver. He groaned, closed his eyes. Tried to piece together the fragments of memory. Build a chronology from blackout.

He remembered:

The noise in his head had started again, building, trying desperately to find respite, release. Like a JCB revving up, tearing up the tarmac with its fierce-toothed digger. He couldn’t get rid of it, couldn’t drive it out.

Then the images playing over and over again. David there, then gone. There, then gone. Hunting everywhere, trying to think of something – anything – that could bring him back. Something overlooked, a rediscovered memory, a previously unthought-of clue. Nothing. Just David gone and the JCB tearing up the tarmac. Too much.

Then the whisky became involved. From Black Bush to blackout. Sometimes it was enough. Most times. But every time was taking longer, requiring more booze to make the journey successful. This time it didn’t work.

And then the revolver had become involved. He had found it hidden under the floorboards, left there by the previous owner. It was old, but it still worked.

The pain building up so he couldn’t think, see or hear …

He had taken it out, looked at it.

David there, then gone. There, then gone.

He had chambered a single bullet from an equally ancient box of ammo, spun …

The JCB tearing the insides of his head apart …

And fired.

Click. An empty chamber.

He had replaced the gun on the table, sat back and sighed heavily. He shook from head to foot, felt hot sweat prick his body, breathed short, stabbing breaths. Then noticed.

The JCB had stopped. Silence in his head.

There, then gone.

He had lain down on the sofa then, knowing nothing until he had woken moments ago.

Donovan took a deep breath, attempted again to pull himself to a sitting position. With a groan he succeeded. He sat there, letting what he had done the night before sink in.

He had tried to kill himself. And failed. He looked at his hands. They were shaking from more than the whisky in his system. His actions terrified him but, more than that, thrilled him. He had been given a reprieve. He had cheated death. He remembered how he had felt before slipping away into sleep: at peace with himself. Satisfied.

He sighed, shook his head. He knew it wouldn’t last.

He swung his feet to the floor and yawned. Tired, and he had just woken up. His head, stomach lurched then stabilized. He wasn’t going to throw up. He thought of what he could do with the day. Thought of making a cup of tea.

Then came a knock at the door.

Donovan looked quickly around and felt a sudden stabbing pain in his head as if his brain were sloshing around in a bucket.

Must be a mistake, he thought. Ignore it.

Another knock, more insistent.

Donovan stared at the door, trying to see through it.

Another knock, this time accompanied by a voice calling his name.

No mistake. Someone wanted him.

His heart began to quicken. Perhaps it was news. Even after all this time he still had hope.

He slowly peeled himself off the sofa, made his way through the tiny towers of building materials to the front door and opened it. The noise of the wind and rain increased. Cold northern air blew into the cottage. Donovan felt it penetrate his clothes, hit his skin like hard, dry ice.

Before him stood two figures, one vaguely female huddled beneath heavy, brightly coloured outdoor clothing, the other a tall, middle-aged man wearing a Barbour and a miserable expression. He looked as cold as he was wet, and he was very wet indeed.

‘Joe?’ said the woman.

She tilted her head up. It took a few seconds, but Donovan recognized her.

‘Maria …?’

He didn’t know what else to say. He was stunned to see here there.

‘Can we come in, please?’ Maria said. ‘It’s freezing out here and soaking.’

Donovan numbly stood aside to let them in. He closed the door behind them. They stood there dripping on to the floor, tentatively undoing and removing their outer layers. He was aware of them looking around his living room, making judgements on both it and him as they were doing so. He looked, too, seeing it through their eyes.

It looked like a building site during lunch break: tools downed and waiting for the workforce to return and resume work. Dust accreted on ladders, paint pots and tools told of a long, long lunch break. Walls a jigsaw of exposed brick and crumbling plasterwork, light bulbs hanging from frayed wires like dolls from toy gallows. A sofa, armchair, table and dining chairs all vied for space with bags of cement and sand, piles of bricks and wood standing on the stained and dusty floorboards. A TV stood on two upturned plastic fishmonger’s crates.

He didn’t ask them to make themselves at home.

Maria forced a smile.

‘You’ve been decorating, Joe.’

‘Made a start.’ His voice sounded strange inside his own head, like a car undriven for years, the gears harsh, grinding, rusted over.

‘This is Francis Sharkey,’ said Maria, pointing at the other man. ‘He’s a … work colleague of mine.’ The man smiled, in approximation of a hearty greeting, stuck out his hand to be shaken. Donovan looked at him, nodded.

Maria turned around, patted her arms about her body, blew into her cupped hands. Donovan looked at her face, blank then quizzical. Then he understood.

‘I’ll put the heating on.’

He crossed to an old Calor gas heater in the corner, struck a match, held it. Hissing whoomed to blue flame. He turned, faced them.

‘So what d’you want?’

Maria crossed space to be beside him. As she did, she glanced at the makeshift coffee table, saw the empty bottle. The gun. She looked back at Donovan.

Donovan’s features hardened. His eyes became hot as lava, cold as stone.

‘Why are you here, Maria?’

She looked back at him, fearful now, as if she was treading on an area of unsafe land, expecting an abrupt descent to quicksand at any second.

‘We’re … we need your help, Joe.’

A gust of wind threw rain against the window with machine-gun force. Donovan ignored it, stared at her. Waited for her to continue.

‘Gary Myers,’ she said. ‘Remember him?’

Donovan nodded.

‘He’s gone missing.’

Donovan shrugged. ‘So?’

‘He was working on a story. Meeting someone who had something important to tell him. We don’t know what, but something big. Very hush-hush. You know what he was like, played it close to his chest until he had the whole thing put together. Then, another piece of crusading journalism for us. Usual thing. Our trademark.’

Donovan waited. Maria stood uncomfortably.

‘D’you mind if I sit down?’ she asked.

Donovan shrugged, pointed to the sofa. Maria sat.

‘Um …’

They both turned towards the door. Sharkey smiled at them.

‘Do you have a loo I might use?’

Donovan told him where it was. Sharkey picked his way noisily through the debris.

Donovan looked out of the window. Beyond the smudgy monochrome of the deserted beach, the cliffs and the roiling North Sea, he saw the ghost image of himself staring back through the glass. Hair long, greying and unkempt, matted almost to neo-dreads, straggly-bearded, eyes dark and sunken. Old jeans and a jumper. He glanced back at Maria, sitting there all primary-coloured polyesters, and saw himself from her perspective. He hadn’t just let himself go; he had become abandoned.

He crossed to the sofa, sat down next to her.

‘What were you saying?’

She recoiled from him slightly. Stale booze-breath and unwashed skin would do that, he thought, almost touched by shame.

‘Gary Myers,’ she said, recovering her composure, ‘missing. Along with this person he went to meet.’

‘So? What’s that got to do with me?’

‘Because yesterday we got a phone call.’

‘We?’

‘The Herald. Reception. A voice telling us it had some information about Gary. Telling us how much they wanted for it. Telling us who – and only who – they were prepared to deal with.’

‘Who?’

‘You.’

Donovan smiled, almost laughed.

‘Me? Has this person been reading old papers or something?’

Maria smiled. ‘I doubt it. Too young.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Sounded like a teenager. Black.’

Donovan smiled again. Muscles straining in unfamiliar ways.

‘Black?’ he said.

Maria reddened. ‘You know what I mean,’ she said. ‘Urban.’

Donovan nodded. ‘Urban. Right.’

‘You know what I mean. Anyway, he said he was genuine. He had something to trade and he would deal only with you.’

‘Why me?’

Maria sighed. ‘We don’t know. We’ve been over it again and again. We can only think that whatever he has to trade has something to do with you. God knows what.’

‘Is this serious, d’you think? On the level? Have you called the police in?’

‘We … thought about it. Decided not to. Not yet. There’s no evidence that a crime’s been committed. Perhaps he’s just working on something that he can’t show us yet. You know what it’s like.’

Donovan nodded, eyes lost to something beyond the room.

‘Used to,’ he said.

Maria said nothing, uncomfortable once again.

They both lapsed into a strained silence. He smelled her perfume. It was wonderful, the first time he had smelled anything like that for months. It smelled like a glimpse into another world, a past and a possible future. She tried not to stare at the gun on the table. Eventually she sighed.

‘Oh Joe …’

She hadn’t meant to say anything. She looked quickly away.

‘What?’ He tried to look her challengingly in the eye, but he couldn’t hold her gaze.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. She turned to face him properly. ‘Look, Joe, I’ll be honest. I’m worried about Gary. Even when he’s been working on something we can’t see, in the past he’s usually let us know where he is. Or usually lets his wife know, and she’s not heard from him.’

‘Is she worried?’

‘Not yet. But she’s getting there. And I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Joe.’

‘I’m sure you have. You wouldn’t have come all this way otherwise.’

‘I know. And I know I’m asking you a lot, Joe, but …’ She reached out, placed her hand on his thigh.

He looked at her, opened his mouth to speak.

Then: a noise from the back of the house. Falling wood. A door opening. Donovan stood up swiftly.

‘Bastard!’

He ran to the back of the house, hangover slipping away. The door was open. The door to the one completed room in the house. He had closed it firmly when he left it. He always did.

He opened it fully. And stopped dead.

Sharkey stood in the centre of the room, staring at the walls, his features circular with amazement. He turned at Donovan’s entrance. The look of anger on Donovan’s face spread to his. He became defensive.

‘Now, look, I was just … I had no idea …’

‘Get out.’ Donovan’s voice was low. Like the rumbling and creaking of an old dam before cracking and unleashing a devastating tidal wave. ‘Get out. Now.’

‘I …’

Donovan was on him. He pushed Sharkey to the floor, hands around his throat, squeezing hard.

‘Bastard!’ Donovan spat the word into his face. ‘You had no right to be in here. No right!’

Sharkey clawed at Donovan’s hands. It was no use. They were like a constricting collar of rock. The lawyer’s face began to turn a deep shade of purple. His eyes rolling to the back of his head.

‘Bastard!’

Sharkey’s hands began to slip away. Feebly grabbing air, then nothing. His body began to still.

‘Joe! For God’s sake, what are you doing?’

Donovan looked at the man as if seeing him for the first time. Realization began to dawn on him. He pulled his hands away and, eyes staring, slumped against the nearest wall breathing heavily.

He was aware of Maria crossing to the prone body, trying to re-engage it with consciousness. She seemed to be succeeding.

Donovan felt hot, nauseous. His body felt like lead and stone, his arms water. He watched Maria break off from her ministrations, look around the room. Saw it through her eyes. Filtered it through her consciousness.

Panting, he stared. From the other three walls the same face stared back at him. A boy. Dark-haired, eyes bright. Sometimes playful, sometimes serious. Sometimes with either parent or an older girl. Any permutation. Sometimes alone. From birth to six years old. Ageing only so far and no further.

All photos: originals, blow-ups, scans. Snipped and grafted, placed in images both real and imaginary, collages of memory and remembrance, wish fulfilment and fantasy.

And among the photos, newspaper clippings. Preserved and yellowing, headlines screaming, riffing on the same theme:



Boy Vanishes without Trace

No Clues in Hunt for Missing Six-Year-Old

Tragic David – Why Did No One See Him?





Against the far wall, folders and box files, all labelled:



Police Reports

Missing Persons Reports

Results of Public Appeals





Whole housing estates contained within: dead ends, cul-de-sacs, blind alleys, all round the houses, round in circles, no entries.

Then back to the photos. An evolutionary pictorial life. Birth and home. School. Family and friends. David on holiday in Dorset, in France. Collages of memory and remembrance. David in Disneyland, on colour-supplement white-sand paradise beaches. Collages of wish fulfilment and fantasy.

Donovan panted, looked at the other two people in the room.

Sharkey seemed to be coming round, Maria helping him up on to his elbows. His face was scarlet, his eyes fearful.

‘Sorry …’

Maria looked around again.

‘Sorry, Joe …’

Donovan said nothing, stared ahead as if he was invisible, as if he couldn’t see or hear the other two.

‘No.’ Sharkey was struggling to speak. His voice sounded raspy, broken. ‘My fault. I shouldn’t … I’m sorry.’

Sharkey tried to get to his feet. Maria, with painful slowness, helped him.

‘I didn’t realize it was so …’ Sharkey sighed. ‘It must still be painful for you.’

Donovan nodded slowly and deliberately.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Now fuck off.’

Maria nodded. ‘Suppose we asked for that. Sorry, Joe.’

Donovan stared straight ahead. ‘Just leave me alone.’ His voice sounded small in his own head. Fragile and easily broken.

The other two turned to leave, Sharkey supported by Maria. As he reached the door he stopped, turned.

‘I don’t suppose,’ he said, voice as shaky as his body, ‘that Maria told you the deal?’

Donovan looked up slightly. Maria looked at Sharkey, frowning.

‘Deal?’

‘Yes,’ said Sharkey, the ghost of a lawyer’s glint returning to his eye, ‘the deal. You help us to find Gary Myers, negotiate on our behalf, and we help you find your son.’

Donovan pulled himself swiftly to his feet, ignoring the reeling in his head.

‘David? You know where he is?’

‘No,’ said Sharkey, ‘I didn’t say that. I said that if you help us, we’ll do what we can to help you.’

Maria shook her head in disbelief. This was never part of the plan. She opened her mouth to speak. Sharkey, gently but firmly, placed a restraining hand on her arm, looked her straight in the eye, shook his head in admonition. Donovan, eyes only for Sharkey, missed the subtle gesture.

‘How?’ said Donovan.

‘By giving you access to as many resources as we can, access to files, the means to follow up leads and sightings … What do you say, Mr Donovan?’

Sharkey smiled, seemingly back to his previous self.

Maria turned away, shook her head.

‘Hmm? Have we got a deal?’

Donovan stared at him, hope rising behind his eyes. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘yeah. We’ve got a deal.’

Sharkey stuck out his hand. Donovan took it. They shook.

Donovan suddenly noticed the rain had stopped.
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Jamal woke up, pulled his jacket around him, suppressed a shiver.

He unfolded his legs, cramp- and cold-hardened, slowly uncurled his body from its foetal shape, stretched the aches and pains away and yawned.

He didn’t feel awake. He didn’t feel like he had slept.

The BMW’s back seat had been hard and unyielding at the start of its life, but a decade and a half of over- and misuse had left it spewing stuffing and thrusting, rusted springs, rendering it unfit to take the weight of bodies. But the choice for Jamal had been either that or the street. And he had spent enough time on the street to know that he should take whatever was on offer.

The car sat wheel-less in a yard at the back of an empty house on a Gateshead housing estate. The estate was long and narrow, each house more abandoned than the last, this one, charred and blackened with windowpanes of nailed-on, damp-warped plywood, at the furthest end. The fag end.

Jamal swung his legs to the floor. No longer box-white trainers crunched on broken glass, plastic. He stretched again, shivered, held his arms about him. He wished he had some weed for a smoke, a couple of rocks to get him going, anything. He felt the bulge in his inside pocket. The minidisc that would make him rich. He smiled. Drew strength from that.

He got out of the car, looked around. The yard had become a repository for the estate’s casual discards, an open tip legitimized by consensus. Old plastic milk bottles, cans, fast-food packaging, an old sofa, a rotting, rusting fridge. An urban consumer graveyard.
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