



  [image: cover]






  




  SHAUN HUTSON




  EXIT


  WOUNDS




  PAN BOOKS




  







  This book is dedicated to




  Peter Lavery and Matt Smith.




  They should know why.




  







   




  

    

      	

        

          

            What is the worst of woes that wait on age?




            What stamps the wrinkle deeper on the brow?




            To view each loved one blotted from life’s page.




            And be alone on earth, as I am now.




            Byron


          


        


      

    


  




  







  SOUTHSIDE, KINGSTON, JAMAICA




  THE BULLET HAD cut easily through muscle.




  As he ran, Lestor Ford could feel a burning sensation spreading slowly from the wound at the top of his arm, enveloping the entire limb. Blood stained his shirt and splashed from the ends of his

  fingers, but the injury did little to slow his breakneck pace.




  Ahead of him, feet pounding the potholed street, Ernie Codling also dashed along. Occasionally he would glance over his shoulder, but his eyes were looking beyond Ford.




  He was scanning the narrow thoroughfares for their pursuers.




  Onlookers watched them indifferently as they ran; they had no desire to become involved.




  You kept your eyes open and your mouth shut when things didn’t concern you.




  There must be a reason why these two men were running frantically through the streets, sometimes clambering over the corrugated tin and zinc fences that bordered houses and roads.




  No one asked these men if they needed help.




  No one cared why one of them was bleeding.




  Just mind your own business.




  As Codling ran, his long dreads flapped around like so many angry serpents. He looked back again when he heard the fast-approaching roar of a motorbike engine.




  They close.




  He crashed into one of the untended heaps of rubbish that lined the street and tumbled over, rolling once, then springing up. The heaps were all along the pathway, like journey markers on a road

  to nowhere.




  Ford followed close behind, bumping into a woman who was struggling with some groceries, the impact sending her flying, her provisions spilling into the street. Several children ran from a

  nearby house and snatched up some of the fallen food, dashing off before the woman could grab it. Her shrieks of indignation echoed in the ears of the fleeing men.




  Codling wondered about heading further south, towards Kingston harbour itself. Using the mazelike streets as cover. Searching out somewhere to get his breath.




  No point trying to hide; they would find him.




  Nowhere to hide on the whole motherfucking island.




  Just keep running.




  Put some distance between himself and those who chased him.




  He knew where he had to go, if only he could reach it.




  There was a man he had to see – if he lived that long.




  Twenty-eight years old.




  Him a fucking old man.




  For these parts.




  Papa Ernie.




  Codling continued to run. The breath was rasping in his lungs now. The heat from the blazing sun and the stink that filled these narrow, rubbish-choked streets was almost palpable.




  His mouth was dry. His legs were aching. His heart hammered against his ribs.




  Ford stumbled again and landed on his injured arm.




  Codling heard his shout of pain.




  He ran on.




  Ahead, there was a crossroads.




  The bike roared across, the rider slamming on the brakes when he saw his prey.




  Codling saw him swing the Ingram M10 into view; saw his finger tighten on the trigger.




  The staccato rattle of sub-machine-gun fire filled the air. Bullets struck the ground close to his feet and drilled holes in the house behind him, blasting portions of the wooden window shutters

  away. Sickly yellow paint, already cracked and peeling, was stripped from the wall by the high-velocity impacts.




  Ford was hit.




  Two bullets in the chest; one in the face.




  The 9mm shell shattered his cheekbone and erupted from the back of his head. It carried a sticky flux of pulverized bone and brain matter with it.




  Codling realized Ford was beyond help.




  Realized too that the rider would be forced to reload.




  The thirty-two-round clip could be emptied in less than three seconds.




  A crowd of children, the eldest no more than eight years old, looked on in fascination.




  The driver slammed in a fresh magazine.




  Codling ran at the bike and launched himself. He crashed into the rider; a youth in his late teens.




  Fucking pussy.




  Codling grabbed the youth by the throat, lifted his head a few inches, then smashed it back onto the concrete beneath.




  Once, twice. Three times.




  Blood began to spread out around the battered, riven skull.




  Codling snatched the Ingram from the twitching fingers and slid it into his belt, then he hauled the 125 upright and swung his leg over the saddle.




  He gunned the throttle and the bike shot off as if fired from a catapult.




  One of the watching children walked across to the body and jabbed his small finger at it, thumb cocked. ‘Bang, bang,’ he chuckled.




  Laughing, the others ran over and joined him, all of them pointing their make-believe guns at the dead youth.




  Codling glanced behind him and saw another two bikes speeding after him.




  He ducked low over the handlebars, guiding the machine with one powerful hand, pulling the Ingram from his belt with the other.




  He fired short bursts behind him, spent cartridge cases flying into the air. One of the men was hit. He toppled sideways, the bike roaring on until it crashed into the wall of a bungalow.




  The second rider hesitated, then merely sat and watched as Codling sped away.




  You come for me now, pussy motherfuckers. You come for Papa Ernie.




  Codling glanced down at the bike’s fuel gauge: half full.




  Plenty to get him where he wanted to go.




  







  1




  FUCK IT, THOUGHT Frank Newton.




  Nothing else. Just fuck it.




  He lay in bed for long moments, feeling the ache at the back of his neck and across his shoulders.




  Neckache. Backache.




  He swung himself gently out of bed and as he put pressure on his right leg his ankle ached too.




  Everything fucking ached these days.




  He sat on the edge of the bed and glanced across at the sleeping form opposite.




  Paula’s lips were slightly parted as she slumbered undisturbed.




  Newton smiled, satisfied he hadn’t woken her, then crossed to the window of the bedroom and looked out at the grey morning.




  The house in Campdale Road overlooked Tufnell Park sports ground and he could see a man in a dark blue tracksuit jogging across the expanse of greenery surrounded by so much brickwork. Further

  up the road lay the Bush industrial estate. In the other direction was the gaunt edifice of Holloway Prison.




  Two ends of the spectrum: work or jail.




  There seemed to be very little in between as far as Newton was concerned.




  Such was geography – such was life for many in this part of London.




  He watched the jogger gradually slowing down. Saw him take a seat on a bench and light up a cigarette.




  Newton grinned to himself and turned, heading for the bathroom.




  He flicked on the shower, the water sputtering out reluctantly at first. It was as if it was as disinclined to face the new day as Newton himself.




  While he waited for the streams of liquid to heat up, he studied his reflection in the full-length mirror.




  Forty-two. In reasonable shape. The only thing that was worrying was the beginnings of a belly that bulged a little too prominently for his liking. He sucked in a breath. Drew in his muscles.

  Breathed out.




  Fuck it.




  Gravity was winning.




  He inspected his visage in the shaving mirror.




  Short brown hair. Pointed chin. A neck that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a bulldog. There was still fire in those grey eyes, though. They sparkled with a lustre that seemed to have

  deserted the rest of his body.




  He rubbed his protruding stomach, as if that simple gesture would make it disappear, then he stepped beneath the shower spray.




  ‘Shit,’ he muttered, wishing he’d waited a moment longer, but the water soon warmed up. He closed his eyes and allowed the jets to splash over him. They seemed to wash away the

  aches momentarily.




  It had taken him more than an hour to drop off to sleep the previous night, something that had become more irritatingly commonplace during the past three or four years. Just once he’d like

  to get up in the morning and actually feel as if he’d enjoyed a good night’s sleep.




  He didn’t waste any longer in the shower. He ran one hand over his chin and cheeks as he pulled on his towelling robe, saw the stubble on the face that stared back at him from the

  mirror.




  He’d shave tomorrow.




  As he left the bathroom he paused at the bedroom door, checking that his ablutions hadn’t woken his wife.




  She was still sleeping soundly.




  He muttered to himself when he heard the noise from the hall.




  Frank Newton padded downstairs.
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  AS HE PICKED up the Express, he silently cursed the paperboy for making such a racket. He could still hear the little bastard fumbling around

  outside. Seconds later, a Radio Times came through the letterbox and Newton snatched at it, slipping his fingers into the flap to prevent it slamming down too loudly. He stood in the hall

  for a moment, listening for any sounds of movement from upstairs. Then, satisfied that Paula was still sleeping, he wandered into the kitchen.




  The dull light of the morning wasn’t strong enough to illuminate the room so Newton slapped on the fluorescents. One of them buzzed somnolently, then finally sputtered reluctantly into

  life.




  He glanced at the back page of the paper: photos of one of the games from the previous night.




  Some journalist rattling on about how great fucking Manchester United were, despite the fact they’d lost again.




  Same shit, different day.




  The front was no better.




  Government scandal.




  Inflation on the rise.




  Some rich, talentless fucker marrying a mouthy tart who presented a show on TV.




  Blah, blah, fucking blah.




  He dropped the paper onto the kitchen table and prepared to make coffee.




  On the fridge door, the white sand and clear azure water of Bermuda looked as inviting as ever.




  Beneath it was another picture, also taken from a magazine, Blu-tacked into position on the cold metal.




  The Hyatt Regency Hotel, Grand Cayman.




  Newton looked at them both, as he did every morning, with a mixture of yearning and resentment.




  In the photos, the glorious sunshine sparkled on the water and reflected off the pure white sands. Several tanned bodies were in view.




  Lucky bastards.




  He gazed at them for a moment longer, then retrieved the milk, sniffed the bottle to make sure its contents were still fresh, and set about making coffee.




  What were they doing in Bermuda now, he mused. Soaking up the sun? Swimming in water so clear it was like liquid glass?




  And in the Caymans? Dining on freshly cooked lobster? Washing it down with champagne that cost more per case than most poor cunts earned in a year?




  And what was he doing? Waiting for a kettle with a dodgy element to boil so he could drink his instant fucking coffee?




  He glanced at the pictures one more time, then flicked through the paper as he drank his Nescafé.




  He didn’t eat. He’d get something later. Newton merely scanned the paper for anything of interest but, as usual, found nothing.




  He finished his coffee and rinsed the mug under the tap.




  From one cupboard he took a packet of cornflakes, from another a bowl. Newton placed them both on the kitchen table along with a spoon and the sugar, ready for Paula when she came down. Then he

  headed back upstairs.




  Paula stirred slightly as he pulled on black jeans and a dark sweatshirt, then stepped into a pair of trainers.




  ‘Frank,’ she murmured. ‘You should have woken me up.’




  ‘Do you want a cup of tea before I go?’ Newton enquired, pulling on his jacket.




  ‘I’ll make it,’ she told him, stifling a yawn. ‘What’s the weather like?’




  ‘Shit. As usual. It’s going to be cold today.’




  ‘I hope the kids are wrapped up warm, then.’




  Paula was gazing beyond him, as if her eyes were focused upon something he couldn’t see.




  ‘I’d better go,’ Newton insisted.




  He walked around to her side of the bed and kissed her on the forehead, then the lips. ‘See you later, babe,’ he whispered into her ear. He headed for the door, pausing to pick up a

  black holdall.




  ‘I love you,’ she told him as he reached the door.




  ‘I love you too.’




  At the bottom of the stairs he paused, unzipped the holdall and looked inside.




  He locked the front door behind him and headed for the red Peugeot parked about halfway down the street. It was practically impossible to get a fucking space outside your own house. Everybody

  had a car in Campdale Road it seemed. He fumbled in his jacket pocket for the keys and headed for the vehicle.




  Inside the holdall, the guns felt heavy.
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  THE ATHENA CAFÉ in the Holloway Road stayed open twenty-four hours a day.




  The cracked and stained Formica-topped tables were usually occupied for most of that time too. Rarely, at any hour of the day or night, had Frank Newton been in when there wasn’t at least

  one punter filling himself up with the various delights offered by the never-changing menu. Enormous breakfasts. Monumental lunches. It might not have been haute cuisine, but you got your fucking

  money’s worth. And that was all people cared about.




  He took a bite from his breakfast bun and wiped bacon fat from his chin.




  Despite the early hour, there were half a dozen people in the café. Some preparing for a day’s work in the nearby Nag’s Head shopping centre. Some on the way home from a night

  shift.




  Newton didn’t know where they came from and he didn’t know where they were going. Didn’t care too much, either.




  He sat at his usual table, close to the counter, his back to the wall, a huge mug of tea on the table before him next to his plate.




  The holdall was at his feet.




  Best not leave it in the car. Knowing his luck, the fucking thing would get nicked. Not that anyone would be too keen to have a ten-year-old Peugeot away, but it wasn’t the car Newton was

  concerned about. It was the holdall. Best keep it close.




  An enormous man, dressed in a blue-and-white-striped overall, emerged from the kitchen at the rear of the café wiping his hands on a tea towel. He wandered towards the till, pressed a

  button and looked at the money laid out in the various compartments, then, after closing it again, he poured himself a mug of tea from the aluminium urn behind the counter and ambled towards the

  table where Newton sat.




  He was, as usual, wearing a pair of carpet slippers on his large feet.




  ‘Stan,’ Newton said, through a mouthful of sausage, bacon and bread.




  The big man sat down opposite him and swigged at his tea.




  Stan Green was fully twenty-five stone. A mountain of a man, he could barely squeeze his massive bulk into the gap between table and chair.




  ‘Diet still going well?’ Newton said, grinning.




  ‘Fuck you, Frank,’ Green grunted. He pulled a piece of bacon from Newton’s roll and pushed it into his mouth.




  ‘How’s business?’ Newton wanted to know.




  ‘Ticking over. What about you? Anything doing?’




  Newton shook his head, took another bite of the bun and chewed contemplatively.




  ‘I heard a tip yesterday,’ Green said. ‘“Angel” in the three-forty at Ripon. Might be worth a punt.’




  ‘Stan, you couldn’t tip rubbish.’ Newton smiled.




  ‘Just trying to help, you miserable bastard. When was the last time you had a winner?’




  ‘You stick to cooking, mate.’




  ‘How’s Paula?’ the big man asked.




  ‘She’s fine.’




  ‘Still working at that nursery?’




  Newton nodded.




  ‘It must be hard for her, being round kids all day, you know . . .’




  Newton shot him a withering glance and Green allowed the sentence to trail off. He gazed down at the red-and-white-check lino for a moment, anxious to change the subject.




  ‘Sorry, Frank,’ he said as an afterthought. Then he added: ‘I wondered where you were. You haven’t been in for a few days.’




  ‘I’ve had things to do. You know how it is, Stan.’




  ‘Yeah, tell me about it. Always things to do. We had a fucking punch-up in here last night.’




  Newton raised his eyebrows.




  ‘Nothing worth a wank,’ Green told him. ‘Two kids about sixteen. Pissed. I threw them both out. One threatened to come back with his mates. I said I’d be waiting. Little

  cunt.’




  Newton smiled.




  ‘Sign of the times, Frank,’ Green persisted. ‘No fucking respect these days. I’ve had this place for thirty years now and I’ve seen things change around

  me.’




  ‘I know how you feel. You know the real problem? We’re all getting too old, too quick.’




  Green sipped his tea. ‘Do you remember Chris Park? Used to run a billiard hall in Primrose Hill,’ the big man enquired.




  Newton nodded.




  ‘He died last week. Cancer. Poor cunt was only forty-two. Makes you think, doesn’t it?’




  Newton washed down a mouthful of food with some tea. As he glanced around the café it seemed that everyone else inside was younger than him except Green.




  ‘Once you get past forty there isn’t usually much to look forward to except fucking prostate trouble and rheumatism,’ he observed.




  Both men nodded.




  ‘Like the man said, “Life’s a bitch, then you die”,’ Green intoned.




  ‘I’ll drink to that,’ Newton echoed, raising his mug of tea in salute.




  As he crossed his leg, one foot brushed against the holdall.
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  UNDER PROTEST, LONDON was coming to life.




  Beneath the banks of grey cloud and a watery morning light that did nothing to warm those heading for work, the city was heaving itself from its nocturnal slumber. Not, Frank Newton thought,

  that London ever truly slept. Somewhere within the confines of the capital, at any time of the day or night, something was happening.




  This city where he’d been born, where he’d grown up, it never rested completely. Maybe sometimes, in the small hours, it moved down a gear or two, but its engine never stopped. Never

  puttered away into cold stillness. And some times, the quieter times, like those spent in darkness, saw the most feverish of activity.




  As many were leaving for work in the mornings, some were returning from night shifts. His father had been a porter at Billingsgate for more than twenty years until his death a decade ago, and he

  had been one of those who had lived that peculiar, inverted lifestyle. Sleeping during the day and working at night, he would leave their small home at around one o’clock every morning and

  return at about eight. For many of those years he had worked with a drayman who delivered to more than a dozen pubs in the East End.




  Hard work.




  Newton could still see his father in his mind’s eye. And he saw him, not as the wizened, skeletal form that had gasped out final rasping breaths in a hospital bed hooked up to drips and

  Christ-knows-what, but as that ruddy-cheeked man with bulging muscles and an easy smile. A man with calluses on his hands the size of pound coins.




  He thought of him now as he sat waiting for the lights to turn green. Thought of how he had walked out of the hospital that night after his father’s death clutching the old man’s

  possessions. A pair of spectacles, a tobacco tin and six pounds in small change.




  Not much to show for a fucking lifetime, was it?




  There seemed to be more traffic that usual this particular morning and Newton guided the Peugeot along in the flow.




  In the doorways of several shops lay bundles of rags he knew only too well were people.




  They didn’t have much to show either, did they?




  A large yellow sign ahead informed him that a water main had burst in the Caledonian Road. That would explain the build-up of traffic.




  Fortunately, he wasn’t going that way.




  His business lay elsewhere.




  He glanced at his watch, then checked the timepiece against the dashboard clock of the Peugeot: 7.36 a.m.




  Not that far now.




  He switched on the radio and listened to the tail-end of the news. A couple of stories about a flood in India. A civil war in Rwanda.




  Different fucking worlds.




  Some football news.




  Nothing much.




  Paula would be up by now. She usually left the house about half-eight, once she’d finished getting herself sorted. He smiled as he thought about her.




  A Corsa cut across his path, causing him to hit his brakes a little too hard.




  Newton shook his fist angrily at the driver, who raised two fingers out of his side window.




  ‘Prick,’ Newton snarled, gesturing again at the man as he overtook him.




  Fucking arsehole.




  The man looked across, saw the fury in Newton’s expression and sped off.




  If only he’d known what was contained in the holdall on the passenger seat, Newton thought.




  He smiled to himself.




  Another fifteen minutes and he’d be there.




  







  HANDSWORTH, BIRMINGHAM




  TESSA RICHARDS CURSED as she inspected the tear in her stocking. It went from knee to thigh.




  The fucking things were ruined.




  As she made her way along the road, flanked on both sides by terraced houses of depressing similarity, she pulled her long leather coat more tightly around her. It was cold. She would be glad to

  get home.




  She’d already been out longer than usual. Normally she left the house around ten at night and she was back by five the following morning, but business had been slow and she’d

  struggled to make her money the previous night.




  And that last punter had cost her a new pair of stockings.




  Stupid fucker.




  And she was damned if she was going to give all of her earnings to Leroy this time. If she made a hundred in a night, then he took seventy: she did all the work, he took the rewards.




  Like every other pimp she’d ever known.




  But what was she going to do? A girl needed protection on the streets. She’d seen what happened to those who tried to work alone.




  Razor-slashes across the face and tits were not good for business.




  She’d tell him she’d made a hundred. He’d never find the other thirty.




  Tessa had already rolled the notes up and stuffed them into a condom. She had then carefully inserted the little package inside her vagina like an expensive tampon.




  He wasn’t getting his hands on that.




  Tessa smiled to herself.




  It was only thirty, she reasoned. Leroy had eight other girls in his stable, all of them bringing in over three hundred a night. Some even more. You could up your prices on most things if you

  did them bareback: another fifty quid on top of the usual twenty for a blow job without a rubber. Most of the girls had little choice but to work. They had family or habits to support.




  And the habits were the most demanding.




  Leroy also supplied the gear for his girls as well as dozens of other customers. She didn’t know where he got it. Didn’t really care. Some of it he cooked up himself.




  Tessa shivered as she walked, the short nylon dress she wore beneath her coat offering little protection against the chill morning air.




  Some of her trembling was due to the cold. Some to the fact that she needed some rocks.




  Leroy would have them – he always did.




  She loved him really. After all, one of her four children belonged to him.




  She wasn’t sure who the other three belonged to, but she loved them too.




  Nearly home now.




  She fumbled in her bag for the front-door key.




  The kids would be asleep. Sasha, the eldest at twelve, always looked after them. She was a good girl; she helped her mother watch over the little ones.




  She slowed her pace slightly as she approached the end of the street.




  The car parked on the corner looked familiar.




  It was Leroy’s red TVR 450 convertible.




  What the fuck was he doing here?




  As she drew nearer, she thought it was empty, although it was difficult to see through the tinted windows.




  No, there was someone inside.




  A driver and passenger.




  Perhaps he had one of the other girls with him.




  As she drew nearer, the driver’s door suddenly swung open and she looked inside.




  Leroy Powell was behind the steering wheel, his eyes staring straight ahead.




  The man next to him was holding a shotgun, the sawn-off barrels pressed against Leroy’s head.




  ‘Get in, bitch.’




  The voice came from behind her. Part Jamaican, part Brummie. She never even saw its source. Only felt rough hands pushing her towards the TVR and into the cramped space behind the front

  seats.




  ‘And keep your fucking mouth shut,’ the voice reminded her.




  The shotgun was jabbed sharply against Leroy’s head and he understood. He put the car in gear and drove off.




  Only when the vehicle was moving did the passenger finally lower the weapon. He rested the yawning barrels against Leroy’s thigh and groin.




  The silence inside the car was almost palpable. Tessa could hear the sound of her own blood pounding in her ears. Her heart thudded so hard against her ribs it threatened to explode.




  And, all the while, the car moved further and further away from her home. From Handsworth itself.




  After what felt like hours, she began to see trees and expanses of greenery. She wondered how far from the city they were. Probably not that far – they probably hadn’t even left its

  confines. In truth, they had only been driving for ten minutes.




  Still no one had spoken.




  When the silence was finally broken, she nearly screamed.




  ‘Stop there.’




  There was a lane cutting through a low hillside and the man carrying the shotgun pointed towards it with the sawn-off barrels of the weapon.




  Leroy did as he was instructed, pulling the TVR onto a verge close to a water-filled ditch.




  ‘Get out,’ the same man said.




  The other dragged Tessa out with him, shoving her roughly towards Leroy. They shared a glance, then looked back at the men who held them captive.




  The first hefted the shotgun in his hands as the second reached inside his jacket and pulled out a Browning Hi-Power.




  The sight of the automatic forced a muted whimper from Tessa. Tears began to flow down her cheeks.




  She wanted to ask what was happening. Why she was being involved in this?




  She wanted to tell the men that she had children. That they needed her.




  If she’d had the time, she would have begged for her life.




  Leroy was shaking uncontrollably.




  From a distance of less than two feet, both men fired simultaneously.




  The roar of the shotgun eclipsed the discharge of the Browning. The twin muzzles flamed, most of the savage eruption catching Leroy in the head. The right side of his face looked as if it had

  been caved in by a red-hot hammer. He dropped to his knees and then fell backwards, sliding down into the ditch.




  Tessa was hit four times, the bullets slamming into her chest and stomach. She too fell backwards into the ditch, her face close to the pulverized remains of Leroy’s head.




  She was aware, for brief seconds, of dirty water washing over her, then she felt something warmer and realized it was her blood.




  Three more bullets hit her, one of them blasting away a portion of her skull.




  The man with the shotgun took fresh cartridges from his pocket, calmly reloaded, then discharged both barrels into Leroy’s already motionless body. Some of the shot peppered Tessa, but she

  was beyond caring. Her body was shaking madly as the muscles spasmed and gave up their hold on life. Even the two gunmen heard the soft hiss as her sphincter loosened and they detected another

  stench to mingle with that of cordite and blood.




  They stared down at the bodies for a moment longer before turning and walking back to the TVR, its engine still idling.




  The first man slid behind the wheel of the vehicle and guided it onto the road.




  They headed back towards the city.
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  FRANK NEWTON HATED being alone.




  It gave him too much time to think.




  Yeah, he’d been alone for periods of his life. Stretches inside, that kind of thing. But he had begun to feel uneasy during the last three or four years if he was forced to spend too much

  time outside the company of others.




  It wasn’t so much the desire for conversation he wanted; merely the proximity of other people seemed to be enough.




  Anything that prevented him thinking too much.




  And it was always the same thoughts; fearful thoughts.




  Money problems. Medical problems.




  Death.




  Those little aches and pains that he’d not given a second thought to ten years earlier now seemed to plague him. A tightness in his chest these days seemed to give cause for worry.

  Headaches, too.




  He’d have dismissed these ten or twelve years ago.




  But not now.




  He coughed hard and felt a slight pain behind his ribs.




  Cancer?




  He lit another cigarette and tried not to think about it.




  He’d mentioned his fears to Paula, naturally. He told her everything. But he didn’t go on about it too much. Why make her miserable with his fucking worries?




  She had enough on her mind.




  If he kept busy, then he could keep the unwanted thoughts at bay. He could forget what a wasted fucking life he’d had so far.




  Perhaps that was the real root of his fear of death, he reasoned. If he’d done something important, something to make a mark, then perhaps he wouldn’t be so fucking scared of death.

  But, as it stood, who the fuck would ever know he’d been here except his friends and what little family he had left? And in fifty years’ time? He might have a headstone if he was

  lucky.




  The thoughts had come upon him almost unexpectedly.




  They usually did.




  He sat back from the table and looked around him, glancing at the interior of the lock-up.




  He’d parked the Peugeot round the corner and walked the two hundred yards to the dark blue door. Selected a key for the padlock and let himself in.




  The place always smelled of fresh paint, even though it hadn’t had a lick of the stuff for more than three years. It was clean apart from some cobwebs in the corners. He sat watching a

  large spider picking its way across one of the gossamer creations, heading towards a crane fly that struggled helplessly in the glistening threads.




  All his fucking worries would be over in a second, Newton mused, watching as the spider paralysed its prey, then began wrapping it in silk.




  The lock-up was close to Finsbury Park station and every so often Newton heard the rumble of a train as it passed overhead. The ever-present roar of traffic from outside added to the background

  noise. But still it wasn’t loud enough to prevent those thoughts intruding again.




  There was a sink in one corner and he crossed to it and filled the kettle. Then he blew dust from four of the mugs that stood on the Formica worktop and splashed milk into them while he waited

  for the water to boil.




  There was a Mirror laid out on the table and he returned to it, flipping it open to the racing pages.




  Newton glanced at his watch, then concentrated on the runners and riders in the 1.30 at Lingfield.




  The holdall lay at one end of the table.
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  JAMES CARSON HAD been watching the woman for the last couple of minutes.




  Late seventies, he guessed. Grey hair. Skin like parchment stretched so thinly over swollen knuckles that it threatened to tear. She was gripping a small handkerchief that she periodically

  raised to her nose or eyes, sometimes wiping away a tear.




  She had entered the waiting room of the Royal Free Hospital about an hour after him, accompanied by a nurse who had whispered something to her, patted her gnarled old hand, then left her,

  returning moments later with a styrofoam container of hot liquid.




  It had remained untouched.




  There was no longer steam rising from the contents.




  Carson had been pacing back and forth prior to the arrival of the old woman, looking up anxiously each time he heard footsteps outside in the corridor. Wondering when someone was going to come

  and give him some news.




  That had been more than four hours ago.




  He’d spoken to a doctor when he arrived and a nurse had popped her head in once or twice to see if he was OK, but, apart from that, he had seen no one except the old woman.




  Carson had thought about kicking up a fuss.




  Demand to know what’s going on. Don’t just let them stick you in a fucking waiting room and leave you to stew.




  But that wasn’t James Carson’s way.




  He’d never been one for complaining. In all his forty-eight years he’d rarely lost his temper. Could count the times on the fingers of one hand and then not need every finger.




  People admired him for it. They marvelled at his temperament, even complimented him on it.




  But now, at this precise moment, he wished that he could summon up a side of himself he had barely shown before.




  He wanted to shout at someone; wanted to storm out into the corridor, grab the first doctor or nurse he ran into and demand answers to the questions that had been torturing him ever

  since he arrived.




  Is my son going to die of this fucking overdose or not?




  That should do it.




  He got to his feet and began pacing once more, glancing occasionally at the posters that adorned the yellow walls.




  AIDS




  MENINGITIS




  HEART DISEASE




  Just the things you needed to look at when you were waiting to find out if one of your own flesh and blood was about to die.




  He was aware of the old woman’s eyes upon him and, as he drew close to her, he heard her sniffle quietly.




  Carson wondered if he should stop and ask her what was wrong.




  He thought better of it. Besides, what the fuck could he do except offer his sympathies and, at the moment, she wasn’t the only one who needed help.




  His son had been brought in to the Royal Free at around two a.m.




  Carson had been informed roughly an hour later.




  Phone calls at ungodly hours of the morning were nothing new in their house on the Golden Lane estate in Finsbury.




  Carson had answered the call calmly.




  He’d even told his wife to go back to bed – he would see to it. He’d ring her if he or Gary needed her.




  It wasn’t the first call.




  It wasn’t the first overdose.




  Seventeen years old.




  What a waste.




  First time had been heroin.




  They’d both gone along to the hospital and seen him hooked up to drips and machines like some kind of teenage Frankenstein’s Monster.




  Then it had been Ecstasy.




  He’d been very lucky, the doctors had told them, that time.




  Now it was heroin again.




  Smack, H, whatever the fuck they called it. Him and his mates; the same mates who had left the flat where he’d been found. Left him to die. Called the ambulance, then fucked off for fear

  of getting caught.




  Carson sucked in a deep breath that tasted of musty magazines and disinfectant.




  And something else.




  A cloying lilac perfume that he could only assume came from the old woman still seated in one corner.




  He heard movement outside the door and turned, but the nurse who entered merely offered him a smile and headed for the old woman.




  The smile was still there, but it was one of pity, Carson thought.




  He saw fresh tears sliding down the old woman’s cheeks as the nurse leaned close to her and whispered something, helping her to her feet and out of the room.




  Carson thought about asking the nurse for news of his son.




  He decided against it.




  It didn’t seem right.




  Not now.




  He’d wait another ten minutes.




  Outside in the corridor he could hear the old woman crying.
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  FRANK NEWTON FLIPPED open his wallet and pulled out the notes inside.




  Two tens and a five.




  He fumbled in his jacket pocket and found another two quid in loose change.




  Twenty-seven lousy sheets.




  Fuck all.




  More than some, less than most. But then again, he couldn’t give a flying fuck about those who had less.




  All his life he’d struggled with money; struggled to get it, struggled to keep it.




  No problem spending it.




  Oh no, no fucking problem at all.




  It was all those years of passing shop windows, gazing in at stuff he knew he’d never be able to afford. Watching Paula try on dresses he knew he’d never have the cash to buy for

  her. Seeing people on TV raking it in. Reading in the papers about these fucking talentless cunts who passed for celebrities and how much their latest contracts were worth. How big their fucking

  houses were.




  Blah, blah, fucking blah.




  It hurt.




  It hurt big-time.




  And it angered him too.




  The longer his life meandered aimlessly the way it had done for the past forty-two years, the more acute that hurt and anger became.




  Was it too much to ask that he and Paula sample the good life just once?




  The good life. What was that? Go on, define it.




  No money worries ever again. Driving flash cars. Dressing in good clothes. Eating in top-class restaurants. Taking holidays when they felt like it. Two weeks in Bermuda. Two weeks in the Cayman

  Islands.




  Fat chance. It might as well be the fucking moon.




  And there were other considerations too, weren’t there? Other things that money could buy apart from holidays, flash cars, good food, decent stereos, top of the range videos and TVs,

  designer clothes.




  Etc., etc., etc.




  It could buy the finest doctors too, couldn’t it?




  He swallowed hard.




  The finest treatment.




  He closed his eyes tightly for a moment, pushing the thoughts aside.




  Don’t even think about it. Not yet.




  Whoever was responsible for that old phrase about money not buying happiness had obviously been rolling in it. Only rich bastards ever said things like that.




  ‘Money’s not the only thing in life.’




  (It is when you’ve got none of it) ‘I was happier when I had nothing.’ (Then give the money to someone who wants it) ‘The pressure of earning so much

  money is unbearable.’




  (So get out, get a fucking job in Tesco’s) ‘What you’ve never had you never miss.’ (Doesn’t stop you wanting it though, does it?) The worst were

  the ones who had it dumped in their laps. The rich bitches and the fucking leeches who lived off Daddy’s money. Swanned around at their society parties, sticking their workshy fucking faces

  at cameras. Smiling at journalists only too happy to snap away at them to fill magazines and papers with their stinking pictures.




  And nearly as bad were the whining fuckers who won the lottery, then complained they couldn’t cope with all the money. Fuck them all.




  Give it away. Give it to charity. Don’t buy a ticket in the first place, but don’t cry to the fucking media about how unhappy you are living with eight million in the bank.




  You can’t go down the pub and drink with your mates anymore.




  (You can buy new ones, you pathetic, whining cunt) You don’t want to give up your job cleaning toilets. (Then stick your fucking head down the pan and flush yourself and your

  Rolex and your brand new Mercedes that you never drive because you’re scared of getting it scratched, flush it all away, you gutless, snivelling bastard)




  Twenty-seven fucking, stinking, lousy quid.




  Newton glared at it as if the money was mocking him.




  A fiver on the favourite at Ripon. A fiver on a long shot at Lingfield.




  A handy little double if it came in.




  Paula would be upset if she knew. She’d asked him to cut down on his gambling so many times in the past.




  Not stop, just cut down.




  Was it too much to ask?




  He pulled a Ladbrokes slip from his pocket and began scribbling down the details.
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  IN THE END, they came to him.




  James Carson had paced the waiting room, flipped through the pile of fusty-smelling old magazines, more times than he could count. And he’d drunk enough of the black liquid that passed for

  coffee from the vending machine in the corridor that his bladder ached.




  Then, just when his considerable patience seemed as if it had been stretched beyond breaking point, the door of the waiting room opened.




  The doctor who walked in was a pretty young woman. Early twenties, Carson thought. Blonde hair pulled back so tight it appeared that the skin of her face was being stretched. Her long white coat

  was flapping open. Her complexion was pale. There were dark rings beneath her eyes.




  She looked at him. First over, then through, the frames of her glasses. The clipboard she held looked too big for such small hands.




  Carson was sure he could see blood beneath one nail.




  He was on his feet the instant she entered the room.




  ‘Mr Carson?’ she said, not even attempting a smile. As if she knew the effort would be too great.




  ‘Is Gary all right?’ he wanted to know, taking a step towards her.




  ‘Your son is stable,’ she told him.




  ‘Jesus,’ he murmured and sat back down. It felt as if all the air had left him. As if that one, simple exclamation had emptied his lungs.




  She stood looking at him as he sat with his head bowed. ‘He’s had problems with drugs before, hasn’t he?’ the doctor said.




  Carson nodded. ‘Can I see him?’ he asked, suddenly raising his head and looking almost pleadingly at her.




  ‘He’s still unconscious.’




  ‘I just want to see him.’




  She glanced down at her clipboard, seemingly ignoring his request. ‘We found evidence of heroin, cocaine and amphetamines in his blood. He’s very lucky to be

  alive.’




  Carson nodded again. ‘That’s what they usually tell us,’ he said flatly.




  ‘It’s not to say he will be if it happens again.’




  ‘If you’re asking me to keep an eye on him in future, doctor, then all I can tell you is I’ll try. Me and his mother would watch him twenty-four hours a day if we could. But

  even then he’d find some way to get hold of that stuff he takes.’




  ‘Have you thought about trying to get professional help?’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘There are clinics . . .’




  ‘And they cost money.’




  ‘NHS clinics.’




  ‘He wouldn’t go.’




  ‘Mr Carson, I think it’s worth looking into.’




  ‘I know him. He’s an addict. And the only way addicts can change is if they want to. That’s right, isn’t it?’




  The doctor nodded slowly.




  ‘He doesn’t want to change,’ Carson told her bitterly. ‘Don’t you think we’ve tried with him?’




  ‘I was just offering a possible solution.’




  ‘Well, I appreciate your professional concern, but it’s wasted on him. If he won’t take any notice of me or his mother, he’s not going to give a toss what anyone else

  says, is he?’




  ‘Sometimes speaking to strangers is more beneficial and all the counsellors are trained to—’




  ‘Just let me see him, please.’ Carson moved to the door, held it open and waited for the doctor to lead him to his son.




  She hesitated a moment, then did as he wished.




  There was a phone at the end of the corridor; he’d ring his wife, tell her that Gary was going to be OK.




  Then he had another call to make.
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  ON A BAD day the smell was revolting.




  And today was a bad day.




  The wind was blowing strongly from the north, carrying with it an odour Jeffrey Hobbs had become familiar with during his years in the house.




  He closed his bedroom window and looked through the sparkling glass in the direction of the gasworks that overlooked his house in Laburnum Street. Massive metal silos rose into the air, casting

  their shadows across this particular part of Haggerston like alien monoliths in some bizarre science-fiction picture.




  Hobbs stood a moment longer gazing at the silos, then pulled the net curtains back into place, ensuring they were free of creases. He had washed and ironed them the previous day and didn’t

  want the delicate material to become dirty again.




  He glanced around the room, satisfied. From all four walls photographs stared back at him.




  Dozens of them, all framed. Some faded or torn, some black and white, some colour, some cut from newspapers.




  All were of him.




  His favourite was above the bed. An action shot of him standing triumphantly over a beaten opponent. It was the night he had won the ABA Lightweight title at Alexandra Palace.




  Beneath the photo hung his boxing gloves. The same ones he’d worn in nearly every fight.




  He mimicked the pose in the photo, then made his way from the bedroom, closing the door behind him, just as he did with every room upstairs.




  As he reached the top of the stairs he glanced at the handrail and noticed some specks of dust on the white paint. He took a perfectly white handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the dust

  away.




  Hobbs hated dirt. He hated untidiness; always had, even when he was a child. Other kids he had played with would leave their rooms looking like bombsites, but not him. For as long as he could

  remember, he had always liked neatness.




  A trainer had once told him even his boxing style was neat. Guard always high and tight. Footwork economical. He didn’t waste energy throwing punches unless he was sure they would connect.

  Neat.




  A place for everything and everything in its place.




  Untidiness, to Hobbs, indicated a lack of discipline. And discipline had always figured strongly in his life. During both his training and the fights themselves.




  If someone couldn’t spare the time to organize their home and their belongings, then how could they expect to enjoy any order in their lives?




  He wasn’t compulsively neat, although Christ alone knew enough people had accused him of that over the years.




  Even inside, his cell had always been immaculate. Not just because the screws could find less to pick on, but because he himself enjoyed the order. He’d been like it every time he did a

  stretch.




  And there’d been a few of those during his forty-two years.




  He’d fought inside too: wing versus wing bouts. Him against some bruiser who fancied himself as a bit of a lad in the ring. Hobbs had dropped every one of them.




  Except that fucking Welshman. It had been a lucky punch. Hobbs could still remember it to this day. He’d hammered the bastard, but then, just once, he’d shown an uncharacteristic

  lapse in concentration and dropped his guard. The right cross had caught him on the temple and sent him reeling. The world had gone hazy before him. In an angry flurry he’d broken the

  Welshman’s jaw, split his eyebrow and flattened his nose. But the damage had been done.




  He himself had sustained a detached retina in his left eye.




  He’d never fought again.




  Doctors had warned him that there was a very real possibility he could go blind.




  Life had ceased to have any meaning from that day on.




  All he strove for had been in the ring. It was the only place he had ever felt truly alive and in command.




  And it had been snatched from him.




  He’d lived in the house in Laburnum Street for the last four years and now, as he passed through the small sitting room, he wondered if it might be time to get out his overalls and paint

  brushes once again. The corn-coloured walls and white ceiling were in need of freshening up, possibly even changing. He’d think about it. Once he made up his mind the job would be finished in

  less than a week. After that, maybe the kitchen.




  Probably the entire house.




  He didn’t have to consult anyone about his colour scheme; Hobbs had lived alone ever since he left home.




  There had been relationships, but never anyone in his life whom he cared for enough to share it with. He’d been married to the ring.




  As far as he was concerned, relationships brought nothing but complications. Besides, it took a special kind of woman to put up with the way he lived and, if she was out there somewhere, he had

  yet to find her.




  There’s a lid for every pot.




  That may well be true. Hobbs just wasn’t sure he wanted to search for his.




  He wandered through into the kitchen and rinsed and dried the cereal bowl and spoon he had used earlier, putting them both back into their appointed cupboards. Then he took a dishcloth from a

  hook by the sink and wiped down the draining board and the worktop.




  Hobbs opened the fridge and checked its contents. There were meals for each day of the week, all arranged in order. Some he had cooked and frozen himself the previous week, others were

  pre-packed; supermarket-bought. He’d do himself some rice with the ready-to-heat chilli on the top shelf for his dinner.




  Perhaps even a small green salad on the side.




  He smiled and headed towards the hallway, pausing to check that his black cowboy boots were clean. He’d polished them the previous day and left them to stand in the hall next to the large

  duffel bag that was propped beside the front door.




  Hobbs reached for his jacket, brushing a speck of dust from the sleeve.




  He studied his reflection in the hall mirror. The scars around his eyes and cheeks. The legacy.




  He ducked down, raised his guard, then threw a left hook at the image in the mirror.




  What might have been.




  He picked up the duffel bag, pulling the drawstrings tightly together to seal it.




  That done, he hoisted it onto one shoulder and stepped outside into the overcast morning.




  As he locked his front door he wondered if the contents of the duffel bag might be visible to anyone who looked too closely, whether the outline of the object was discernible through the thick

  material.




  He swung it before him and ran appraising eyes over the bag, shaking his head almost imperceptibly.




  No one would be able to guess what the bag contained, despite its odd shape. Also, Hobbs was a powerful man; the weight didn’t bother him.




  After the door was locked, he pushed against it a couple of times to satisfy himself it was secure before setting off. Then he hooked both arms through the harness of the duffel bag and carried

  it as if it were a rucksack.




  He could feel the chainsaw inside pressing against his back.




  







  ST PAUL’S, BRISTOL




  NO ONE KNEW his real name. He was Tiger John on the posters outside the clubs where he worked as a DJ and he was Tiger John to all those who spoke to

  him.




  It suited the big Jamaican.




  Good name, Tiger John.




  He carried the two heavy cases full of records back towards the waiting VW van, apparently untroubled by their weight.




  He was a big man with huge hands and an easy smile.




  The girls liked that smile; black girls and white girls.




  There had been two the previous night. Both white, both in their early twenties, they had been hanging around close to the turntables while he worked and dancing energetically in an effort to

  attract his attention. It had worked. They had been fine-looking women: one blonde, one with a mane of auburn hair that had caught the multicoloured lights inside the club.




  They had told him they shared a flat nearby. The blonde had slipped him the address and phone number and told him to call round when he’d finished work.




  All he felt like doing now was going home and sleeping; it had been a long night.




  But . . . they were fine women.




  He smiled to himself and wondered about his best course of action. Go home, have a shower, freshen up, then pay them a visit.




  Why not?




  He headed back to the rear door of the club to collect the last of his records.




  Inside, cleaners were already mopping the floor, sweeping up the dog-ends of both cigarettes and joints. The smell of ganja was still strong in the air. John stuck his head back inside and drew

  in a deep lungful of it.




  One of the barmen was dropping cracked or broken glasses into a large plastic bin. The others he was rinsing in the sink beneath the bar.




  John raised a large hand and waved farewell to the man, who nodded in his direction, then continued with his task.




  The morning air was cold, a marked contrast to the stifling heat that had filled the club all night; a heat generated by so many gyrating bodies. John had watched the dancers as they weaved

  their patterns to the music he played. He made them dance. It was his choice of music that got them onto the floor.




  It gave him a sense of power. He manipulated clubbers every night in different clubs all around Bristol. Work was plentiful when you were as good as he was and there were more than enough club

  owners happy to pay for his presence. He worked six nights a week, sometimes seven. If the work was there he rarely refused. He enjoyed it and it paid well.




  And it gave him the chance to sell his wares.




  Just a few rocks here and there. Some ganja. Some charlie. There was always demand and he was usually able to satisfy that demand.




  That was where the real money was.




  And there were the other compensations too.




  He fumbled in the pocket of his trousers for the piece of paper the blonde girl had given him, smiling as he reread the address.




  He began loading the records into the back of the white van, pulling up the collar of his jacket against the early morning chill.




  The metallic swish-click came from behind him.




  He knew what it was without turning around. John had lived in St Paul’s all his life; he knew the sound of a flick-knife.
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