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      1: The End

      
      I’m writing this just after you’ve gone. I didn’t mean for this to be addressed to you; it didn’t start out that way, but
         that’s how it ended up. You know what I think of you – I mean, what I thought of you.
      

      
      I’m playing your favourite song. Our song. At least, you once said it was your favourite, but since you lied about everything
         else why should you tell the truth about that?
      

      
      You’ve made me hate you. Is that what you wanted? Well, if it was, you’ve succeeded, and what’s more you’ve made me hate myself.

      
      So I hope you’re satisfied. I’ve nothing left. You’ve given me only one option. And this time I’m going to do it. I’ve pulled
         the arm out of the record player so the song will keep playing – my record player, the one you thought was so quaint – and
         that’s how they’ll find me. They’ll hear the song and they’ll say that’s just how I was: a candle in the wind, never knowing
         who to cling to. I hope you’ll be sorry. But I doubt it.
      

      
      They’ll find this, of course. And when they do, they’ll know the truth.

      
      They’ll know that you killed me.

      




      
      
      2: Killing Time

      
      The clawhammer drove the spike in cleanly, expertly. Larkin screamed, jaggering his vocal chords.

      
      ‘Shh,’ the man said. ‘You’ll wake the neighbours. People have to get up for work in the morning.’

      
      Larkin’s screaming subsided into wracking sobs. He moved his head slowly to the right to see the damage. Slowly, because he
         didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see the body next to him on the mattress. He observed that his right hand was now nailed
         to the floor, palm upwards. He tried to keep a clear head, stay conscious despite the pain. The man looked at him lying there
         and smiled, light glinting off the tiny silver razors hanging from his nipples.
      

      
      ‘Now try writing with that,’ he said, and laughed; his two stooges did the same. Then he stopped abruptly; his face became
         set and mean. The stooges took their cue and immediately fell silent, expectant. The man straddled Larkin’s immobile body.
         ‘You’re a naughty boy,’ his impeccable public school accent continued, ‘and we’re the house prefects. We’ve come to teach
         you a lesson.’ He grabbed Larkin’s hair, pulling him off the floor slightly. Larkin whimpered as his hand strained against
         the nail.
      

      
      ‘If you live – and to be honest, it’s looking doubtful – you can take this as a warning. Stay away from me. Carry your scars
         as a reminder.’ He stood up. ‘I don’t think I need add to that, do I?’
      

      
      
      Larkin didn’t reply.

      
      ‘Then it’s over to you, boys.’ And with that he stood aside and the silent stooges stepped forward, staring down at Larkin,
         marking their targets, as their boss stroked his erection through his leather trousers.
      

      
      The first kick gave him double vision. The next kick dislocated his jaw.

      
      He felt as if he’d stuck his head in a bonfire. Instinctively he raised his hands to his face, but only the left one – the
         one that had been protecting his balls – came up. Pain rippled up his arm as his right hand wrenched against the nail. He
         tried to click his jaw back into place, rolling simultaneously to dodge a blow that would have put him on dialysis for life;
         the tear in his right hand grew bigger.
      

      
      The boots recommenced their attack, stamping and grinding until he thought he would faint. Then the onslaught stopped and
         he heard the boots walking away. It must be over. For the time being.
      

      
      He lay there for a long time – minutes or hours, he couldn’t tell which – making up his mind to live rather than die. Then
         he turned his head to the left, and saw the clawhammer well within reach. Quickly, desperately, he stretched for it, his fingers
         scrabbling, not knowing where the boots had gone or when they would be back. And then he had it, and frantically he inserted
         the claw under the head of the nail in his right hand, knowing he had to endure the agony of release if he was to stand a
         chance. There was a sudden noise behind him; the boots were back. Larkin hadn’t been quick enough. His feeble struggles continued
         until they snatched the hammer from his weak grasp and threw it into the corner of the room.
      

      
      ‘Naughty, naughty.’ He felt a whoosh of air next to his face as a heavy, solid object – a baseball bat? – came crashing down.
         Somehow he found the strength to twist his head, roll his body to dodge the blow. But he was defeated. They were playing with
         him. If Larkin had opened his eyes he would have seen them smiling.
      

      
      Larkin had given up any thought of fighting back. In fact, he was fast giving up any thought of living. As the uninhabited towerblock of his body began, floor by floor, to plunge
         into darkness, a peculiar thought struck him. It wasn’t the whole of his life that was flashing before his eyes – it was just
         the last few bastard days …
      

      
      Thursday had started off as usual. Days on which he couldn’t be bothered to write – and they were on the increase – tended
         to follow the same well-worn pattern:
      

      
      He’d got up, studiously ignoring the word processor on the table beside his bed, and got dressed. His clothes rarely varied
         in style: faded Levis, boots, plaid shirt and leather jacket. His armour for facing the world.
      

      
      Next he’d collected the Guardian from his doormat. It offered the standard 1990s news diet: a man in North London tied to his bed, tortured and left to die
         while two boys went on a spending spree with his credit cards; talk of a peace deal in Northern Ireland; a crisis in an unpronounceable
         country he had never heard of; and a diatribe, from the Canute faction of the government, stating that Britain was an island
         and would never be part of Europe. Nothing special.
      

      
      He took a final look round, as if to memorise the last place he’d been, and prepared to face the world.

      
      He peered cautiously round the front door. It was vital to do this; too many times he’d stepped out and found an episode of
         The Bill taking place on his doorstep. Urban terrorism would be central to the plot, or, if the actor was black, drug-dealing. Larkin
         wasn’t keen to incur the wrath of some hysterical luvvy director screaming that his shot was ruined. And he was a bit pissed
         off that the media viewed his home territory as a war zone. If it were true it might have been cause for congratulation; but
         Borough, South London, was not where the action was. And no TV producer was going to tell him otherwise. Just because it looked
         like Beirut with tube trains didn’t make it hell on earth; more like an unimaginative Catholic’s vision of purgatory, perhaps.
      

      
      He walked down Great Dover Street to the tube. A few abrupt halts in dark tunnels later, he was in the West End. Thankfully, with the onset of autumn, the tourist season was
         coming to a close so the city’s supply of fat Americans, backpacking colonials and recession-proof Japanese had dwindled.
         Was he being mean-spirited or, worse, racist to think such things? He decided he was, but he wasn’t in a mood to care.
      

      
      He trawled aimlessly through the second-hand bookshops in Charing Cross Road. Larkin looked for everything and anything and
         was known to all the dealers. They had nothing to offer him today, though, apart from a slim, grey paperback on werewolves
         – a limited print run from a small press.
      

      
      The author believed in his subject and that was good enough for Larkin. He’d read them all: from how the spatial geometry
         in certain East End churches could attract demons, to every conspiracy theory going on JFK and Jack the Ripper. For a man
         like Larkin, who had long since lost his faith in the truth, it was a glimpse into another world.
      

      
      His routine took him on to a cappuccino in Old Compton Street and a look at the book he had purchased. If it was interesting,
         this would turn into two cappuccinos; maybe three.
      

      
      Then came the walking, the observing. Soho was good for that. He was content now not to participate, to watch life from the
         sidelines. There was the furtive sex show crowd – single businessmen, usually; the prostitutes, posing as passers-by, walking
         round the same block every fifteen minutes and fooling no one; the sad couples with dead love lives hoping for an expensive
         cheap thrill. Then there were the newer arrivals: the anodyne admen, the media whores, the pickpockets. People trying to hustle,
         people trying to score, people confused by their own desires. Larkin thought if you stood still in Soho for long enough you’d
         see it all.
      

      
      He felt hungry so he went to the cheapest Chinese restaurant he could find: one with a huge plate-glass window, enabling him
         to continue watching. Over the road, amongst the rubbish from Berwick Street market, an old, bald Greek, his coat tied around his waist, foraged through
         discarded boxes of soft and rotten fruit. He looked up, saw Larkin watching him; he stopped momentarily, gave Larkin a look
         that asked him to pity what he was reduced to. The look also said that if Larkin moved in on his pitch he’d slice his eyes.
      

      
      Larkin finished his plate of sweet and sour carcinogens and moved off to the pub. He always frequented the same one: The Duke
         of Clarence, just off Brewer Street. It didn’t look much from the outside so it didn’t attract the tourists; and it wasn’t
         much inside either so the Soho luvvies steered clear. It was a good place to drink.
      

      
      Larkin drank to give himself strength and occasional inspiration. Plus he enjoyed it. And after swearing off drugs, it was
         the only vice he allowed himself.
      

      
      Harold was behind the counter: never Harry, always Harold. Harold was the man who understood, everyone’s best friend. A small
         man with an immaculately pressed white shirt, cufflinks, starched collar and bow tie. You could tell the days of the week
         by Harold’s bow tie. Today it was yellow with small black diamonds – so it must be Thursday.
      

      
      ‘Afternoon, Larkin. Usual, is it?’

      
      Larkin nodded and Harold headed toward the Kronenbourg pump. Larkin felt no particular brand loyalty; all that mattered was
         that his lager should be draught, and as strong as possible.
      

      
      Harold came back with the beer. ‘How’s tricks, Mr Larkin?’

      
      ‘Mustn’t grumble, Harold. Well I do, but nobody listens.’ Harold laughed politely. ‘The rent gets paid and I can still afford
         a pint, so I’ve not got too many complaints.’
      

      
      ‘Glad to hear it, Mr Larkin.’

      
      ‘How are you, anyway? How’s Maeve?’

      
      A shadow flitted quickly across Harold’s bland face and was gone. ‘She’s doing as well as can be expected.’

      
      Maeve, Harold’s wife, had gone to the doctor complaining of a stomach upset. He had told her to eat more roughage; she had done so, and the pain got worse. She returned
         to the doctor who, reluctantly, referred her to a specialist – who slit her open and found inoperable cancer of the colon,
         now spread to virtually every major organ and a few minor ones. All the hospital could do was to send her home ‘to die with
         dignity’. She was now virtually comatose – which meant that Harold, in addition to running the pub, had to feed her, change
         her clothes and clean up when she soiled the bedclothes. That was the modern NHS’s idea of dying with dignity.
      

      
      Harold was bearing up well, but Larkin did notice his whisky glass was twice as full as usual. Still, he kept smiling – probably
         because he wouldn’t know what to do if he stopped.
      

      
      Larkin thanked him for the beer, sent his best wishes to Maeve and went to sit with his drink in a corner. As he was about
         to get settled, his pager sounded; the rest of the pub looked daggers at him, incredulous that a yuppie had invaded their
         sanctuary. He shrugged apologetically and trudged off to the pay phone.
      

      
      He knew who it was. He dialled the only person who ever paged him: his editor.

      
      ‘Is Lindsay there? It’s Larkin. I’ve just been paged.’

      
      The secretary put him through.

      
      ‘Larkin. You want to see me?’

      
      ‘Why else would I buzz you? It’s the only way to get hold of you. That’s why I bought you that pager, darling.’

      
      ‘What d’you want?’

      
      ‘So abrupt! Is that any way to talk to your lover?’

      
      ‘I’m not your lover. I’m just someone you fuck when the mood takes you.’

      
      ‘And what a good fuck you are. For a journalist.’

      
      ‘Lindsay—’

      
      ‘Sorry, darling – don’t have time to get personal. This is more important. This is work.’

      
      ‘If it’s about the article, you can have it when I—’

      
      ‘Oh, screw the article, darling. The world is hardly on tenterhooks to hear that Elvis is alive and well and living in Beckton.’
      

      
      ‘What d’you mean?’

      
      ‘What d’you think I mean? You’re going to be a proper reporter again. “Scoop” Larkin.’ She started to laugh at her own joke,
         her merriment rapidly descending into a hacking cough; Larkin could hear her dragging on a Silk Cut to restore her equanimity.
      

      
      ‘OK, Lindsay, what’s the catch?’

      
      ‘Catch? Lover, you disappoint me. There’s no catch. It’s a story. Remember what that is? You write it, the photographer gets some snaps, we print it. Now go and get your bag packed. You’re
         off to Newcastle.’
      

      
      ‘Newcastle?’

      
      ‘That’s right, loverboy. You’re going home.’

      




      
      
      3: The Rover’s Return

      
      ‘So there was Robbie, right? And there was this great big fuck-off Jamaican, big black bloke, right? Bending over him, and
         then suddenly the door burst open, right? And you know what? Whole fucking room went dead quiet – but Robbie, he never batted
         an eyelid. Never fuckin’ flinched. Mind you, when he found out it was his boyfriend—’
      

      
      ‘D’you want anything from the buffet car?’

      
      ‘What?’ said Andy, plainly irritated that his star-studded anecdote had been interrupted.

      
      ‘I said, d’you want anything from the buffet car?’
      

      
      ‘Closed, innit? Closed at Sheffield.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ Larkin paused. ‘Well, I’m just going to stretch my legs.’ He stood up and made for the aisle.

      
      ‘Don’t you want to hear the end of the story?’

      
      ‘Save it for later,’ Larkin said, and began to walk away.

      
      He glanced over his shoulder and saw Andy gaze pensively out of the window for a couple of seconds before bringing his pony-tailed
         head round to bear on two pretty young girls who had joined the train at Doncaster. Although they had been pretending not
         to listen to him, the pitch and level at which Andy had been animating his stories would have caught the ear of Helen Keller.
      

      
      ‘Hey ladies,’ he charmed, ‘you fans of Kevin Costner?’

      
      They both giggled.

      
      ‘Well, you won’t be after you hear this …’

      
      
      And off Andy went.

      
      Larkin, meanwhile, stood in the corridor, staring blankly out of the window, watching the scenery rush past. Replaying his
         phone conversation with Lindsay.
      

      
      ‘Why Newcastle?’

      
      ‘Because that’s where the story is.’

      
      ‘Why me?’

      
      ‘Because you’re perfect, darling. You were brought up there.’

      
      ‘What if I don’t want to go back?’

      
      ‘You do.’

      
      ‘What if I don’t?’

      
      ‘You do.’ Ice and steel had entered her voice; he knew it was futile to argue.

      
      ‘What d’you want me to do?’ he sighed in resignation.

      
      ‘Believe it or not, there’s been a gangland murder up there.’

      
      ‘Gangland? You mean, drugs?’

      
      ‘Yes. Very nasty. Some local dealer got knifed. Not all that exceptional in itself, but he was working for some very big hitters
         from a London firm. They’ve vowed revenge on the locals, and the stage is apparently all set for a potentially massive gang
         war.’
      

      
      ‘And you want me on the front line.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘So what’s my angle?’

      
      ‘The funeral.’

      
      ‘The funeral? That’s all?’
      

      
      ‘For now. Wayne Edgell will get quite a send-off; I want you there to see it.’

      
      Larkin thought for a moment. ‘Wayne Edgell? That sounds familiar.’ A mental lightbulb clicked on. ‘I went to school with someone
         called Wayne Edgell—’
      

      
      ‘I thought you might have.’

      
      ‘But I went to school in Grimley. That’s a small town, ’bout five miles outside Newcastle.’

      
      ‘I know. That’s where the funeral is. That’s where he was murdered.’

      
      
      ‘Grimley? Where I grew up?’
      

      
      ‘Exactly, loverboy. See how this job’s tailor-made for you?’

      
      He was stunned. ‘When’s the funeral?’

      
      ‘Monday. But I want you there before then to nose around – get some background. The locals should talk to you, since you speak
         the lingo.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt that. North Easterners have very fixed ideas about founding sons who move away. Especially down south.’

      
      ‘Well, see what you can do.’

      
      ‘Will I have a photographer with me on this?’

      
      ‘Of course. You don’t know your arse from your Pentax! I know you like to work alone, but this time you’ve got a pal to keep
         you company.’
      

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Andy Brennan.’

      
      ‘Andy Brennan? That little South London gobshite? He’s a walking case for compulsory sterilisation.’

      
      ‘Maybe so – but if there’s a pic he’s not allowed to get, he’ll get it.’

      
      ‘OK. Do I leave straight away?

      
      ‘Tomorrow.’

      
      ‘Why not today?’

      
      ‘Because, darling, I have had the most godawful trying day, and what I really need is a good mind-cleansing fuck. My place.
         Eight o’clock sharp.’
      

      
      And she rang off, leaving him to reflect on the inspired working relationship he enjoyed with his editor. Professional to
         the end.
      

      
      Larkin had once vowed, in a dramatic, Scarlett O’Hara fashion, never to return to the North East. But as he stared through
         the window, reacquainting himself with half-forgotten landmarks, he found he was besieged by conflicting emotions. The places
         that had once marked the boundary of his whole world now felt strange, distant. It was like sleeping with a lover after a
         few years’ gap – the contours were familiar, but the quality of intimacy had changed.
      

      
      The train passed Grimley. It had the same old greyhound track and chemical factory; the same church, shops, school and houses.
         Apart from being the unlikely focal point of a rather nasty little gangland war, it still struck Larkin as nothing more than
         a town for leaving.
      

      
      The train sped on through Gateshead: a wasteland of industrial estates and row after row of dingy terraced houses interspersed
         with patches of bulldozed earth and rust-coloured tower blocks for a bit of variety.
      

      
      Then the bridge. Despite himself, Larkin got quite a thrill seeing it again. The sharp drop to the Tyne on the north side,
         the steep sweep up from the Tyne on the south side – like passing over a moat into some giant medieval fortress. On the Tyne
         itself sat the floating nightclub he remembered from his adolescence. The lights were on all along the quay, casting the city
         in an unreal, romantic glow. Perhaps it was only because the lights gave it a rosy hue – but to Larkin, it looked like a place
         that could almost have possibilities.
      

      
      He shook his head and walked back to his seat where Andy was cheekily inviting the two giggly girls to take a look at his
         equipment. He completely ignored Larkin, so Larkin collected his bags and prepared to leave the train. And as he stepped onto
         the platform he made a token effort to convince himself that he wasn’t just a little bit excited to be back.
      

      
      Larkin was lost. The city had changed and the hotel wasn’t where he’d thought it would be; after plenty of asking around,
         he was eventually directed to the quayside.
      

      
      Larkin had last caught a glimpse of Andy and his two new friends as they disappeared into The Forth on Pink Lane. Now alone,
         he walked through the darkening streets down to the Bigg Market, where he was greeted by a burgeoning mass of lads sporting
         shirtsleeves, pegged baggies and loafers, with styled, cropped hair, Boss aftershave and chemically inflated grins. Herding from bar to bar, they were gearing themselves up for Friday night’s
         fuck, fight or bag of chips, their broken noses and swollen stomachs testifying that two out of three wasn’t bad for starters.
         The women were all perms and fake tans on microskirted gooseflesh, going through the rituals, playing the game. Everyone looked
         immaculately turned out, Larkin noticed; they’d clearly spent their wages if they had a job, or their dole money if they didn’t,
         on trying to look and feel special. Either way the major growth industry seemed to be in Italian designer-wear; and, of course,
         the black and white stripes of the born-again football fans.
      

      
      He left them to it in the primal disco thud of the Bigg Market – more like a cattle market, he thought grimly – and went down
         the cobbled streets of the Side, past Scott’s the Barbers, past the Keep and down to the quayside. He was surprised to find
         it gentrified; surprised and disappointed. Buildings once full of genuine character and individuality had been expensively
         refurbished and themed by big brewery chains. They bore names like, O’Hanrahan’s, Flynn’s: a phenomenon referred to by an
         Irish colleague of Larkin’s as Plastic Paddy pubs. They had traded in their often unsavoury pasts for a cheap, pseudo-antiquity.
         Larkin didn’t think it was a change for the better.
      

      
      He walked along past The Red House and The Cooperage to find his hotel – another new building designed to look like an old
         one. Unfortunately it had failed to achieve the flat-roofed, red-brick warehouse style it strived for; it contained all the
         charm of a multi-storey car park.
      

      
      He entered the reception, an area suffused with a beige opulence that even extended to the lightbulbs, checked in, and went
         up to his room. It was clean and impersonal, just like any hotel room. Just like his flat. The most pleasant thing about it
         was the view of the bridges.
      

      
      He dumped his stuff, sat on the bed and flicked the remote through the TV channels. There was nothing to stimulate him, so he switched it off. He took out a book, flopped on
         the bed and started to read. Soon he realised he wasn’t taking in a word; he sighed, and put it down. It wasn’t working. He
         knew what he needed. Picking up his jacket, he headed out.
      

      
      The hotel bar was as welcoming and atmospheric as an airport departure lounge, so he struck out for the quayside where a suburban-smooth
         wine bar crowd flowed alongside him, their bankrupt smiles defying the recession even if it killed them. Larkin resisted the
         urge to push the smug bastards into the Tyne.
      

      
      He eventually managed to get served in the Baltic Tavèrn; thank God somewhere still had an atmosphere of sorts. Plushly seated,
         with brick walls, it was noisier than he remembered, but it remained a place where a comfortable drink could be had.
      

      
      Larkin took his beer and went to sit by the window. The last time he’d been in here, a row of old warehouses had faced the
         pub from the opposite side of the river; this had been razed and replaced by a steel, glass, concrete and brick monstrosity,
         seemingly designed by the creator of the Daleks. He looked closer: the new courthouse. He started to drink.
      

      
      Half past eleven. The pubs were shut and Larkin was drunk. He had started the night trying to remember all he could about
         Wayne Edgell, which wasn’t much; eventually he’d given up and let the alcohol take over. And it had done so with alacrity.
      

      
      Now he was slumped over the rail at the river’s edge, composing nasty little epithets for his Edgell piece about Newcastle’s
         decline, singing snatches of old Elvis Costello songs. He swivelled his head to look along the quay to a spot where he had
         once taken photos of an old girlfriend. His first love: a law student, nineteen, blonde and gorgeous. It had been a tempestuous
         affair; they’d begun it ready to die for each other, and ended it ready to kill each other. The relationship had come to its bitter conclusion shortly after they had traded punches on the Swing Bridge, when one of them had tried to throw the other
         off; he hadn’t seen her since. She was just one of the ghosts he carried around with him.
      

      
      He started to walk, after a fashion, stumbling up the road, telling himself, as all drunks do, that he was perfectly sober.
         As he went past the courthouse steps, a couple emerged through the main doors. They were well dressed, well heeled, and well
         pissed-off.
      

      
      ‘I wish you weren’t so forgetful,’ an angry female voice said. ‘Having to leave the party early! You know what that meeting
         with Sir James could mean to me. To us.’
      

      
      ‘To you. Anyway, it was you who forgot the papers, not me.’ The second, male voice gave a snort of derision. ‘Don’t worry – Sir James
         will still be there when we get back.’
      

      
      Something about the female voice gave Larkin a start. He’d heard it before. It was a voice that had once meant something to
         him … With an alcohol-fuelled sense of curiosity and effrontery, he ran to the bottom of the steps and jumped into the couple’s
         path.
      

      
      The three regarded each other in stunned, freeze-frame silence for a second or two, until the action resumed with Larkin’s
         recognition of the woman.
      

      
      Charlotte the bridge fighter.

      
      Before he had time to reintroduce himself, a quick glance to his right clocked the fist of her heftily built companion as
         it powered towards Larkin’s jaw.
      

      




      
      
      4: Ghosts

      
      The bell rang. And suddenly Larkin was in the ring, fighting. Just as abruptly the fighting stopped, but the bell kept on
         ringing; he opened his eyes. He’d expected to be laid out on the canvas, but he wasn’t, he was in a bed. A strange one. He
         jumped up, immediately regretted it, and flopped back down. Whoever he’d been fighting had won.
      

      
      The bell kept ringing. With shaking, fumbling fingers, he traced the noise to the bedside phone and picked it up.

      
      ‘Hello?’ Blearily.

      
      ‘Mr Larkin?’ A girl’s voice, squeakily cheerful.

      
      Larkin grunted.

      
      ‘Call for you! Putting you throu-ough,’ she sang.

      
      The line was connected. Then a ghost’s voice: ‘You made an exhibition of yourself last night, didn’t you?’

      
      Charlotte.

      
      ‘Great. Just what I need. I feel like shit and now you phone up to make it even worse.’

      
      ‘Don’t swear, Stephen. And if that’s how you feel I’ll go.’

      
      ‘No you won’t. You’re too nosy.’

      
      ‘Oh, am I now?’

      
      And Larkin was left holding a dead phone.

      
      ‘Boring conversation anyway,’ he said to the empty room, just to have the last word. Cutting him off like that – Birch the
         bitch hadn’t changed.
      

      
      
      He lay back down on the bed and tried to fill in the gaps in his memory of the previous night. After a few seconds his booze-soaked
         synapses started to make connections – and with a groan he remembered the events that had left him feeling like Mike Tyson’s
         punchbag.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck did you do that for?’ Larkin shouted from the bottom step of the courthouse, where he had found himself after
         clumsily twisting from the path of the blow hurled by Charlotte’s beau. The man, who was built like a rugby-playing brick
         shithouse, made a second lunge towards him.
      

      
      ‘Charles, stop it!’ said Charlotte forcefully, placing a restraining hand on the Shithouse. He stopped dead and turned to
         her.
      

      
      ‘Do you know him?’ It was issued as a challenge.

      
      ‘Yes. He’s an old … friend of mine.’

      
      Charles snorted and resumed his menacing surge towards Larkin.

      
      ‘And I want to talk to him.’ She placed herself directly in Charles’s path and stared deep into his eyes. Charles relented,
         but unwillingly, like a scrap-crazed pit bull terrier denied the kill.
      

      
      ‘Ungawa! Down, Lobo!’ Larkin said faintly, clinging to the guide rail, but his feeble humour went unappreciated. He tried
         to help himself up but the sudden exertion on top of the alcohol made his head and stomach spin. With a final withering look
         at Charles, Charlotte walked down the steps and pulled Larkin to his feet.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Think so,’ said Larkin grumpily. ‘What’s his fuckin’ problem?’

      
      ‘I expect he thought you were going to mug us.’

      
      Larkin grunted, then made his eyes focus on Charlotte. She was older, of course, but in a pleasant, wholesome way; not battle
         scarred and haggard like himself, on whom the intervening years had taken a visible toll. Her blonde hair was now worn in
         a sensible bob; a discreet collection of lines around the corners of her eyes was the only tangible sign of any kind of maturation. She gave Larkin the same kind of scrutiny; Lord only knew what she made
         of him.
      

      
      ‘You’re looking well,’ she said, without much conviction.

      
      ‘I look like shite – but thanks anyway.’

      
      They both grinned; Charles shuffled uncomfortably behind them.

      
      ‘It’s been a long time,’ she said.

      
      ‘And other cliches,’ said Larkin.

      
      Silence. Charles took that as his cue to intervene.

      
      ‘Come on – we’re going.’

      
      Larkin rounded on him, trying to sound calm. ‘Hey, mate, no need for that. We’re just talking. We haven’t seen each other
         in a while.’
      

      
      ‘And you won’t be seeing each other any more. We’re leaving.’ He grabbed Charlotte’s arm. Charlotte shrugged him off; again
         he stood mute. That pleased Larkin enormously; he made a great show of addressing Charlotte in a manner appropriate for a
         former lover. He asked her the usual questions of intimate strangers: how was she, where was she living, what was she doing.
         And she answered him: fine, Jesmond, working as a solicitor in Newcastle.
      

      
      Then a pause, difficult for both of them.

      
      ‘You’ve done all right then,’ said Larkin.

      
      ‘I suppose so.’ Then, awkwardly, ‘I heard about what happened.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      Charlotte filled the silence this time. ‘What brings you back here?’

      
      ‘Work. Still a journalist.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t have thought there would have been any stories up here to interest you. Not compared with London.’

      
      ‘Me neither, but my editor thinks otherwise. This one involves Grimley, believe it or not. Apparently there was a gangland murder there, and I’m here to see if it gets any big—’
      

      
      The Shithouse jumped in. ‘I won’t tell you again, Charlotte. We’re going.’

      
      Larkin’s fuse finally burnt out. ‘Look, mate, what’s your fuckin’ problem, eh?’

      
      ‘Listen to me, you little nobody. You’re her past. History. I’m her present, and unless she gets a move on and you crawl back
         into whichever hole you crawled out of, she won’t have a future.’
      

      
      ‘Is that such a bad thing?’ Larkin turned to Charlotte. ‘I can’t say your taste in men has improved. Does he support Sunderland
         as well?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve had enough of you, you drunken little shit.’

      
      The booze, combined with Charles’s arrogance, had returned Larkin to fighting fitness. ‘Fuckin’ try it, cock-sucker. Come
         on! I’m ready for you.’
      

      
      Charlotte turned away. ‘Stephen, don’t be ridiculous.’

      
      ‘It’s not me, darlin’, that’s ridiculous. It’s fuckin’ needledick there. He’s the one who started all this. All I was trying
         to do was—’
      

      
      Charlotte never got to find out what Larkin was trying to do, because at that moment the Shithouse took a swing at Larkin
         and connected with the side of his jaw. The blow knocked the drunken Larkin off balance; while he was trying to regain it,
         the Shithouse threw another punch that landed square in Larkin’s chest. This one lifted him off his feet, carried him through
         the air and plonked him on his back where he lay unmoving. But the Shithouse obviously hadn’t heard that you didn’t kick a
         man when he was down. He took a vicious swing at Larkin’s ribcage with his foot, and was about to take another when Charlotte
         grabbed his arm.
      

      
      ‘Stop it, for God’s sake!’

      
      Fortunately for Larkin, he stopped. He looked at Charlotte, smirking. ‘That should settle him for a bit.’

      
      Larkin was starting to come round; Charlotte bent over him. ‘Are you all right?’

      
      ‘Fuck do you think?’

      
      
      ‘There’s no need for language like that.’

      
      ‘There’s every fuckin’ need.’ He raised himself on his elbows. ‘Come on,’ he said to Charlotte, spitting blood with each syllable.

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Pilgrim Street nick. I’m going to report this bastard for assault. And you’re going to back me up.’

      
      ‘I can’t!’

      
      ‘Yes you can! You’re a witness, you saw what he did. Come on.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      The Shithouse started laughing. ‘Tell him.’

      
      Charlotte looked apologetically at Larkin. ‘A wife – can’t give evidence against her husband.’

      
      Charles knelt over Larkin and pulled him up by the front of his jacket. Up close Larkin could see that Charles was fizzing
         with a manic energy; an artificially stimulated ubermensch, with pinwheeling pupils.
      

      
      ‘Welcome home, sonny boy,’ Charles said, and let Larkin’s head fall back on to the pavement with a dull thud.

      
      Charles stood up, pulled Charlotte away. The heavy-goods train that was thundering through Larkin’s head blotted out any farewell
         speech that Charlotte may have made.
      

      
      Larkin lay there for a while, summoning up the energy to move. He laughed painfully to himself. He’d had the fight – now all
         he needed was the fuck and the bag of chips and he’d have had a perfect Friday night in Newcastle.
      

      
      After downing an Underberg and Bisodol hangover cocktail, Larkin slithered out of bed, leaving a slug-like trail of linen
         and underwear on the way to the bathroom. In the mirror he inspected his naked body for injury and found bruises blossoming
         up his left side, where Charles the Shithouse had kicked him. His jaw was discoloured and tender; the slight swelling lent
         him an heroic, Captain America look. He attempted to shower the drunkenness and discomfort from his body, then towelled off, combed his longish, dark hair out of his eyes and put on his
         leather and Levis armour. All the while MTV blared in the background as a kind of penance, reminding him (as if he needed
         reminding) that, since punk, everything had lost its meaning.
      

      
      He arrived in the lobby – the beige seemed less opulent in daylight – to find a horde of shame-faced middle managers, regretting
         the previous evening spent behaving like a bunch of fifteen-year-olds on their first trip away from home. A damage limitation
         exercise was now being discussed among them, as they desperately tried to create bravado out of embarrassment. As he checked
         his key in at the desk, he met the singing telephone girl in person. She looked exactly as he’d imagined: blonde, rictus grin,
         enough perfume to knock down a truck. Or truck driver. What someone with no personality calls a personality girl.
      

      
      He was serenaded with the fact that there was a message for him and handed a piece of folded hotel stationery.

      
      

         When you’re feeling in a better mood perhaps we might have lunch together. I have something to talk to you about. Heartbreak
               Soup. 1 PM.
         

         Charlotte.
         

      



      
      Larkin was impressed; the personality girl had joined-up writing. He smiled at her and she beamed back as if he’d just handed
         her a Pools cheque. He looked at his watch: eleven thirty. He was just walking out the door when he heard a familiar voice
         behind him.
      

      
      ‘Larkin! Hey, man, wait up!’

      
      He turned: Andy.

      
      He caught up with Larkin. ‘Hey, where you going? Jeez, what happened to your face?’

      
      ‘What happened to yours?’

      
      Andy felt his face reflexively. ‘I don’t know. What’s wrong with it?’

      
      
      Larkin pointed to Andy’s neck. ‘Good night, was it? Or did you meet a vampire?’

      
      Andy realised. ‘Oh, yeah! Those two chicks off the train. Great scene, man. Where did you go? There was one for you. When
         you disappeared I just had to have both of them meself. Couldn’t disappoint them.’ His mind slipped back. ‘Wow … You should’ve
         been there. Missed a treat.’
      

      
      Maybe I should have, thought Larkin. Couldn’t have been any worse than what happened. ‘What you doing today, then?’
      

      
      ‘Dunno, man. Have a recce round your home town – where is it? Grimley? See if there’s anything worth getting the old camera
         out for. That sort of thing.’
      

      
      ‘Very conscientious of you.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s what I’ve planned. Whether it’ll turn out that way is another matter. What you up to?’

      
      ‘I’m off to meet someone for lunch.’

      
      ‘Yeah? That was quick. What’s her name?’

      
      ‘None of your bloody business. I’ll meet you back here later, OK? About five, six?’

      
      ‘Make it that pub I was in last night with them two birds.’ Andy stopped for a moment and pondered. ‘What we meeting for then?’

      
      ‘To do some background, what else?’

      
      ‘Oh. I thought perhaps you wanted to get drunk.’

      
      ‘I do, but we have to work.’

      
      ‘OK, you miserable bastard.’

      
      ‘I may be a miserable bastard, but at least I don’t have to visit the clap clinic every fortnight.’

      
      ‘You want to watch yourself, Larkin! We nearly had some witty repartee going there. Bit of effort, we could turn into a double
         act.’
      

      
      ‘I fuckin’ hope not.’

      
      ‘There you go again. The wit and wisdom of—’

      
      ‘Half-five. See you later.’

      
      Larkin turned away. Behind him he heard: ‘Think of some good one-liners for tonight, won’t you?’

      
      
      Even though he couldn’t stand the guy, Larkin couldn’t help smiling as he walked out.

   

OEBPS/images/9780751554359.jpg
A STEPHEN LARKIN Thriller

WAITES

PRAYER





