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‌Prologue

    There is a body in the lane. They caught him at a break in the high hedgerow and did it by moonlight. He lies crumpled, like casually discarded clothes. The search is over, and all around me the night is suddenly vast and cold. I watch, I breathe, and then I run the last few feet and drop to his side.

    ‘Joe.’

    I grab the arm of his coat and roll him over. He flops onto his back, all limp.

    ‘Joe.’

    He makes a weak sigh, but his eyes are swollen shut. I touch his face.

    ‘Joe, please.’

    ‘Jim, help me.’ It comes out low, with a soft spray of blood.

    ‘Oh God, Joe. Hold on, hold on. It’s going to be all right.’ I know that it is not going to be all right. His whole body has caved in. He will die soon. I have no phone, and no help, and if I leave him now, he will die alone.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Oh Jesus, Joe. You know why.’

    ‘They wanted to hurt me.’

    ‘They’re gone. Just hang on for us.’

    ‘Will you look after me?’

    ‘Aye, Joe. I’ll look after you.’ 

    But what can I do – first aid? It’s hopeless, and what if I did actually save his life? I thought that I wanted to, and that’s why I charged out here after him, but now this has happened, it would be better to let him reach the end. He is going to die, but at least I will be here with him.

    ‘Joe, I love you.’

    —

    I have watched TV archaeologists disinter bodies in the name of science. They work with care and the skeleton emerges slowly. The last layer of soil is brushed away from the surface of the skull, from between the tibia and fibula, from between the radius and the ulna, and from between the vertebrae. We dig up the past, we carbon-date it, and then we gawp at it from behind the glass. It is supposed to tell a story. This is our story.

    I got a letter from Geoff:

    
Hello Mate,

I hope your all right. I’m doing well I’ve lost two stone. Its the climate. Your probably angry with me. They never suspected a thing they thought I was just a hairy arsed builder! I am sorry if you feel riped off but it wasnt exactly millions. I could’nt see the point of shareing it when there was so much I wanted. I think of you when I am having a drink off an evening and I rise a glass to you. I know that you fucked her but I have the hole truth now and I forgive you for every thing.

Cheers,

Geoff

ps She told us about Joe. Im sorry he was just mental and should of been in a home.



    Of course, there’s no return address. It’s a local postmark too: he must have sent it to someone else first, inside another envelope. Maybe he had the presence of mind to retain a lawyer here, just in case. There’s no point in any detective work, though; like he says, it wasn’t exactly millions. Besides, he’s probably spent most of it by now.

    Geoff doesn’t give a shit about Barry, and neither do I. I can’t imagine that hateful bastard received a letter of his own. He’s so bitter he’d treat it as a clue and try to send it for forensic analysis or some such shite. Not that anyone would listen to him now. I think Geoff knew that, fundamentally, I wouldn’t care about the money. Money was never my problem.

    Now when I look back on the things that have happened, I can hardly believe I was there. If I couldn’t hold the evidence in my hands, I wouldn’t know if any of it was real. There is no one now. Mrs Joe, Joe, Geoff, and Barry are all gone in one way or another. For a while there was Laura, but then Geoff sent for her. She gathered up her stuff in the middle of the night and I never saw her again.
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    October 2004

    A Friday morning. The weather is cloudless but chilly. It’s a half-way decent day, at least; there’s no rain, but it’s not warm enough to really sweat. I stand on the edge of the loading bay and look down as the teleloader drives up to the pack of concrete blocks below. From the cab, the driver waves at me and I raise my thumb to him. The diesel engine picks up again and the forks extend under the pallet, then lift and carry the blocks towards me. I wave the driver on and step back as the pallet slides onto the scaffold. The fork withdraws and I begin to rip the plastic off the pack. I don’t rush. Geoff and Barry still have plenty to be going on with; looking down the platform, I can see them laying blocks.

    They stand a few feet apart and move along the wall a couple of steps at a time. Barry leads with one course of blocks, and Geoff lays the course on top of that. They work with smooth, unflustered concentration. Even when one of them picks up a cracked block that falls in half as he lifts it, he chucks the pieces away without a second look and only the barest of murmured curses. The bits of concrete sail groundward and thump into the mud, easily capable of killing anyone they hit. Despite this, some of the men still save their hard hats for official inspections only.

    We’re building a temple, as a matter of fact. Barry has plenty to say about this, but he doesn’t really care – none of us do. We’ll never even see the finished thing; as soon as the walls are up, we’ll clear off to the next job. We might go even sooner if we get pissed off, or kicked off. To be fair, though, it’s a long time since we were kicked off a site. We’re a good crew, whatever that means. Besides, getting kicked off a site involves fucking up royally, and we’re all well past that sort of nonsense. There’s a twisted pride to be had in doing a decent job, even though you hate the work. 

    If you wanted to, though, you could really make a mess: a mess so bad that a man, maybe several men, could die. All you’d have to do is look serious when whichever idiot in a hi-vis vest and tie walked past. He might stop and have a look, perhaps even get his tape out, and then maybe say something like, ‘It needs to come up five mil by that end,’ but he wouldn’t notice that anything was seriously wrong, he’d just keep walking.

    These thoughts linger, unsaid, in the silence of the cabin at lunchtime, until someone breathes, ‘Thirty-odd more years of this shite,’ and then everyone’s lottery fantasy comes tumbling out, warming the place, and even the most pig-ignorant sod on the site can achieve a certain eloquence in the telling of it, because they get plenty of practice – the same story day after day, slipping through clumsy mouths like worn rosary beads through arthritic hands. ‘Ah well, live in hope, eh?’ someone says.

    I load blocks into my wheelbarrow, two at a time, stacking them neatly to get as many in as possible. It takes a bit of grunt to get it rolling, but once it’s moving, it goes easily – stopping is the harder part. I guide the barrow down the platform, towards Geoff and Barry, and then squeeze behind them to draw up slightly past where they’re working. I load out, starting a stack for each of them so they can move along and continue the course.

    Geoff looks over. ‘All right, Jim. They getting any lighter yet?’

    ‘No fucking chance.’

    ‘Ah well, live in hope, eh?’

    I grunt at him and go back for more.

    —

    Under the strip lighting of the Co-op everything takes on an unnatural glow. It gives me a headache, further adding to the bafflement I feel when trying to shop. I’m surrounded by groceries and I can’t make a single decision. This shouldn’t be so hard for a man of thirty, but apparently it is for me. I hate it. I’ll live on tinned tomatoes for days rather than go to the supermarket, so this expedition does not constitute an ideal Friday evening. Sadly, I really do need to be here – I’ve run out of toothpaste, soap, whisky, and food, and I need a packet of sixty-watt light bulbs. 

    Despite knowing all this, any sense of purpose I had deserted me as soon as I stepped through the automatic door and now I’m completely fucking zombified. In truth, I’m close to tears. I mutter, as I do every time, ‘I should have made a list.’

    I grip the trolley and start to stride up and down the aisles, hoping that when I pass something I need, it’ll trigger my memory and I’ll pick it up. It’s a hopeless situation, though: how are you supposed to know what you want when you’re surrounded by signs and labels telling you that you want something else and there’s fifty per cent extra free? And now, as if I wasn’t confused enough, Joe is walking towards me.

    ‘Hello.’

    ‘All right, Joe.’

    ‘What you doing?’

    ‘Erm…I’m shopping, Joe.’

    ‘Me too – look.’ He brandishes a list in front of my face and then turns it round and begins to read, ‘Milk! Bread! Potatoes! Cheese! Beans! To—’

    ‘All right, Joe, I understand.’ I’m mildly surprised, but I shouldn’t be. I know he can read, and I know he can count, and I know he can use a shop, because he kept me in beer and fags during my early teenage years. But still, actually seeing Joe do something normal always surprises me. He’s a slow shambles of a man. Even in my childhood memories of him – at which point he was in his twenties and considerably slimmer than he is now – he plods and lumbers like a sleepy elephant. Slow or not, he’s making a better job of shopping than I am: his trolley already contains several items, while mine is painfully empty. I suppose he’s had plenty of practice in dealing with this sort of thing, because the way I feel in a supermarket must be the way Joe feels all the time.

    His gaze turns to a display of cakes in the bakery section and a big grin lifts his chubby, crumpled old face. ‘It’s magnificent, in’t it?’

    ‘Aye, Joe, it’s fucking magnificent.’ Actually, they don’t look that bad. Joe is pleased that I agree. ‘Are you going to get one?’ I ask, knowing the answer.

    ‘It’s not on the list.’ Joe frowns.

    ‘So what? Just get a fucking cake if you want one – it’s your disability benefit.’

    ‘No! They’re not on the list.’

    ‘All right.’ His mother will have made the list, and Joe will have received strict instructions. Joe’s mother is too old and too ill to leave the house herself. In fact, she’s too old and too ill to be alive, but she refuses to die because Joe has no one else. ‘I’m going to get one.’

    ‘Which one?’

    ‘The chocolate one, there.’ 

    ‘I love chocolate, me.’

    ‘Me too.’ Joe and I approach the bakery display and I pick up the cake. It’s in a cardboard box, with a cellophane window on top. The icing looks creamy and delicious. The price tag says, ‘Two pounds ninety-nine,’ and, ‘Lovingly handmade at the in-store bakery.’ We gaze at it together and I lay it in my trolley.

    ‘Looks lovely,’ breathes Joe.

    ‘Aye, it bloody does.’ We push off, to continue our shopping together. ‘Joe, what’s the difference between a supermarket trolley and a blonde?’

    ‘Dunno.’

    ‘The trolley has a mind of its own.’

    ‘Oh. Righto.’

    ‘It’s a joke, Joe.’

    ‘Oh.’ With Joe to talk to, the shopping becomes much easier and I feel in control again. He sails through all the crap, picking up exactly what he came for, and I follow his example. At the checkout, Joe has his money counted out before it’s even his turn. Joe’s mother has been doing things the same way for a very long time indeed, so Joe shops from a rather limited slate of items and has had time to memorize their price. I can imagine his consternation on the occasions when something has gone up, but this evening all is well and Joe hands over the money without a word, takes his change, and waits for me patiently. Special offers, piped music, point-of-sale advertising are all powerless against his unyielding regime. His idiocy is his force field; he stands astride the aisles like a simple-minded colossus.

    Finally, I get my groceries bagged up and breathe a sigh of relief. ‘All right, Joe. Do you want a lift home?’

    ‘Aye, that’s magnificent, that.’

    ‘Howay, then, as long as you make a brew – I can’t eat all that cake myself.’

    ‘Aye, you’d be a right fat bastard if you did.’

    I shoot him a sidelong glance and realize that he knew all along. Sly bugger, he’s never quite as daft as you think he is.

    —

    Joe and I chomp chocolate cake and slurp tea in his mother’s kitchen, run-down but spotless. Loud snores emanate from the front room, where Joe’s mother has fallen asleep in front of the blaring TV.

    ‘Fucking hell, Joe. How does someone so small make so much noise?’

    ‘Who’s small?’

    ‘Your mam. She sounds like a fucking elephant.’

    Joe giggles. I shake my head, bite cake, and slug at my tea.

    ‘You’ve got chocolate on your face,’ says Joe.

    ‘You what?’ I pick up a teaspoon, to see my reflection, but Joe is already reaching over to dab at my face with a bit of kitchen roll, motherly concern on his face. ‘Fuck off, man. I can get it myself.’ I push his hand away.

    ‘Just helping,’ he says matter of factly.

    I grunt a reply and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, leaving a chocolate smear near my wrist. I lick it off.

    ‘You’re a mother hen, you,’ I tell him.

    Joe thinks about this for a moment, and then starts to make chicken noises and flap his elbows.

    ‘I’ll wring your neck like one in a minute.’ But it’s too late, I’m already laughing at him – his eyes bunched up, his bottom lip pushed out, and his cap pulled low over his brow. Joe stands up and begins to parade back and forth across the kitchen, clucking. ‘You’re crackers! Sit down!’ I shout, through my laughter.

    ‘All right, keep your hair on,’ he says, sitting.

    ‘Keep my hair on?’ I snatch his cap from his head. Joe suddenly looks bereft, separated from his hat. I inspect the embroidered logo. ‘What the fuck is Chicago Bears?’

    ‘Dunno. Bears, I think, in Chicago.’

    ‘Where’s that?’ I ask, out of mischief.

    ‘Somewhere down South. Near London.’

    ‘Oh, you been there?’ 

    ‘No. I bought it off Sharon. Nine ninety-nine. Mam said I needed a new hat.’

    ‘Sharon?’

    ‘Aye, the lady in Allsports. She’s got a badge.’

    ‘Oh, the one that says, “Hello. My name is Sharon”?’

    ‘Do you know her?’

    ‘Aye, I’ve had her.’

    ‘You what?’

    ‘Nothing.’

    There’s a stirring from the other room and the snoring has stopped. I hand back Joe’s cap as his mother shuffles in.

    ‘Hello, Mrs Joe,’ I greet her.

    ‘Hello,’ she replies, with a slight suspicion that could lead me to believe that she doesn’t remember who I am, though I know that she does. She’s stooped and looks groggy from sleep. ‘You woke me,’ she says.

    Quite frankly, I regard this accusation with some scepticism: nothing Joe or I did came even remotely close to the volume of her television. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Mrs Joe.’

    ‘Doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have fallen asleep there anyway – it’s bad for my back.’

    I don’t know what to say to that, so I look around the kitchen. ‘Your lino’s coming up in that corner,’ I inform her.

    ‘Is it?’

    ‘Aye. I’ll come round tomorrow and stick it down for you.’

    ‘That’s very kind. Have you eaten yet?’

    ‘Yes, I have.’ That’s not quite a lie, since I did manage a couple of slices of toast before I went to the Co-op.

    ‘Oh, I made some shepherd’s pie earlier. There’s some leftovers. Are you sure I can’t tempt you?’

    ‘No, thanks, Mrs Joe. I’d better get going actually.’ Barry and Geoff will be in the Admiral already. It’s Friday night and I’m ready to start drinking.

    ‘Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.’

    ‘Yes, you will. Goodnight. See you later, Joe.’

    ‘See you later, alligator!’ Joe smiles at me, replete with chocolate. 

    ‘In a while, crocodile.’

    I pick up my jacket and make for the kitchen door, but Joe calls after me, ‘Don’t forget your cake!’

    ‘That’s all right – you hang on to it, Joe. I’m watching my figure.’ I step out into the October night and catch the smell of burning leaves. A slight drizzle has set in. I sigh, turn up my collar, and walk back to the car.

    —

    ‘You’re a bit late.’ Barry squints up at me through the smoke of his cigarette. These days, everything he says seems to come with a sneer. From above him, I can see the beginnings of a bald patch in his curly brown hair. The three of us are the same age and work in the same places, exposed to the same elements every day, but Barry looks at least ten years older than Geoff or me.

    ‘I had to go shopping.’

    Barry snorts and pretends to check his watch. ‘Who for, a fucking army?’

    ‘Never mind. You all right for drinks?’

    ‘Yeah,’ says Geoff. ‘We just got ’em in.’

    I dump my jacket on the back of a free chair and make my way to the bar. I buy a drink – shit bitter, given the illusion of substance by a thick nitro-keg head. Normally, I would resort to lager when faced with such a dismal choice, but this is my local, and a man shouldn’t have to drink lager in his local. There are two other pubs in the village, and the Admiral is the worst of the three. We frequent it out of habit. We’re ingrained in this place just like the dirt and the fag ash. None of us has ever suggested that we drink elsewhere.

    I get back to our table and sit. The pub hums with Friday-night bitching and belching.

    ‘They’re taking over, the black cunts.’

    ‘Aye, Barry, they’re taking over.’ Geoff nods with bland sympathy and rubs the back of his head as if he were polishing it. Immigration is one of Barry’s favourite topics and I hear exactly this crap from him several times a week. His fleshy lips are shiny with spit and beer, and his face is red with alcohol and argument. Geoff, with his shaved head and impressive beer belly, looks like a lucky Buddha in jeans and T-shirt. At any rate, he is the centre of contentment around which Barry’s fury can flow without meeting much resistance. Barry likes it that way.

    ‘We should drop a fucking nuclear bomb on the lot of them.’

    ‘A bit extreme that, Baz,’ Geoff says amiably.

    ‘Aye, it is, but they’re extreme themselves, aren’t they? It’s what they understand.’ Barry takes a big gulp of his beer, as if he’s wetting his whistle, the better to continue a debate. 

    Geoff takes advantage of the pause to light another cigarette and then turns to me. ‘Y’all right?’

    ‘Aye, not bad, mate – just knackered.’

    ‘Get that beer down you, then. You’ve catching up to do.’

    ‘The point is, Geoff, they’re all over there, chopping each other to pieces and fucking up their own countries, and then they want to come here and get a fucking hand-out. In the meantime, us three are working for a living, and what do we get for it?’ Barry floats the question over the table as though he expects something profound in response.

    ‘Fuck all, mate,’ sighs Geoff.

    ‘Exactly! Fuck. All.’

    ‘Well,’ I join in, ‘it pays for the beer, like.’ 

    Geoff snorts, but Barry looks at me as if I’m an idiot. ‘Look, it’s all right for you,’ he huffs. ‘You’re free and single, but I’ve got a family to raise and this country is going to shit.’ 

    I fail to see what raising a family has got to do with it – apart from the fact that Barry always wants to act as if he’s older and wiser – but I just shrug and take a drink of beer. There is no point in stirring him up. Besides, I’ve got nothing to prove to Barry.

    Geoff nudges me in the ribs. ‘Here comes trouble.’ 

    I glance over and groan. Sinister Steve – the local one-stop shop for anything knocked off or bootlegged – has slipped through the door. He looks at us. The pub is crowded, but Steve moves through the throng like smoke and arrives directly behind Barry. He taps him on the shoulder.

    ‘Fucking hell!’ Barry twists in his chair.

    ‘All right, mate?’

    ‘You fucking sneaky bastard. I almost dropped me pint.’

    ‘Yeah, good evening to you too.’ Steve nods at me and Geoff, then pulls over a stool and sits down next to Barry, too close. Barry stiffens slightly, but he stays still and lets Steve talk into the side of his face. I can’t hear their conversation, but it doesn’t last long before the pair of them get up and leave together. ‘Back in a minute,’ says Barry.

    ‘What’s that all about?’ I ask Geoff.

    ‘He’s banned from selling fags in the pub, so he does it in the car park instead.’

    ‘Right. Are you ready for another?’

    ‘Aye.’

    ‘Go on, then.’

    ‘Fuck off, it’s not even my round. Anyway, you both owe me for the lottery, and you’re the worst – you’re two fucking weeks behind. If we win, I’ll keep it for myself.’

    ‘All right, all right, calm down. It was worth a try.’

    I go to the bar and buy another round. When I return to our table, Barry is back with two large cartons of cigarettes wrapped in a plastic bag.

    ‘Got what you wanted, then.’

    ‘No, I was hoping he’d have some frilly knickers in stock.’

    ‘Well, we had our suspicions.’ I lean over to put the drinks down, and as I do so, I get a whiff of something coming from Barry’s direction. ‘Have you stood in dog shit?’

    ‘You what?’

    ‘Something smells.’

    Barry leans to one side and checks his feet. ‘Fuck.’

    ‘Is it?’

    ‘Bollocks. I was only in the fucking car park.’

    ‘Well, you’d better go back there.’

    Barry shakes his head like a man who has become accustomed to having every noble principle crushed. ‘Modern Britain, eh?’ He lets it hang there, as if we all know exactly what is wrong with the world.
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    June 1990

    On the last day of Jim’s almost-life, summer filled the village with a warmth that made men and women want to loll like cats. Old couples dragged dining chairs into their front yards and read the Sunday papers. They turned the pages with languor and exchanged soft commentary on the stories of the day, sometimes shuffling back inside to make tea, fetch a packet of biscuits, or spend a penny. Kids zipped past on bicycles and played football in the streets, and when they swore, the old folk glanced up and clucked. The kids played on. Jim walked past them all, head down, hoping not to be noticed.

    At the end of the terrace, Jim turned left and tramped up the main road that led out of the village. He felt more free there, away from the houses, with no busybodies who might call out after him, ‘How, Jim lad! What’s in the bag?’ Jim especially didn’t want to run into his father. Jim’s father thought that Jim was indoors, revising for the exams he desperately wanted Jim to pass because he never got the chance to take them himself. Jim was the only chance, because Jim was an only child.

    He walked faster, and with each step his rucksack jogged and made a dull clunk. His T-shirt darkened at the armpits. The rucksack chafed his shoulders. Jim stuffed his thumbs under the straps to take off some of the weight, then leaned forward for a moment of relief. The rucksack slid up and smacked him in the back of the head.

    ‘Fucking hell,’ Jim hissed, and shook his head. ‘The bastards had better be grateful for this.’ He put his hands on his knees and stayed still, just breathing. Then a movement in the hedgerow entered his periphery and he turned his head to look.

    There was a crane fly caught in a fragment of cobweb. Its legs were trapped, pulled together like those of a roped animal. Its wings were free, though, and they beat hard. The insect strained so much that Jim wondered if its legs would tear off. No spider came. The web must be old, Jim thought.

    Jim looked between his legs, back down the road, to check that no one was watching him like this: bent double, staring into the hedge. The upside-down street was empty, except for some younger kids on roller skates trying to play street hockey with bamboo canes and an empty can. They weren’t looking at him. Jim raised his head again to watch the crane fly; it struggled on. It would probably keep going until it dropped dead and twisted there in the breeze. Jim briefly considered freeing it, but why should he?

    The hedgerow teemed with life: flies of different shapes and sizes, the odd bumblebee, caterpillars, butterflies, and wasps. There were a lot of wasps; perhaps there was a nest nearby. Jim hated wasps, hated the noise they made, their colour, their shape, and their bad-tempered sharpness. To be so close to them made his spine tingle. He chose to stay, though. He felt none of the blind panic that made his world blur and his body burst ahead of his thoughts when one buzzed him at head height or landed on his arm. Jim thought of a B-feature he saw at the pictures in which people dived with sharks. He felt like that.

    One of the wasps floated closer to the crane fly and hovered there as if it too was a spectator. Suddenly, the wasp darted at the crane fly and mounted its back. The crane fly kept beating its wings and pulling against the web back and forth and side to side, so that the wasp seemed to be riding it in a desperate rodeo. Then the wasp arched its body into a crescent shape and jabbed its stinger into the crane fly over and over again. Jim held his breath. The crane fly was still fighting, but the wasp curled itself tighter, brought its hard black mandibles over the crane fly’s head and chewed. The crane fly dropped, and for a moment both it and the wasp dangled on the end of the broken web. Then the wasp flew away.

    ‘Predation,’ Jim whispered to himself. ‘Predation is the word.’ He stood up. A car rattled past. Jim shuddered and walked on.

    —

    Geoff stood at the edge of the beck, where the water ran slow and green, and formed a long pool bedded with silt and rocks and clotted with pondweed. He turned a flat stone in the fingers of his right hand and looked across the water. Jim said that this pool was manmade, the header of an old millrace. Geoff didn’t know what a millrace was, but he liked the sound of the word and the way the little fact nestled in his brain. He felt good under the sun, and as he wound back his arm, he knew that this would be a great throw.

    ‘Are you watching?’ he called out.

    ‘Gerron with it, you fucking pansy,’ Barry answered from behind him.

    Geoff narrowed his eyes, breathed in, and whipped his arm forward. The stone flew out, oblique to the surface of the water, and then hit it in a dash of spray, burst up, came down, skipped again, and again, and again until it died out in a series of tiny bounces too rapid to count. Ripples spread over the pool.

    ‘Five good ones,’ announced Mac.

    Geoff turned round and smiled at them. 

    Barry shook his head. ‘You’re a lucky bastard, you.’

    ‘Nah, that was pure skill, that,’ Geoff laughed. He felt the glow of an action performed smoothly and correctly. Barry opened his mouth to retort, but Mac broke in. 

    ‘Jim’s here.’

    Barry and Geoff turned to look down the path and there was Jim trudging towards them with a cloud of midges around his head. He glowered at them and swatted irritably at the insects with the back of his hand.

    ‘Y’all right, Professor? You look a bit sweaty,’ Barry said.

    ‘Get fucked, Baz. Take this pack off us.’ Jim wriggled out of his rucksack and let it thud to the ground, then he walked straight past them and sat under a tree.

    ‘Temper, temper,’ chided Barry, but he went over and picked up the rucksack anyway. ‘Fucking hell, this is a bit heavy. How many’s in here?’

    ‘Twenty-four.’ Jim gave a short snort of laughter. ‘Joe had them all in plastic bags. He reckoned his arms were going to fall off.’

    ‘He’d be a proper flid, then. Fucking loony.’ Barry walked over to the tree with the rucksack.

    ‘Leave it out – he’s sound.’

    ‘Oh, aye, sound as a pound,’ said Barry, as he squatted next to Jim and fiddled with the straps of the rucksack. ‘Can’t fucking open it,’ he grumbled.

    ‘They’ll be pulled tight from the weight. Give it here.’ Mac took over and quickly got the rucksack open. He stuck his hand inside and with a look of religious contemplation withdrew a four-pack of lager, which he held above his head. ‘All hail!’

    Geoff giggled. Barry shook his head and chucked a stick at him. ‘Shut up, you big div.’

    Geoff caught the stick and dropped it. ‘You’re a proper cunt, you.’

    Mac ignored them, twisted out the first can, and handed it to Jim. ‘Nice work, Jim.’

    ‘Thanks, Mac. There’s fags in there too.’ Jim smiled and opened the beer. He grimaced as he drank. ‘It’s a bit warm. We should put the rest in the water.’

    ‘Good idea.’ Mac grabbed the rucksack and slung it over one shoulder. Before he walked away, he nudged Barry in the side with his toe and said, ‘Drink your beer and stop being a bastard.’

    ‘Who elected you fucking president?’

    Mac ignored him and took the rucksack to the pool, where he removed each of the five remaining four-packs one by one and carefully lowered them into the water. Barry glared at Mac’s back for a little while and mouthed the word ‘dickhead’, but then did as he was told.

    Geoff sat opposite Jim and opened his beer. ‘So. GCSEs next week, Jim. Are you nervous?’

    Barry grunted and said, ‘I bet he’s shitting himself, aren’t you, Professor von Einstein?’

    Jim turned to face Geoff so that he had his back to Barry. ‘I’m prepared.’ He paused and added, ‘I think.’

    ‘Aye, that’s the best way.’

    ‘Yeah.’ Jim didn’t really want to talk about it. Barry and Geoff were supposed to be in the same year as him, but they’d already given up on school and had no intention of turning up for their exams. It made him feel out of place. Still, it was better to have this conversation again than listen to Barry whinge, so Jim asked Geoff, ‘What about you?’

    ‘Still haven’t found a fucking job yet. Mac reckons he knows a bloke, though. Building.’ Geoff squeezed his can so that the sides crumpled in.

    ‘That’s not bad.’

    ‘Aye. Mebbes.’

    Jim drank his first beer quickly and retrieved another from the beck. The water hadn’t made it any colder, but at least it wasn’t any hotter. He opened it and sucked up the foam before it ran down the sides.

    ‘Bring some over for us, mate,’ said Mac.

    ‘Yes, my lord.’ Jim made a stiff little bow like a costume-drama butler, but Mac didn’t even notice; he’d turned back to the others. Jim realized that he didn’t have a clue what the three of them were talking about, because he’d spent the whole time thinking about his revision.

    ‘Fucking hell. I need to get drunk,’ he said to nobody in particular, and downed the whole can in seven big gulps. He tossed the empty into the bushes and helped himself to a new four-pack.

    Jim handed the cans round and sat down again, poking at the earth with one end of a stick. Mac gave him a shove in the back. ‘Jesus Christ, Jim lad. Relax.’

    ‘I told you,’ said Barry. ‘He’s fucking bricking it. I don’t know why you bother, Jim. All this just to go to college and hang out with a bunch of fucking benders.’

    Jim gave him a wink. ‘You’re right. I could stay here and hang out with benders, couldn’t I, Baz?’

    Geoff and Mac laughed. ‘He’s got you there!’

    ‘Yer fucker,’ said Barry, but he was laughing a little bit too, and it was good to see the bugger smile for a change. 

    Jim fell on his back, spread his arms, and let the sunlight pour over his face. ‘It’s all fucking mental, lads.’

    ‘You’re fucking mental.’

    Another beer later and Jim felt drunk in the heat. They were talking about their dream motorcycles. Geoff wanted a Harley Davidson. Mac wanted some Jap superbike. Jim suggested Barry should stick to mopeds. Mac said, ‘A moped? Are you mad? It’s a pushbike he wants. You can’t trust him with something motorized.’

    ‘He needs stabilizers and all,’ said Geoff.

    ‘You’re all cunts,’ said Barry, and stumbled off for a piss.

    They were listening to him splatter a tree trunk when a deep voice called from up the path, ‘How, Baz! Is that you down there?’

    Jim looked, but he couldn’t make out who it was. ‘Who’s that?’

    Barry reappeared, fiddling with his belt. ‘Settle down – it’s me brother.’

    ‘Oh fucking hell.’ Jim stuffed the beer can into the space between the small of his back and the trunk of the tree. Geoff took a huge gulp from his and then lobbed it away. The dregs spun out of the can and glittered in the sun. 

    Mac ran a few metres up the path for a better look and then scuttled back muttering fucks like a park-bench wino. ‘Aye, it’s Martin all right, and he’s got that dickhead Gary Scruton with him.’

    ‘He’s all right,’ said Barry.

    ‘He fucking isn’t. Hide your beer – they’ll nick the lot if they cotton on.’

    Barry just shrugged. Mac glared, ripped Barry’s can from his hands, and tossed it into the undergrowth. Barry shook his head and then looked up as his brother drew close. Martin loomed over him and rapped him on the head with his knuckles, as if he were knocking on a door. Barry blinked twice and then stared into the ground.

    ‘All right, shit for brains,’ Martin said. ‘Are you lot having a party or something?’

    Jim looked up. It was difficult to see Martin’s face because the afternoon sun was right behind him, but his size was evident. Martin was a big lad – as tall as Jim, but broader and stronger – and had a reputation as a scrapper. His hands rested, open and still, by his thighs. Jim could see black dirt engrained in the lines on his knuckles. The nail of his left ring finger was badly discoloured. There was a thin blue scar just above his wrist.

    ‘Nah. We’re just sitting around,’ Mac spoke out.

    ‘That’s funny – there’s a can of lager right there.’ Mac’s beer, unopened, lay in plain sight. Jim felt a hard knot of fear in his guts.

    ‘We had some earlier. That one’s left over.’

    ‘You’re too young to be drinking, you lot.’ Martin squatted down and reached for the can. ‘There’s four of you. How come there was one left?’

    ‘It’s mine,’ said Mac. ‘I wasn’t thirsty. You can have it if you want.’

    Martin was already opening the beer. Mac looked down.

    Now that Martin was squatting, Jim could see over his head. Gary skulked in the background with his hands stuffed in his pockets, and occasionally kicked out at the undergrowth. Jim wondered if he was looking for something.

    ‘What’s in the bag?’ asked Martin quickly, and without waiting for an answer, he grabbed one of the rucksack’s straps and dragged it over. He pulled the top open and looked in. Jim’s leg twitched. ‘Fags. Brilliant. I’ve run out. Do you mind?’ Martin took a cigarette, produced a lighter from his pocket, and lit up. He exhaled through his nose and tipped his head back. ‘Thanks, lads.’

    Gary got closer to the water’s edge. Jim closed his eyes.

    ‘Here, Martin, the fucking beck is full of lager.’

    ‘Look, just fuck off, will you.’ Mac burst to his feet and began to stride towards Gary, but Martin stuck out his leg. Mac tripped and fell headlong.

    ‘Watch where you’re walking, mate,’ said Martin casually.

    ‘Look at this.’ Gary was walking back towards them, with a dripping can of lager clenched in his fist.

    Mac pushed himself up onto one knee and looked Gary in the eye. ‘Get off ’em, you cunt.’

    ‘What did you call me?’

    ‘You fucking heard,’ hissed Mac, and got to his feet.

    ‘OK,’ said Gary with a smile. ‘I’ll get off ’em.’ Then he brought up his arm, twisted his body, and threw the full can of lager straight into Mac’s face.

    The can exploded in a shower of foam and Mac’s head flicked back on his shoulders. He weaved for a moment, then his legs went and he fell to his hands and knees. Blood poured down his face.

    There was silence.

    ‘Fucking hell, Gary,’ Martin breathed.

    Jim glanced at the other two. Barry was looking away; Geoff was plain rigid with fear. Jim stood up.

    ‘Do you want some?’ said Gary.

    Jim cocked his head as if he were considering this and then said to Martin, ‘Is your mate offering me a blowjob? I didn’t realize he was that way inclined.’

    ‘You little fucker.’ And Gary rushed at him.

    Jim ducked and slipped under Gary’s reach. Gary skidded into a turn and Jim danced backwards and away. He felt bright and fast. ‘Come on, sweetheart,’ he cooed. ‘If you catch me, you can bum me.’

    Now Gary roared out loud and came on like a bull. Jim dodged him again. Gary just managed to stop himself from running into the beck; his feet skittered dust and stones into the water. Gary turned, but this time Jim didn’t skip away. He was waiting with his best straight right – the one he’d seen in all the western saloon brawls – and he unwound it straight into Gary’s head.

    Gary splashed down hard on his back in the shallow water and there was a loud crack from somewhere. Jim was shouting now, ‘Have that! Have that, you fucker!’ He walked into the water and stood over Gary, and saw the smoky cloud of blood gather around Gary’s head. It billowed and ribboned out down the stream. Gary shuddered and twitched, and finally someone was shouting, ‘Get an ambulance! Get an ambulance!’
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    I step out of my door. The day is clear but cold. I need a coat. I lay my tool bag on the step and go back inside. In the kitchen, the light is murky, diffused through the blinds I haven’t opened. I can’t see my jacket slung over the back of any chairs or lying on the floor, so I pick my way to the cupboard under the stairs and fumble inside for the light switch. The light comes on, uncomfortably bright, and as my vision returns, I see my jacket hanging limply on its hook. I grab it, slap off the light switch with the flat of my hand, and leave the house.

    Standing on the step, I pull on the jacket and heft up my battered and over-full tool bag. For the job in hand, I don’t need all this stuff, but it’s better to be prepared in case you discover some problem, or fuck up and have to repair your own mistake. And there’s always plenty to do at Mrs Joe’s house. I didn’t enlist for this responsibility, and I don’t do it out of the goodness of my heart. I inherited it from my father. Carrying on the good work is the only thing I can do for him now.

    At the kerb, I stop by the car. The wing mirror is askew; probably some drunk walked into it on his way home last night. I consider twisting it back into position, but am overcome by the futility of the gesture. Anyway, I decide to walk.

    We call this place a village, but it could just as easily be a small town. The main road cuts right through from west to east and the village follows it, long and thin, as two parallel lines of redbrick houses broken here and there with convenience stores, newsagents, and takeaways. There is no real centre, but the library and the post office are next door to each other, so I suppose that counts as one. If you were driving through on your way to somewhere else, that’s pretty much all you would see, except for the park.

    Behind the road, on either side, there are terraced rows of old tied housing, built a century ago for the men who worked the now long-gone mine. Those streets are narrow, and when you walk down them, the houses loom in and you feel almost as if you are underground. We all grew up in these terraces – Geoff and Mac next door to each other, and Barry and me on the two streets either side of theirs – but none of us lives there now. Mac doesn’t even live in the village anymore. We never see him these days.

    Then there are the two council estates, one on either side of the village. I live in the one to the south. They were built in the 1960s, when the local factories and engineering firms were still in business. A good one-third of these houses are boarded up now, sheets of metal over the windows and doors. The council estates and the terraces blend into each other at the edges, but the modern developments – of which there are three or four – stand apart by design. They’re turned in on themselves – all closes and cul-de-sacs – as enclaves of relative wealth for people like Barry and Geoff who have trades, and the others who do God knows what desk jobs in Teesside, Sunderland, and Newcastle. Maybe I would live in one of those houses now, if it hadn’t been for the conviction. More likely, though, I would be miles from here.

    But here I am, and there’s a quality in the light today. Every object seems precisely defined as if embossed on the world: mountain ash, rhododendron, iron railings, paving slabs, chip trays, dog shit. I tramp past it all, out of the estate and along the main road, where cars glide past me, breaking up the morning sun and throwing it back in glints of silver. A bus thunders by, leaving me and a gap-toothed parade of shops in its sooty wake. Twice I have to veer round pools of last night’s vomit, splattered on the flags.

    I fork off at the lane, into relative peace. Some modern houses back onto it with their panel fences, but it is a half-hearted encroachment, and after a while they stop abruptly where the scrubby grazing begins. A pair of stocky horses stand quite still. The lane bends, bridging a beck to run parallel to the old train line. A hedge shadows the road, so here and there the potholes still have a sugar-pane of ice. My arm aches from carrying the tool bag.
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