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NOTHING BUT TROUBLE


SOMETHING WICKED




1


FIFTEEN YEARS OLD


Craig Macklin’s footsteps crunched across the mix of gravel and dirt. His white trainers were going to be filthy and he’d have to wipe them clean somewhere before he got home. It wasn’t the dirty shoes specifically that would get him into trouble, it was his mother’s inevitable questioning and the risk his ever-increasing web of lies regarding his whereabouts could tie him in knots. He could picture her, hand on hip, leaning slightly to one side, single raised eyebrow: ‘And just where did you get them that dirty, young man?’


She’d been more and more suspicious of him in the past year or so, not that he could blame her, not after the newsagent incident. She had already tried the teary arm-round-the-shoulder approach, telling Craig how she wanted only the best for him. They were now onto the angry approach, with a curfew, intermittent threats of grounding, plus demands to know where he was every second of the day. His dad would shrug and say he was off down the Legion but she definitely wouldn’t approve of him skipping school.


Again.


As Craig mentally planned where he might be able to find leaves big enough to clean his shoes on the walk home, Mark continued to stride ahead of him, scuffing his feet, unconcerned about any potential inquest into the state of his footwear. The woods at the back of the school were a haven for skiving students, with trails of cigarette butts leading through the inner crop of trees to the series of clearings out of sight of the main school building. To those who didn’t know, it was a muddy patch of grass, but to a certain underclass of students, of which Craig was a part, it held its own mystique. Drugs had been dealt, pills popped, fags smoked and, if the gossip was to be believed, virginities lost.


As if reading his mind, Mark pointed to a leafy bush on the edge of the clearing. ‘That’s where that Amy girl from year eleven shagged that Kevin kid.’


It was the same thing Mark said every time they passed this particular spot. Craig had never asked any follow-up questions, such as how Mark knew for sure. There was no point; he knew Mark would grin, scratch his chin and then claim he was there. Perhaps he had been, though Craig never quite knew where the truth ended and his friend’s bullshit began. As much as Craig wanted to believe there was a shagging bush mere metres from their school, he knew the prickly branches and sodden ground made it unlikely. Still, it was an enticing thought.


Craig continued following Mark across the clearing, past the next line of trees, heading towards a tightly packed clump doused in shadow. He didn’t bother to ask where they were going, instead trying to avoid the muddiest patches of land.


Ahead, Mark swung his leg towards a loose stone, connecting and sending it spiralling into the darkness with a thwack of rock on bark, then slowed his pace, turning to face Craig. There was a recent cut across the top of his eye that had started to heal, only to be picked back open. The dark red blood had pooled underneath, scabbing into a bulbous dome of crusty plasma. His hands were in the pockets of his dark school uniform trousers, top button of his shirt undone, rucksack slung across his shoulders. They weren’t going back to school any time soon, if at all.


‘Whatcha get up to last night?’ Mark asked.


Craig shrugged. ‘Not much, played a bit of Pro Evo.’


Mark was at Craig’s side, matching his speed. They were around the same height, five seven or eight, but Craig felt cowed. Mark had a broader chest, bigger shoulders, thicker jaw, larger hands. He was like a boxer with a natural brawn; Craig was skinny, like an athlete or cyclist but without the speed.


‘Dad was arrested yesterday,’ Mark replied. ‘Got in some ruck down the pub. I think he broke the other guy’s nose.’


‘What time was that?’


‘Dunno, he didn’t get in ’til three this morning, going on about the Old Bill not having enough cells down the nick. I think he’s got to go back today.’


There was a rustle from the nearby bushes as a grey squirrel dashed from the undergrowth, scuttling up a tree, waiting halfway and staring at them with its dark brown eyes. Mark stopped, crouching to pick up a stone and then launching it at the creature. The squirrel remained still until the stone struck the bark a few centimetres from its head, sending up a spray of dust and chipping. A moment later, it had disappeared in a flurry of frightened limbs up the tree into the shrouded branches.


Mark sent another stone towards the tree but it clattered off a hanging branch and dropped to the ground.


‘Does that mean social services will be looking for you?’ Craig asked.


‘Looking is the key word. They can piss off.’


Mark’s attention was quickly taken by something red lodged in a nearby tree. It looked like it might be round but the compact branches and leaves were shielding it from full view. Before Craig could say anything, Mark was shimmying up the trunk, grasping towards the lowest branch and then heaving himself into a sitting position. He was surprisingly flexible for his size, sliding along the wood, before stretching up and grabbing what turned out to be a Frisbee. He turned it over in his hands, looking disappointed, and then flung it into the distance with a grunt of annoyance.


Back on the ground, Mark continued walking away from the school, Craig in tow. ‘There’s all sorts of stuff around here,’ Mark said. ‘I once found a wallet with a hundred quid inside. Cards, too. The pin number was in there on a piece of paper. I went to the cashpoint and took all the money out. There was, like, a thousand pounds or something.’


‘What did you do with it?’


‘I’ve still got it – gonna buy a motorbike off one of my dad’s friends.’


‘Wow . . .’


Craig did his best to sound impressed, even though he knew it would definitely be the last he heard of either the fictional thousand pounds, or the mythical motorbike. They’d go the same way as the sixth-form girl Mark had copped off with, the Ferrari he’d test-driven at a disused airfield, and the holiday home in Jamaica Mark had been left in the will of some grandparent he hadn’t mentioned before or since. Craig knew the truth of what went on between Mark and his father, and if Mark wanted to invent stories to pretend his life was better than it was, then who was Craig to say anything? Besides, Craig didn’t have a long line of people queuing up to be his friend. He could put up with a certain amount of made-up nonsense if it meant having someone to hang around with.


They’d only gone a short distance further when Mark was shuffling away again, his attention stolen by a deflated, abandoned football. He booted it towards Craig but the ball was so flat that it barely travelled a metre before sinking into the mud. Mark tried kicking it again but only succeeded in sending a spray of filth across the bottom of his trousers.


He peered down at the mess, grinning. ‘Ah, well, can’t go back to school now.’


They continued traipsing across the soaked ground, Mark wading through the puddles, Craig edging around them, until they reached a chain-link fence. Glinting, vicious razor wire spiralled around the top, with a red and white sign pinned to the fence directly in front of them, as if someone knew they were coming.


NO TRESPASSING: RISK OF SERIOUS INJURY OR DEATH


Craig’s eyes fixed on the word ‘death’ but Mark was unaffected. He ran a hand through his short dark hair, gazing along the length of the fence. They’d been in the woods before, but never gone this far. On the other side of the barrier was a river of sand-coloured gravel, four sets of train tracks, then more gravel and another fence. Electrical lines were high overhead, lines of pylons stretching into the distance.


Mark dumped his bag on the ground, crouching and unzipping the top, then rummaging inside.


‘Shall we nick off to town?’ Craig said. ‘I think those gippos are putting up the funfair.’


Mark didn’t reply, which was ominous. Craig hated it when his friend had an idea fixed in his mind because there was no chance of changing it, no matter how stupid the plan. Mark dropped a pile of exercise books onto the ground as he pulled the bag open further, digging deeper, before removing a pair of hedge clippers. The blades were curved, with thick sharpened edges that looked like they could slice through anything, fingers included. Mark clicked them back and forth, grin widening. Craig tried not to show how uneasy he felt. He was uncomfortable with weapons at the best of times, let alone when Mark was wielding them. It wasn’t often present but, sometimes, a glint appeared in Mark’s gaze that made Craig wonder if he knew his friend at all.


Mark’s eyes twinkled as he turned back to the fence, snipping through the metal as easily as if it was butter. He worked outwards in a circle and then cut back towards the centre until there was a gap big enough to squeeze through. Mark tossed the clipped pieces of metal to the side and then repacked his bag before throwing it through. He ducked under the metal and then turned back.


‘You coming?’


Craig wanted to say no. What good was possibly going to come from being on the train tracks, especially with Mark in this mood? He glanced at the sign again, focusing on the word ‘death’, before doing what he always did: following. As he passed through the fence, Craig stood too quickly, the spiky jaws of the sliced metal raking his shoulders before he ducked again with a grimace and whispered a swear word. Mark didn’t notice: he was already on the tracks, peering towards the centre of Manchester, hand shielding his eyes from the late-morning haze.


Craig scuffed his shoes on the gravel, getting rid of some of the mud, glancing to the pylons above. ‘Aren’t the lines electric?’


Mark shrugged, not turning around.


‘Did you touch them?’ Craig asked.


‘Just step over them.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it’s fun.’


‘What’s fun?’


Mark hopped over the rails like a human Frogger game until he was on the far side, then hurdled his way back until he was at Craig’s side.


The sparkle was in Mark’s eye, a darkness of which Craig knew he should have no part. Mark was taking deep breaths through his nose and exhaling through his mouth, puffing his chest out as a grin crept across his face. ‘Do you ever think about doing something crazy?’


‘Like what?’


‘I don’t know . . . blocking the line with branches and bricks to see what happens.’


‘The train would be derailed. People could get hurt. There was this big disaster in Spain the other week, where—’


Mark was barely listening. ‘We’d be the first on the scene to help people. We’d be heroes.’


‘But it’d be our fault.’


‘So?’


‘So, people would find out. They’d ask what we were doing here, wonder why we were out of school.’


Not to mention the guilt.


Mark started to chew on the corner of his mouth, weighing up the options. Craig wondered if he really meant it. Sometimes Mark said things to get a reaction, like swearing at teachers, or asking the year eleven girls about their bra size.


‘Hmmmm . . .’


Mark eventually stepped away from the tracks, scooping his backpack from the ground and heading towards the fence. For a moment, Craig thought it was over, and they’d head off to town to find trouble. Instead, Mark paused, turning as the ground started to shake. Craig felt it in his knees first, a gentle wobble that made him stumble slightly. He’d never been in an earthquake but had seen videos and thought it’d probably be like this. In the distance, a rumble was building, making the ground tremor even more. Mark was suddenly alive, dropping his bag again and treading carefully towards the lines.


‘I think a train’s coming,’ Craig said.


Mark didn’t reply, stepping over the raised rail until he was in the centre of the track. Craig headed to the fence, squinting towards the city where the silhouette of a train was zipping towards them.


‘Mark – it’s a train.’


The thunder continued to roar, the vibrations spreading from Craig’s knees to his upper body. The train was so loud that he could feel his bones rattling.


‘Mark!’


Craig was shouting but could barely hear himself. Mark hadn’t moved, spreading his arms into a crucifix pose as he stared at the oncoming train. Craig could see the yellow front, the bluey-purple sides and the word FIRST emblazoned across the front in golden letters. A loud horn blared as a screeching began to echo around the trees. Mark still hadn’t shifted, arms wide as the train barrelled towards him, wheels screeching, brakes clamped against the metal.


The train was slowing rapidly but there was no way it could stop in time.


The horn continued shrieking, a deafening honk drowning out the squeal of metal on metal. Somehow, Craig could still hear Mark. He was laughing and shouting, daring the train to hit him.


‘Come on!’


Craig glanced from the train to Mark and back again, holding his breath. He knew the train’s speed would be immense, yet somehow it was happening in slow motion. The train was so close that Craig could see the driver, a middle-aged man in a dark uniform, eyes wide, the whites frozen in fear as they settled on Mark in the deadliest game of chicken.


‘Come on!’


Craig’s feet were fixed to the ground, his entire body shaking from the oncoming storm. Fifty metres. Forty. Mark didn’t move. Thirty. His arms were still wide, laugh resounding under the booming force of the train. Twenty metres. Ten.


Craig blinked.


The train flashed past, chikka-chikka-chikkaring along the lines as the brakes released. Craig could see rows of passengers through the windows. Some were reading, others gazing into nothingness. One or two stared back at him, turning to watch until the angle became too much. With a heavy gust of wind, three carriages flew past, revealing a grinning Mark on the other side of the tracks. A speckling of dust had sprayed from the train onto his face. Mark stepped back over the rails, still smiling as he plucked his backpack from the ground and took a breath.


‘Wow.’


Craig dared not move, fearing his balance would desert him if he tried.


Mark ran a hand across his head. ‘You don’t know what you’re missing. That was a-may-zing.’


Craig’s voice was more of a gulp: ‘What were you doing?’


Mark shrugged.


‘Were you trying to kill yourself?’


Another shrug, then Mark poked an accusing finger into Craig’s shoulder. ‘Kill myself? Why would I do that?’ He took another breath. ‘That is what you call living.’
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NOW


Craig hoiked his duffel bag higher on his shoulder, weaving through the crowd and trying not to take anyone out. The bloody thing was ridiculously heavy, although it did contain more or less everything he owned. Piccadilly train station was heaving, hordes of people hurrying across the main concourse doing whatever it was people did in the north west nowadays. Some were in suits, either just leaving work or, perhaps, given the twenty-four-hour society everyone was stuck with, heading in. Others were dressed for a party – short dresses, high heels and fake-tanned legs for the girls; smart shirts and too much hair gel for the lads. More still were wrapped in thick coats, with a handful of blokes sporting ludicrous Christmas jumpers: red, green and hideous, like the contents of a blown broken nose. When did they become fashionable?


It was early evening on Wednesday and Craig’s delayed train had taken the best part of four hours to get from Euston to Manchester. Four sodding hours. While Richard Branson was busy fiddling with hot-air balloons, space flights and whatever else he amused himself with, he needed to be told that his trains were a shambles.


Craig slid to a halt as a young girl in a red velvet dress skipped along the floor in front of him, her apologetic mother a short distance behind, bellowing ‘Abigail!’


The station smelled of pastry and burger and there was so much noise that Craig was stunned by the sensory overload. Not only was there the usual low hum of chatter, there was a booming speaker announcement, screaming kids, the rumble of trains and clatter of luggage on hard floor. He peered around at the now unfamiliar setting. Thirteen years previously, he’d got on a train heading for London and now he was back. There were advertising panels everywhere, huge information boards and so many, many people.


Craig followed the signs for the exit, passing through the gaping glass doors onto London Road, where there were even more people hurrying into and away from the station. It was dark and cold, the air crisp and fresh, yet there was glee in the air. Christmas was two weeks away and people were looking forward to the parties and time off work. Craig continued walking down the slope, peering around, looking for the unfamiliar-familiar face that he hadn’t seen in person since he was seventeen. He eventually saw the man leaning against the railing close to the bus stop. The scruffy trousers and school uniform were gone, replaced by trendy jeans and a tight-fitting woollen coat. His face was a little chubbier but Mark hadn’t grown in height or bulk and his hair was still as short as it had always been. They’d been friends on social networks for a while, as much as two people could be when they’d grown apart and lived at opposite ends of the country. Craig felt a stab of sadness at seeing his old mate: they’d grown up together and then . . . things had happened and thirteen years had passed.


Mark glanced up from his phone, spotting Craig and breaking into a grin: ‘Well, I’ll be buggered. Look who it is.’


They shook hands, looking each other up and down, seeing how the missing years had affected one another. If Craig was honest, he knew time had been kinder to Mark than it had him. They were only thirty, yet his fair hair was already greying, wrinkles swimming across his forehead. Mark was still baby-faced, with that half-grin that got him out of trouble.


Craig peered along the road, over the throngs towards the city centre. ‘I can’t believe how busy it is.’


‘Isn’t it busy in London?’


‘Not where I lived, but I suppose so. I never realised Manchester had become so . . . big.’


Mark shrugged in the dismissive way he always had. ‘It’s Christmas, innit? C’mon – we’ll go check out the markets, then we can have our first-ever legal beer.’


He set off, not waiting for acceptance. It sounded fine to Craig, though the thought they’d never had a legal drink together was sobering considering the amount of cider and beer they got through in the old days. Mark continued along the main road, weaving through the masses, before slowing as they reached Piccadilly Gardens. The giant square was surrounded by strings of Christmas lights, with a large tree in the centre of the grassy area. On the far side, three trams vied for position, with hundreds of people bounding on and off, heading into the night. A man on the corner was selling Santa hats and reindeer ears from a cart, with the tones of that bloody Slade song drifting from the nearby Costa.


Mark slowed to a stop, nudging Craig with his elbow. ‘Bit different, ain’t it?’


‘This was a dump when I left, all mud and boarded-up shops.’


‘Wait ’til you see Albert Square.’


Craig didn’t expect much but the area outside Manchester Town Hall was transformed from what he remembered. Instead of a crookedly paved area where the alkies hung around, swearing at strangers and begging for money, there was a sprawling market jammed with stalls selling hot cider, German sausages, paella, chocolate, cake, Christmas decorations and beer, beer, beer. Hundreds of people were crammed into the area, spilling onto the roads as taxi drivers swerved and beeped their horns in annoyance. There were two-storey cabins built from thick wood, with winter-clad revellers packed on top and inside, eating and drinking; plus rows of high tables for people to lean against. There were so many visitors that there was no chance of Craig being able to wade against the tide with his duffel bag across his back, so instead they cut through the side streets, crossed Deansgate, and headed into the Spinningfields area of the city. As the office blocks soared high above, they were greeted by a giant inflatable snowman, beaming white lights and an ice rink. Mark led the way around the side of the square until they reached a seated area out of sight of the road, surrounded by tall gas heaters that were glowing a cosy orange. Craig finally dumped his bag on the floor, relaxing into a sturdy metal chair and cricking his neck.


Mark was still on his feet: ‘Beer?’


‘I’ll get ’em.’


Craig started to stand but Mark waved a dismissive hand and headed towards a stall close to the ice rink. Craig stifled a yawn, the chilled air prickling his ears until he shuffled further under the heat lamps. There were a dozen tables that were empty except for a couple enjoying a bit of leg stroking a few metres away. The area around the rink was packed with children and parents, the strained tones of Wizzard echoing from the speakers and pissing everyone off. Being Christmas every day would be fine – except for having to listen to the same sodding music on a loop.


Mark returned with a pair of German steins full of frothy beer. He plonked them both on the table and slumped into the seat across from Craig, nodding at the tankards. ‘Go on then.’


The beer was almost freezing, the foam thick and sticky. Bloody good, though. Craig wiped his mouth and sighed in satisfaction. It had been a long day and this wasn’t a bad way to finish it.


Mark had a second swig, fingers stretched through the large handle, cradling the thick glass. Their breaths spiralled into the air as the heater clinked. Over Mark’s shoulder, the couple were in full lip-biting, get-a-room, oh-to-be-young mode.


Craig realised his friend was looking at him. ‘I didn’t think you’d ever come back from London,’ Mark said.


‘Mum’s been going on about it for ages. She and Dad have been down a few times but they’re getting on a bit. Then you got in contact. My old company is restructuring, so I’m on thirty-day gardening leave before I’m made redundant.’


‘They’re still paying you?’


‘Only for a month.’


‘What do you do?’


Craig started to make bunny ears with his fingers and then stopped himself. He hated people who did that. ‘Logistics management – it’s too boring to talk about.’


Mark threw his head back, chuckling, before having another drink. It was incredible that he could still make Craig feel embarrassed all these years on. It sounded like such a stupid job title to say out loud. Mark rolled the words around – ‘logistics management’ – before finally stopping laughing. ‘Who would’ve guessed either of us would end up doing something like that?’


Craig didn’t reply. What could he say?


Mark flicked his head upwards, like an exaggerated tic. He’d always done it when he wanted attention. It was frightening how his smaller mannerisms were the same. ‘You back for good?’


‘I’m not sure. I needed to get away from London for a bit.’


‘Because of your wife?’


It was Craig’s turn to shrug. ‘Ex-wife.’


‘What happened?’


‘Harriet . . . left.’


Craig hid behind his glass, supping, wiping his mouth and then drinking again. He didn’t want to think, let alone talk, about it. His mum would have questions, too. It was easy to gloss over things when there was a buffer zone of a few hundred miles, less simple when your mother looked you in the eye and asked why you weren’t married any longer. They were nothing compared to the questions he asked himself. He and Harriet had been together for twelve years, married for seven. Had he ever loved her, or was she the person he’d run to because he was tired of thinking about the reason he left Manchester? She’d done them both a favour by leaving.


Mark had already half-finished his drink, his gaze following a short-skirted woman hurrying out of an office towards the main road. ‘You staying with your parents?’


‘For now.’


‘They still in the same place?’


‘Yep.’ Craig lifted his glass. ‘Once I’m done with this, I’ve got to get out to Salford to see them. They were expecting me . . . well, around now. I told them I was meeting a mate for a drink but the train was delayed.’


Mark checked his watch, something chunky and silver, no doubt a fake. ‘It’s only half six.’


‘Maybe I can get a second down, then I definitely have to go. What are the trams like nowadays?’


‘There’s never anyone checking tickets. Just hop on and off you go.’


‘I meant do they run on time, are they safe . . . ?’


Mark snorted, as if those things never crossed his mind. They probably didn’t. When they were kids, it was all about sneaking onto trains and trams, trying not to get caught without a ticket. Surely he wasn’t still like that?


Mark was nodding. ‘They’re fine but a bit busy at rush hour. You don’t want to end up standing next to some stinky sod, but there are some tidy girls about.’


Also not what Craig meant.


He downed the rest of his drink, enjoying the buzz, and then headed to the stall by the ice rink. The area was even busier than it had been when they’d walked through. A wooden cabin was doubling as a restaurant and was packed, with rows of excited children outside queuing for the ice rink as a Zamboni zipped around the surface. The hot chocolate stand had a menu of various alcoholic hot drinks, with a line of two dozen people hopping from foot to foot, trying to keep warm. If Craig had been by himself, he’d have preferred a whisky-laced hot chocolate, but he’d look a bit of a tit if he sauntered back to Mark with a pair of steaming drinks instead of two beers.


The poor girl behind the stall was dressed in green lederhosen, with long blonde pigtails, but was doing her best to smile through it. As he paid her eight quid for each drink, Craig hoped she was on more than minimum wage. Even compared to London prices, it was steep. Back at the table, Mark was thumbing his phone, peering up briefly to mutter ‘thanks’, before returning to the screen. Craig started his second drink, glancing towards the couple over Mark’s shoulder. They were in their teens or early twenties, wearing matching red bobble hats. The girl was now on her boyfriend’s lap, one hand snaked around his back, the other cupping his chin as they snogged as if their lives depended on it, oblivious to who might be watching.


Those were the days.


Craig was about to have another drink when his pocket started buzzing. He rattled the table leg as he stood abruptly, battling with his jeans until he managed to free his phone. It was his mum, probably wondering where he was.


‘All right?’ Craig said.


She stumbled, slightly, which wasn’t uncommon when she was on the phone: ‘Craig?’


‘Who else?’


‘Are you . . . near?’


‘I won’t be long, Mum.’


‘There were men. They knocked on the door and . . .’


Craig suddenly realised his mother’s voice hadn’t broken because she was unsure of the technology, it was because she was terrified. A shiver flickered along his spine. ‘What happened?’


‘Please hurry.’
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Craig didn’t bother telling Mark there was a problem, instead saying they’d catch up soon and that his mum really wanted to see him. He’d been looking forward to seeing how the area in which he’d grown up had changed, but Craig barely noticed any of it as the taxi sped through the streets, dropping him outside his parents’ house in Salford. He dropped a twenty-pound note over the driver’s shoulder, didn’t wait for change, and then hoisted his duffel bag from the back seat, heading to the front door.


He expected splintered wood, damage, carnage, but it was almost as he remembered from the day he left. The green paint on the front door was chipped and faded, the welcome mat gone, the pebble-dashed front as ugly as ever.


It was . . . home.


Craig pressed the doorbell, hearing ‘Greensleeves’ tinkling from beyond in the same annoying way it had since the dawn of time. The hallway light came on, illuminating an approaching shadow that soon filled the entirety of the rippled glass.


‘Who is it?’ a solemn voice asked from inside.


‘It’s me, Mum.’


Three bolts clinked and then a key turned before the door opened a fraction, still stuck on the chain. Craig could see half of his mother’s face, wrinkled and aged. It was the first time he’d seen her in person for nearly four years. They spoke on the phone every now and then, making small talk as he danced around his crumbling relationship, before he finally plucked up the courage to tell her that Harriet had left, that the dream of grandchildren was over for the time being.


The door closed momentarily as the chain unclicked, and then Craig’s mother revealed herself, arms open. ‘I’m so glad you’re back.’


Carole Macklin was shorter than Craig, dumpy with curly grey hair. Technically, she was unemployed, not quite over the retirement age, although the chances of an employer bringing her in were slim. She’d not worked in more than a decade, a mix of health problems and reluctance on her part.


Craig didn’t have room to drop his bag as his mum hugged him, shoving her chin into his chest. ‘I didn’t think you’d ever come home.’


He patted her back, peering over her shoulder to the empty hall behind. Small slivers of glass were glinting along the skirting boards from where she had tried to clean up. The patchy walls were sun-scarred with chequered dark and light spots indicating where photographs had recently hung.


His mother finally released him, stepping away and welcoming him inside before re-chaining, bolting and locking the front door.


‘What happened, Mum?’


She scuttled past him, along the hall, head down, into the kitchen and adjoining front room. Craig left his bag in the hall and followed. There was more damage in the living room, picture frames swept to the side, with thick shards of glass spiked into the carpet. The lampshade at the back of the room had been smashed to the ground, leaving a gauntlet of glass underneath the sullen darkness. Craig waited in the doorway, taking in the room. The television and stereo were untouched, with the damage largely superficial – sentimental items that would take time to clear up, rather than anything overly violent.


Craig’s mother was hunched over the armchair, dabbing a ball of cotton wool on her husband’s eyebrow. The white cotton revealed blobs of deep red blood, though Craig’s dad seemed nonplussed, trying to peer around her towards the television. Dennis Macklin was a few years older than his wife and hadn’t worked in at least twenty years. His hair was shoulder-length, grey and tied into a stumpy ponytail, a hippy in the wrong decade. He was wearing a Manchester United shirt that was at least five seasons out of date and didn’t bother turning to see Craig.


‘What happened?’ Craig asked.


His mother continued dabbing at her husband’s face. ‘There were men who knocked on the door. They pushed their way in.’


‘Did you call the police?’


She looked up at him as if over imaginary glasses, not very mumsy. She didn’t need to say anything because he already knew the answer. This wasn’t the kind of estate where the police were called. Even if someone was trapped in a burning building, the neighbours would think twice about dialling 999.


Craig tried a second time: ‘What’s going on?’


His mum nodded towards the armchair. ‘Sit.’


He did as he was told, wriggling into the uncomfortable brown cord material and trying to remember if this was the three-piece suite they’d had thirteen years back. At least one errant spring was stabbing into his spine. It was faint but there was still the smell of cigarettes, so it probably was the same. The dimpled ceiling had a brown tar-ridden smoky glaze as well. The carpet was different – cream and fluffy – and there were matching curtains, but, aside from the upgraded television, Craig couldn’t see much that had changed in the years since he’d left. His mum’s well-thumbed Mills & Boon paperbacks still lined the back wall and his dad’s landscape photograph of United’s 1994 Double-winning team was above the TV, albeit significantly faded.


‘Mum?’


Craig’s mother ignored him, pressing the swab to her husband’s head, muttering ‘hold that’ and then shuffling into the kitchen. Craig’s dad didn’t turn away from the TV, which was showing some greyhound race.


His lips barely moved: ‘Did you ever get to the dogs down London?’


‘I’m not interested in that, Dad.’


‘I’ve always fancied going to Wimbledon.’


Craig rolled his eyes, knowing full well neither of his parents was keen on leaving the Greater Manchester area. On the three occasions they’d visited him in London – including for his wedding – they’d barely left the hotel in which they’d stayed, afraid they’d be mugged. Blackpool was the furthest they went on holiday – and, even then, they spent the entire time complaining about being away from home.


‘You could’ve come down at any time,’ Craig replied.


‘Too many foreigners. I don’t know how you put up with it all.’


Craig bit his tongue, not wanting an argument. When he’d told his father he was engaged to Harriet, his dad’s response was that it was ‘a nice, white name’. Both of his parents were too far gone in their overt racism for Craig to bother picking fights. The best he could do was shake his head and tut. Even that felt wrong at the present moment considering what had just happened.


His mother hobbled back into the living room carrying a tray with three cups of tea and a box of plasters. A nice cup of tea had always been her solution to everything. Typical Brit. She placed the tray on the floor, scooping two mugs onto the sideboard next to the sofa and then passing Craig the third. There was a faded blue Manchester Polytechnic logo on the side, which, considering the Poly had become a university over twenty years ago, was good going. Even more so considering none of them had attended. They were probably 10p finds from a car-boot sale somewhere.


She removed the cotton wool from her husband’s head and carefully stretched a plaster across, before taking a seat next to him and starting on her tea.


‘Mum?’


She didn’t look up. ‘What?’


Craig was struggling to keep the annoyance from his voice. ‘You called me, remember. Told me to come home quickly. There’s glass in the hall and at the back of the room.’


‘I’ll clear that up later.’


‘I was more asking about why there’s glass.’


‘Oh, y’know . . . I’ve set your old room up for you, by the way.’


‘Mum! What’s going on?’


She turned to frown at him, before focusing back on the TV, even though Craig knew she had no interest in greyhound racing. She sipped her tea and licked her lips before starting: ‘Y’know Sharon from the hairdresser’s? Her brother works at that garage over the back. Liam something. Or Leslie? No, definitely Liam.’ She was arguing with herself, twirling her hand as she spoke, gossip mode in full swing. ‘Anyway, you remember that cold spell last Christmas? No, course you don’t, ’cos you were . . . anyway, it was really cold up here last year. People couldn’t get their cars off the street because of the ice. Y’know Mrs Jones next door? She had to get her son out to help her move the car—’


‘That wasn’t last year.’


Craig’s father’s interruption was met with a slap on his thigh. ‘Course it was.’


‘Your memory’s going. That was three years ago.’


‘It was last year. I remember because she got a new car and it was that one which was stuck.’


‘Nope.’


‘It was.’


‘And you go on about my memory! That was three years ago.’


Craig turned from one parent to the other, barely believing the bickering. He wanted to interrupt, to tell them to get on with it, but then he’d end up having to take a side and that was the last thing he wanted. It took them five more minutes of back and forth until they finally agreed it had definitely happened, although they couldn’t be sure about the year.


‘Anyway,’ his mother continued, ‘the boiler packed up. Leslie came over and looked at it but he said it was too old to be his thing. He knew this other bloke, Liam . . . or was he Leslie? Whatever he was called, he came over and poked around but he said he couldn’t get the parts any longer, so we needed a new boiler. He said he’d do it at cost, but it was still going to cost two and a half thousand.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me when it happened?’


She wafted a hand dismissively. ‘We didn’t want to bother you. Anyway, your father went to see Rodge to see if he could help.’


Craig squeezed his eyes closed, trying not to sigh as the rest of the story came out. Rodge ‘the Todge’ ran the local pawn shop, Tiger Pawn, but had also been the local loan shark for as long as Craig could remember. The nickname was largely self-explanatory, something which Rodge was so proud of that he openly referred to himself as ‘the Todge’. As far as Craig knew, despite the nature of his business, Rodge wasn’t a violent man. He must be in his sixties by now, too.


Craig pointed to the back of the room and the glass. ‘Rodge did this?’


‘Course not. We were fine paying him back in cash for seven or eight months but then Rodge told us he was stopping.’


‘Did the police finally get him?’


Craig got another scowl for his troubles, as if the Todge was a family friend he’d insulted. ‘He told your father that all outstanding debts were going to be handled by someone else – Pong, or something like that?’


‘Pong?’


‘Ask your father.’


Craig didn’t speak for a moment. Considering his dad was sitting next to his mum, he figured his father could speak for himself.


Apparently not.


‘Dad?’


‘Don’t ask me.’


‘Weren’t you there?’


‘Yeah but it was some foreign name – Pungy, Pingo, Pongo, Pongy – something like that.’


Craig’s mother picked up the story again: ‘Anyway, I’d go to the Post Office every Monday to pick up my money and then go to Tiger Pawn to pay off what we owed. It used to be Rodge, but now there’s this Chinese girl there. She takes the money and signs my book but the numbers are all different.’


‘How do you mean?’


She wafted a hand towards the bureau at the back of the room underneath her books. It used to be – and presumably still was – where they kept all the bills and letters. Craig crossed to it, watching carefully for shards of glass. The bureau would probably be worth a bit as an antique if it was done up but the wood was scarred by years of neglect. Underneath the main lock, ‘cRaIg’ had been scratched into the wood, a remnant from when he’d been eleven or twelve.


Craig opened the drawer and hunted through the pile of letters until he found a yellowing scrap of paper. Columns had been drawn in black biro, with ‘MACKLIN’ etched across the top. The left-hand space had a list of payments, with dates and initials, with a total owing in the right column. There were eight months of payments, each neatly chronicled by Rodge, and then three more of equal amounts signed off in different handwriting. For the past three months, instead of decreasing, the amount owed had increased to the point that it was almost at the original £2,500.


Craig returned to his seat, trying to work out what had gone on. ‘Did they increase the interest?’ he asked.


‘Something like that. She said we have to pay £170 a month now, instead of £100, but we don’t have it.’


‘In a month or two, you’re going to owe more than you borrowed in the first place.’


His mother shrugged. ‘That’s what the men who came here tonight said. I told them we don’t have the money but they just said, “find it”.’


Craig continued scanning the numbers. ‘Who’s Pongo?’


He winced at the name, knowing it definitely wasn’t right.


‘No idea.’


‘Didn’t you say they’d taken over Rodge’s debts?’


‘Right.’


‘Did you recognise the men who came here?’


Both of his parents were fixed on the TV. His mum answered: ‘There were three of them – Chinese-looking. Maybe Japanese. I can’t tell the difference.’


Seriously?


Craig watched them for a few seconds, wondering if either of his parents would add something else. Considering how scared she’d sounded when she called him, his mother seemed ridiculously calm now. He wondered if she’d phoned simply to get the men out of the house. This wasn’t the triumphant return home he’d been hoping for.


Craig slipped his phone from his pocket as he stood. ‘I’m going to call the police.’


He finally got the reaction he wanted, both parents flying up from the sofa, his mother grabbing his arm, father staring at him sternly.


His mum did the talking: ‘Don’t be so silly.’


‘You can’t have men coming round here smashing things up, and you can’t have loan sharks increasing the interest so you can’t afford it. All of that’s illegal.’


Craig’s mother gazed at him sadly, not angry, merely accepting. ‘You know what it’s like round here.’


They stared at one another for a few moments before Craig put his phone away. ‘Fine – but I’m going to the pawn shop tomorrow to see if I can find either Rodge, or Pongo.’


Mr Macklin retook his seat, not looking up. ‘It’s something like “Pung-You”.’


Craig’s mother didn’t sit, but stroked the back of his hand. ‘I don’t want you causing trouble.’


‘I’m not causing trouble, I’m going to ask a few questions.’


‘Fine – but don’t go by yourself.’


‘I’m an adult, Mum.’


‘Still . . .’


Craig unlocked his phone’s screen, scrolling through the list of contacts. There was only one person he could ask to be at his side, the same one who’d been there throughout his childhood.
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EIGHT YEARS OLD


Craig sat on his schoolbag watching the other kids play football. The sun was warm on his arms and his mum was always fine with him staying out when it was light. He told her that he was playing football with friends but the truth was that he didn’t really have any friends. He wasn’t even playing football; watching was as close as it got.


Patrick Henderson was the biggest kid in his class, towering over the rest as if he’d somehow wound up in the wrong year. He dominated everything energetic, whether football, soft tennis, tag, British Bulldog, or actual PE lessons. His dad had some job abroad and his family were rich, meaning he had the best of everything, including the brand-new United kit every year. He was the one who brought a football to school – a Mitre one that always seemed to be clean – so he was the person who got to decide who was allowed to play on the fields afterwards. Craig was thin, short, ‘ginger’ and ‘gay’, so he wasn’t allowed to join in. On the rare occasion he did, Patrick or one of his friends would clatter him anyway, deliberately launching themselves over the top of the ball in an attempt to break his leg.


Despite that, Craig still preferred watching the other boys kick a ball around than going home to find his dad chain-smoking, drinking, and watching the dog racing. Sometimes, Patrick would have to go home early and he’d leave the ball for the others. When he got his chance, without the underlying threat of being crippled, Craig wasn’t that bad. His size meant he could skip away from tackles and slalom his way out of trouble. He didn’t have a lot of strength in his shots, but that was because he didn’t have anywhere to practise. The back yard at home was covered with various lawnmower parts, and he couldn’t afford a football anyway.


As Craig daydreamed about being allowed to play, he heard Patrick’s voice bellowing at him, distinctive because it was so low compared to the others.


‘Oi, Gayboy, now’s your chance.’


Craig glanced up, watching the football bobbling across the uneven grass towards him. The other kids were all watching, wanting it back after someone’s errant pass. Craig hoisted himself up, straightening his school trousers.


‘Forget your trousers, Gaylord, just kick it back.’


Craig took a short run-up, wanting to sidefoot the ball directly to Patrick. Perhaps then he’d acknowledge that Craig could play a bit. He realised he’d messed it up as soon as his foot connected with the ball. The surface was bumpy from the rugby season, creating low but solid ridges across the pitch. Instead of fully kicking the ball, Craig booted the ground, only partly connecting with the top of the ball, sending it trickling towards the other boys.


Following Patrick’s lead, they all burst into laughter, pointing and doubling over. Craig’s second attempt was perfect, passing the ball exactly where he wanted it to go, but it was too late. Patrick trapped the ball but was laughing so hard that it looked like he was in pain.


‘You little cripple. What a spastic.’


Craig sighed, and returned to his bag. He’d heard it all before and wasn’t bothered by the names. They could call him what they wanted – it was still better than going home. He slumped back onto the grass and took out a battered paperback with a picture of a castle on the front. It had cost him 20p in the charity shop. He ignored the jeers and tried to find his page, before he heard a fizzing sound. He glanced up just in time to see the ball flying towards him, ducking out of the way as it zipped past, nestling in a nearby bush.


Patrick was bellowing at him: ‘Oi! Go get that.’


Craig dropped the book into his bag and stood, heading for the bush. As soon as he reached the ball, he knew there was trouble. It was wedged underneath, impaled between a pair of spindly, sharp branches. He crouched and pulled it out but it was already deflated.


Craig held it up: ‘It’s broken.’


Patrick started walking towards him, standing tall and puffing his chest out. ‘What did you do to it?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Don’t lie, you little gay.’


‘I’m not lying.’


Patrick had broken into a run, fists balled. Craig knew what was coming, so he dropped the ball and broke into a sprint. Patrick had longer legs and was faster than him, but Craig was only five minutes from his house and knew the back alleys as well as anyone – that’s if he could get across the field before Patrick caught him. The backpack juggled on his back, the books and his empty lunchbox bouncing as he ran, but he had a decent head start.


‘Oi!’


Patrick was growling behind him as Craig risked a glance backwards. The rest of the boys were chasing too, eight or nine of them, howling like a pack of wolf cubs. Craig stumbled across another ridge but kept his footing, heading towards the far side of the football pitch where there was a stile. As he crossed the white line at the edge of the field, Craig was starting to feel out of breath. He could hear Patrick closing but was close enough to the stile that he should be fine.


The mistake came as he peered over a shoulder a second time. As Craig focused in one direction, he stumbled across another crest in the dirt. He tried to regain his balance but a second mound proved too much, his feet clattering into one another, leaving him sprawling face-first to the ground. The dried mud scratched his cheek and a root tore at his sleeve, ripping into his flesh as his bag thudded into his back. Craig half got to his feet but Patrick hammered into his side, rugby-tackling him to the floor. By the time Craig knew where he was, Patrick was straddled across his middle, knees pinning Craig to the floor. Patrick’s lips were curled into a snarl, teeth bared as he panted.
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