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    CARRION MEN


    


    Carrion Men tells the dual tale of dog fighting in the city and a young woman’s fight against mental illness over the space of a year in the heart of the city.


    Scarlet works part time in a bookshop, is a successful freelance illustrator and has severe depression. As her condition worsens she starts to see a therapist and deal with her illness.


    Thatch is a dogman, having spent years running dog fights and breeding grand champions he rents the building next to Scarlet’s apartment to stage fights and train his animals. His protégée, Jas, is the son of his right-hand man. In the process of stealing dogs back from the police pound after a raid, Jas’s father is arrested.


    As Jas takes his father’s place at Thatch’s side, the law closes in on the gang and the police are tipped off about a dog fight. During the fight, police manage to break up Thatch’s gang and make arrests.


    Scarlet’s friends support her and with their help she improves. However, the day to day pain of living with her illness makes her life unbearable. At the last, Scarlet wanders the city, no longer able to separate reality from the twisted illusion her illness has created.

  


  
    V.C. LINDE writes poetry and prose in her Staffordshire home where she is surrounded by books and a rebellious garden. She has a degree in politics, which makes her especially good at making things up and writing them down. She won the 2012 New York Times Found Poetry competition and has been published in various print anthologies and online publications. Her poetry chapbook ‘And The Fox Crows’ will be published by Fox Spirit in 2014.
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    “Cry ‘Havoc!’ and let slip the dogs of war;


    That this foul deed shall smell above the earth


    With carrion men, groaning for burial.”


    


    Julius Caesar, Act III: Scene I

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    September


    Cries of voices shouting wordless threats rang across the street. Two dogs strained on thick leads. Snarling, spitting, snapping jaws, pulling hard to get to the throat and taste copper. Cars hurried past trying to get away from the vicious beasts.


    “Hey! Jas!”


    Thatch leaned on the horn as he yelled out of the car window, the BMW 3-Series angled between the dogs. Thatch’s trademark yellow hair ruffled in the late autumn wind.


    “Get yer fucking dog under control!” Thatch said, grinning at the young boy and his Irish-bred pit bull. The other dog was quickly pulled away when it could no longer see its rival.


    “Nah, Thatch, he’s just doing what he’s supposed to do. He’s watching my back.”


    “Damn right he is Jas. Yer old man at home?”


    “Think he’s in the Phoenix - can I come along with him next time you--”


    “Shut yer fucking mouth, Jas. Yeah, you can come. As long as you learn to keep bloody quiet.” Thatch didn’t bother rolling the window back up as he sped off, easily twenty miles past the speed limit, bouncing over the traffic calming bumps in the road.


    


    Jas carried on walking down towards the market. He’d won a bit of money betting on a roll in the park and was buying steak - not for him but for the dog, now trotting along at his heels. Its tongue lolled happily out and the sunshine seemed to cheer it. The fighter that had been beaten into it was long gone and canine simplicity had returned. Whiplash was just over a year old but had already been rolled by Jas’ dad in one of Thatch’s fights. He had been matched against one of Thatch’s own dogs and had the scars to prove it. Although he’d not taken much, Jas was in no doubt that Whiplash liked the taste of blood. Whether it came from steak, another dog or anyone who tried to hurt Jas. Well, blood’s blood.


    Whiplash’s steak came wrapped in paper and a flimsy plastic bag which swung as the two of them walked down past the chip shop and the back way into the estate. Jas raised a hand to Sam B., sat in his usual spot, half in and half out of his car, waiting for someone. Always waiting for whoever was in need that particular morning. Jas swiped the key-fob up against the panel and pulled the heavy metal door open, letting out the smell of stale urine and not-so-stale lager. Two mis-matched shoes and a pile of old Karefully-Fried-Chicken boxes got Whiplash’s attention on the way to the lift. Jas waited a minute, then two, before giving up and pulling Whiplash over to the stairs. The dog bounded up ahead of his master, trailing the heavy leather lead and stopping at the second floor for the boy to catch up but Jas didn’t stop. Instead of heading off to his Mam’s flat he climbed two extra floors and knocked on the door right next to the still silent elevator.


    The door was opened, after a lazy few minutes, by a fat woman, as broken-down as the building she lived in.


    “He’s in his room,” she grunted “Make sure your mutt doesn’t piss on me floor.”


    “He’s trained. Proper trained, like.” Jas said, grinning to her back as she huffed back to her sofa and the dull routine of doing absolutely nothing for as long as possible.


    Yassin was propped up at the top of his bed, playing on an old laptop.


    “Guess what!”


    “You finally shoved your cock into something other than your own limp fist?” Yassin said, half-heartedly.


    “Nah, better mate! Thatch said I could go to the next show.”


    “You’re fucking kidding, when?” Yassin said, sitting up straighter.


    “Dunno, think Dad said they were hosting one next month.”


    “Fuck off! You gonna get me in as well, right?”


    “I’ll try, but I guess if we turn up they won’t stop us.” Jas said.


    “Check with Thatch, will ya?”


    “I’ll ask my Dad when he’s back from the Phoenix.”


    “What did your Mam say?” Yassin asked.


    “Hah, like I’ll tell her. I’ll just leave with Dad when he goes, ain’t like she can fucking stop me anyway.”


    Jas and Yassin traded insults until Jas’ phone pinged.


    “There’s a new video up of one of the shows from Spain. There’s an English guy over there whose dogs fucking wreck all of the European bitches,” Jas said, gleefully.


    “Send me a link, I’ll pull it up.”


    


    The video shook as the camera was nudged by the crowd pushing to get closer to the fights. Two heavy Tosa-Pit Bull mixes were fighting in a white arena. The carpet was already scuffed so badly you could barely see the scratch marks. The ref was just a Spanish accent in thick camo trousers and heavy boots. No one’s faces ever appeared in the videos. The picture got fuzzier as it focused in on the fight. Brutal teeth made multiple puncture wounds across the opposite jaws. Half of the action was missed as the camera jerked every time the dogs ran at each other. One of the dogs arched his back upwards, trying to loosen the jaws of the other, but they lurched together in a drunken dance. Rather than getting loose the weaker dog had only managed to stretch its wounds, flesh torn in twitching pain. Voices crackled into the cheap microphone, accents from all across Europe. Irish, Spanish, Russian, Dutch and English mingled together but couldn’t drown out the sound of chewing on bone. The pop as ears were punctured, teeth pulling out skin and cutting right through legs. The two boys cheered and howled, their excitement mixing with the noise of the fight and the background wash of repeated reality TV shows from the living room.


    


    Thatch left The Phoenix and walked through the alley towards his latest mansion. Five thousand square feet of empty warehouse. An empty lot one side and a bunch of old flats on the other side. He walked Sterling on a short chain. It would be a year before the American Pit Bull would fight, but Thatch liked him: he had been the bully of the kennels from the day he was born. He liked to fight and he liked to bite. Thatch pulled a key out and let himself him, going straight to the run-down basement. He let Sterling off the lead and the two of them explored the space.


    Sterling’s claws clattered against the bottom of the metal spiral staircase. One corner of the room was black with mould from the floor to six feet up the wall. The lights mostly worked: just a couple of the strips flickered on then off again. There were almost no windows and just one big air vent, fanning the smell of the outside world into the dank lower ground. The far wall had a rough patch of plaster and Thatch eased a few of the internal struts of wood out, forming a gap big enough for Sterling. The blonde man pulled an envelope out of his inner jacket pocket, wrapped it in a plastic bag and shoved it into the wall, pulling the wood back over it so that no one would look twice at it. He whistled to Sterling and pulled him back up the twisted stairs by the collar on his neck. Thatch clipped the lead back onto the fighting dog and they walked out into the day, the thick door locking behind them.


    


    [image: ]


    


    Rats? There was something in the wall, Scarlet could hear it scrabbling around on the far side. She got down and listened and jumped back when she heard a dog bark. Not a rat then. Scarlet pulled herself to her feet and dusted off her pyjamas. Her feet dragged on the thin rug as she shuffled towards the kitchen to make coffee. She had woken up early that morning and stared at the ceiling until she needed to use the toilet so badly she barely made it to the bathroom. She was supposed to be working a shift at the bookshop in an hour. She flicked the coffee machine on and left her clothes in a heap on the way to the bathroom. The shower steamed up the cubicle while she brushed her teeth, waiting for the water to get hot enough to sterilise her thoughts. She stepped under the stream.


    Clean, and almost herself again, she poured a mug of coffee and headed to her mini studio, which was tucked below the only window in her flat. She put the full mug next to one that held her paintbrushes and flicked through the sketches she had done for a cupcake business in Indianapolis last night. While she absorbed her caffeine intake she coloured in the sketches and worked out what needed to be done for the rest of the day. She should have already sent her latest assignment back to her sole steady illustration commission, but the four hours spent staring blankly at white paint had put her way behind. Again.


    The coffee inside her stomach rolled as she thought of having to explain why she was running late. She started doing calculations - when she could get it finished, how long it would take to get to the bookshop, what she could do during her shift there, how much work she had left to do, whether an excuse would be better or just to say nothing about it and hope no one noticed. She tried to calm her guts and jotted a quick, friendly email explaining that she had a new concept and would send them the latest menu as quickly as she could. It was early on the West Coast and the chic downtown restaurant wouldn’t be open for hours, so she would still be at work when they replied. It was early on the West Coast and the chic downtown restaurant wouldn’t be open for hours, so she would still be at her day job when they replied. She wanted to hear the reply straight away, to know what to do, but she felt sick at the thought of hearing what they had to say. She didn’t want to see what she would read between the lines, what her inner thoughts would conjure, how much criticism she would read in politeness.


    Her strong fingers twisted at her curly red hair. She selected a single hair from near her hairline, because it was easier to grip and pulled it out. By the time she had managed to push the send button on her email there a whole pile of hair was heaped next to her clenched fist. She ran her hands through the rest of it (it was still slightly damp) and smoothed over the small bald patch she had just created.


    12.05pm. Five minutes to pack her bag for work. Five minutes to make sure all the appliances in her little apartment were switched off. A ten minute walk. A fifteen minute bus ride. Five minutes to go into a shop and buy something to stop her stomach rumbling when she was working in the quiet store. That would take almost an hour altogether. She was going to be late.


    Scarlet rushed through the flat trying to gain a few minutes. She had to go back into the bedroom four times for something she had forgotten, each time seizing some additional item that she thought she might need during the day. She left almost ten minutes later, her bag so full that she could barely carry it. The work that she was planning on finishing was still on the table next to the last of her cold coffee.


    


    The city was light. Buildings crowded around her. People stepped into her path, pushed her out of the way and cast shadows on her feet. Walking past office buildings made her feel shorter than she already was. She cringed away from the concrete and glass that housed the normality that she hadn’t ever managed to be a part of. Her city wasn’t here, it lived and breathed and changed and grew inside her head. She was not a citizen of one but of two places. The one where her feet touched the ground and the other, the city with taller buildings, open bridges and deeper rivers. One more dangerous than the other. She kept on walking through the false metropolis and visited the true one while she waited for her bus.


    Her shoulder was dragged down by her rucksack. She slammed into the pole on the bus, which had the effect of holding her up. Her hands clenched around the pole, nails digging deep into her skin as she made it into fists, remembering her work sitting at home. The place where the two cities collided. Biting her lip, she watched as everyone else came and went, stepping without having to look at which world they were really in.


    A young girl not at work in the middle of the day. Must be unemployed. Waster. Useless. Princess. Spoilt. Why does she have to be here. Shouldn’t she have a job?


    Scarlet could hear the thoughts of everyone else on the bus. She was used to it but it cut into her biceps and thighs as they pushed past her. A young boy watched her curves as she shifted the weight of her bag, his dog panting at his feet. Her face burnt under the heat of all of the accusations that flooded around her while she waited for her stop. The panting boy and his dog got off at the stop before hers and when the doors closed she saw the scars on the beast.


    Two bottles of Diet Coke, two packs of mints and she was twenty minutes early still. A Piece of String was the only real bookshop in the area. All of the others had 3 for 2 offers on every day and staff who had to wear uniforms so that they all looked identical and you couldn’t tell who would be able to offer you advice on what you liked. They had clean leather chairs and neat racks. The books couldn’t breathe in there. A Piece of String had notices taped up inside the windows by the door and Scarlet’s eyes flicked over them, looking to see if there was anything new. Bell-ringing above her she slipped inside and waved to the Boss before heading to the back room. The Boss was used to her being early, almost used to her calling and saying she couldn’t make it, not used to the circles under her eyes and gashes on her lower arms.


    Nick wasn’t there yet. She settled down, arranging books into alphabetical order. She went steadily through the boxes of books that had already been approved, leaving the others for the Boss to look through. All of the books on the main shelves at A Piece of String were cheap, all worth about the same price. Customers paid according to the quantity they bought. Books were brought to the desk and stacked up so that whoever was by the till could use a tape measure to gauge how much they would cost. Anything they acquired that was worth more was sold online and anything not worth selling went to the cancer research charity shop down the road. The gimmick brought new customers in and the cheap books kept regulars coming back. The Boss didn’t call it a second-hand bookshop. He called it re-homing lost stories. You could order books, trade books, and ask for recommendations.


    Scarlet moved quickly, fitting new books onto the shelves before her shift started, cringing every time the door opened onto the world outside, dreading the people coming inside. The books walled her inside her own life and let her escape to safety. She laid hands on a city built of language out in the stars. She re-shelved a world where Spanish words echoed through her mind. She picked up old places and found new ones. She was buried deep in the T section when Nick came up and threw an arm around her shoulder. He was right on time.


    CHAPTER TWO


    October


    Jas had been sent to check out a guy who spent most of his time holding court in a greasy spoon cafe near the station. He and Whiplash jumped off the bus a stop early so the dog could get used to the area. They’d be back later, if his Dad let them come along. The guy he was looking for had a yard full of dogs somewhere out on the edge of the city. Jas liked coming into town. He liked to see all the morons walking around with sharp suits and puffed-out chests. Wide ties, thin ties, they were chains as much as the ones looped around dogs’ necks. He laughed as these men crossed the street, not wanting to get near Whiplash, or maybe not wanting to get near Jas himself. They hadn’t got a clue what made a real man, they’d enough money to buy the fucking world but they had no idea which side of the street to piss on. Didn’t know whose territory they were walking in. Their protection was kept in vaults with double-barrelled names and decimal points. Whiplash didn’t need interest - he kept growing no matter what the government did. Jas tied Whiplash up a couple of streets away and went and stood to watch the cafe until Teddy showed up. Jas was glad Whiplash wasn’t with him because the huge man had a nasty-looking mutt with him. He guessed that was Ace, a bolshy name even for a grand champion, but since it bore so many scars probably also the truth. Jas leaned against the bus-stop outside the cafe and watched for a while, eventually going inside and buying a cup of strong, crap tea, taking his time to pour in sugar and listen to what Teddy was saying to the woman behind the counter.


    “Not gonna let anyone near the yard until we know who took ‘im.”


    “Don’t blame ya. Protect what you got or it’ll be nicked.” The woman said, as she rearranged the grease on the grill.


    “That’s four we’ve lost and bait’s being bought up all over the place. No bloody respect for territory anymore. Probably a bunch of pissing kids, thinking they can move in wherever they like and take what they want.” Teddy threw a dirty look at Jas as he spoke.


    “Sodding kids - no respect for anything these days. We’d never have dared.”


    “Well, Ben’s on it now, he’ll catch the little cunts before long. Then we can get back to business as usual. Can I have another cuppa, love?”


    Jas slipped back outside and headed to Whiplash, needing to see the dog, see the teeth that keep them both safe. He threw the un-drunk tea down by the wheels of the bus as he got on, heading back home.


    


    The kids that Thatch had hired had finished for the day and were kicking the empty paint tins around the warehouse basement. As there were no windows to ventilate the basement, the smell of paint was suffocating The sound echoed back and through the gaps in the walls. The mould had been scrubbed and painted over and the kids were just waiting to be paid for their trouble. Two big guys came with Thatch, who tossed a bunch of notes to the kids and chased them out. Hours of drilling later the room looked like a messed-up gym. Bolts had been screwed deep into the external walls with chains welded to them to keep the dogs away from each other. A series of mechanised treadmills had been set up, using old sanded wooden pallets to fence the dogs in and keep them moving. Cages were bolted to the floor around the edges furthest from the staircase. The cages were made up of mashed-together metal and wooden boxes. One was carefully spaced and nailed to the wall as well as the floor covering the hidden gap that Thatch had made the day before. A corner between two concrete supports was fitted with a set of chains and axles for when Thatch couldn’t be there to train the dogs himself. A Jenny mechanism was rigged up near to the middle of the room and several spare cages left by the side of it. Once they had finished, the three men set about building a square ring in the centre of the room. They fitted up three foot high walls of clear perspex in a fifteen-foot square box, so that from the outside it looked like a swimming pool. Once the walls were solid, carpet was laid and lines spray-painted into opposite corners.


    Rome wasn’t built in a day, reputations took a lifetime to make. But a fight mansion could be fashioned quickly:a whole world built within a damp abandoned basement. This wasn’t a world where outsiders were welcomed. There were districts and the streets between them were fiercely policed. The skyscrapers were the oldest pubs and the exchanges were made with pedigrees sometimes of blood and sometimes of green. Thatch and his two lieutenants packed up and double-locked the basement behind them with brand new deadbolts and thick chains.


    


    A murky orange darkness settled over the city. For anyone who had lived in the country it was barely recognisable as night, but the city never got any blacker. Blinkered street-lights set a background tone for the late hours. Stars weren’t seen, clouds made no difference. A smog of mixed tones coloured and covered the streets. You couldn’t hide in the shadows when there was so much light in the dark. Thatch pulled the van up to the empty lot beside the warehouse and started unloading the dogs. Fifteen dogs were caged, chained, locked inside.


    


    Early in the morning, after several hours of wakeful listening, Scarlet started to be able to tell the voices apart. Not all of them, she didn’t know them well enough, but she had grown up on a small-holding and recognising the difference between rough vocals was as natural as her skill with watercolour. They didn’t have names, no faces and no identity, but she could sense a little personality in each.
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    Scarlet pulled laundry out of the machine and threw it into the basket, ready to hang on the line. She sat on the floor, exhausted from doing nothing at all, having skipped breakfast and lunch. She could hear the rocks rolling across the floor. Teeth snapping and jaws knocking against the metal cages. The noise of her phone ringing interrupted her as she tried to listen to the distant voices.


    “Hey, how are you doing this morning?” Nick’s cheerful voice grates.


    “I’m fine. Are you working today?” she asks.


    “Yup, I was expecting to see you today. When is your next shift?”


    “I’ve got a lot of work on. I’ve told the Boss that I won’t be able to go in for a while. He’s said I can come back if I get time.” Scarlet said.


    “Surely you can do a shift or two a week.”


    “I’ve got to go, Nick”


    “No, wait! Can I pop around later?”


    “I’m pretty busy - some other time. Bye, Nick.”


    Scarlet hung up. She could still hear Nick on the other end of the phone but couldn’t listen to him anymore. Hopefully he would stop badgering her to meet up. The conversation with Nick left her irrationally angry. He lived too far into the city that she couldn’t visit anymore. The stares and the questions and all of the people. There was so much noise from everything - all she wanted was to take control of the volume. In the flat, music was often playing but it was hers and her choice and she could silence it whenever she wanted. The grime of the streets seeped through into the noise that the people made as they walked around. It even infected you by being close to it. She retreated into her corner and barely left the house anymore. She was still doing an illustration a month to send to California for the café and that was keeping her busy, because she spent so much time exhausted, not moving, finding it not worth the effort.


    


    Her heart began to race when the doorbell rang. Her stomach turned to water and her legs didn’t want to support her. Nick. She panicked, tried to see if the lights were out, if she could hide, but the bell rang again and she snuck towards the front door. She could see through the glass that he was standing right outside and would undoubtedly have been able to see her getting closer to the door. Angry and afraid at the same time she yanked the door open, pulling it hard against the foot that she had put in the way to stop Nick forcing his way into the house.


    “Hi.”


    Scarlet had been on five dates with George after they had met at the bookshop when she was working the month before. She had stopped answering the phone to him and just replied to his text messages as she moved further and further into her own world. And he was standing on her doorstep, his curls matching her own, his mouth an inversion of hers.


    “I thought I’d come and see how you’re doing,” George said, smiling down at her from his gangly heights. Scarlet’s eyes wandered over his neat clothes and smart shoes. She did a mental inventory of what she looked like. Unbrushed hair, probably with a few patches missing from the last couple of days. Pyjama bottoms and an oversized hoodie from an ex-boyfriend. Miss-matched socks and a scarf. She wanted to shut the door on his screaming normality and go back to cleaning the house with old re-runs of The X Files on in the background.


    “I’m fine, thanks.” A beat late she realised that wasn’t enough “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, I’m great. Haven’t seen you in the store and I missed you, so here I am. I brought cake.” George held up a plastic bag from her favourite cake shop - the one she had taken him to for afternoon tea. They had had a two hour conversation with tea, coffee and the best cakes in the city. She remembered laughing so hard that her head was often tilted back, looking at the beautiful teapot lights above her.


    Then she remembered trying to reach home afterwards. People everywhere their actions too loud for her eyes and she hadn’t wanted to go out again.


    Scarlet let George in and led the way to her kitchen. She pulled out plates and made tea automatically, never saying a word. After a few minutes she realised that George wasn’t speaking, either. She turned her head cautiously, trying to see what he was doing, but without making eye contact, without starting a conversation. He was leaning against the counter and looking at her without watching. He smiled gently, but didn’t try to get her to talk, just picked up the cakes and carried them to the coffee table by her sofa. When she had settled into the corner of the sofa with a cup of tea he turned and slipped her hair out of the neck of her sweater. She winced, visibly.


    “Sorry, you looked all closed up,” he said apologetically.


    “Yeah. I know. I’m sorry too,” Scarlet said, shocked that she really was sorry that she hadn’t seen him, not just because it invited more questions and not because it was a signal to George that she wasn’t okay, but because she missed him. She relaxed, her spine losing some of its tension for the first time in weeks as she settled back into the cushions.


    “Better,” George said, smiling. He grabbed the plate of cakes and balanced them on the sofa between them. The next couple of hours were full of light marshmallows, rich cakes and icing sugar covered kisses. Scarlet relaxed.


    


    She had forgotten that it wasn’t always so bad. Everyone was making her so angry. She was annoyed almost as soon as she left the house. Nothing ever went quite the way that she planned, buses were early and the next ones too late. Suddenly the pavements everywhere seemed to be covered in dog-shit. She was given coins instead of notes for change and then the bus was so crowded she couldn’t breathe.


    CHAPTER THREE


    November


    Scarlet was holding the small piece of card that George had given her. He had arranged to meet her for lunch afterwards even though he was supposed to be working. She was half an hour early so she sat on one of the benches in the square and looked at the building she was supposed to be entering. She knew the man inside was supposed to be able to help her but she didn’t know if she would be able to get through the door.


    The receptionist had looked down her nose. Scarlet walked up to one chair outside one door on one floor. She clutched onto the piece of card with her name and time and the sheet of paper recommending her. There was a small table next to her knees holding helpful brochures with slogans such as ‘How to be Your own Hero’; ‘Combating Negative Thoughts’ and ‘Making Your Action Plan’. After a while the door opened and a suitably nondescript head poked through, smiling and extending the hope of a path between the two places she was currently living in.


    Scarlet had explained to George that she was living in two cities. She lived in the same city as he did, with its restaurants, train stations, shops, art galleries, taxis, offices and houses. She also lived in her own city, the one that was walled like in mediaeval times with few gates and lots of dangers. She couldn’t get out of that one - everything ended up being tucked away inside the walls. An urban life full of potholes. The further that she moved into The Other City inside her head, the less she was a part of the city that he lived in. It all felt so real: it was hard to decide where the lies were and which parts of reality to hold on to.


    


    Scarlet spent a lot of time nodding her head as the Doc spoke. Everything he said was making perfect sense. A lot of the time Doc said something and a memory was triggered and everything that she had felt came back as if she was reliving each separate part.


    


    “Do you ever feel irrationally annoyed? Do you ever feel intense anger without any reason?”


    Scarlet was late heading home from A Piece of String. The Boss had wanted her to stay back and help him to catalogue some of the more expensive pieces. It had involved, pizza so she didn’t need to cook dinner, but it also meant getting the bus home in rush hour. She was crammed into the middle, right by the second set of doors, an exit only but still part of the push and pull. The bus was packed, the windows were sweating. People kept putting their clammy hands on her as the bus lurched. Her shin was hurting from being kicked by a kid in a pushchair that was taking up most of the aisle. A guy in a suit sat at the very back, earphones in, bag between his feet, his legs spread wide, crushing the young Polish girl next to him who was trying to read. In the rows in front of them wannabe gang kids were blustering their way through insults, experimenting with new swear words and subconsciously touching their hair. Young mothers and old matriarchs were scattered around, flesh pushed together across the boundaries of the seats. It felt like the whole city had been crammed into the 257. Scarlet had visited the city when she was a kid, her parents had found someone to watch the farm and the three of them had spent two whole days exploring. She didn’t think that going back would be like this. She knew how much worse her anxiety had become, but until she started talking about it with George she hadn’t noticed the extent to which it affected her, and how different it was from a normal reaction to everyday situations. The pushchair with the restless child had finally been extracted from the aisle and exited through the doors in the middle of the bus. Still annoyed, Scarlet had stepped out of the bus with it so that she didn’t get trampled by mother and child. Getting back on some stupid fat bitch had tried to have a go at her for getting on without paying, not noticing or not caring that Scarlet had been there the whole time, hadn’t seen that she had stepped outside for a moment only to fulfil a life-long habit of courtesy. Scarlet could still remember exactly what she had said to the woman when she had gotten back inside and the bus was moving again.


    “Yes.” Scarlet’s fists clenched and her jaw set tight, tense as she answered.


    


    “Have you ever avoided a situation because you thought you wouldn’t be able to cope?”


    Scarlet curled up under her desk, the phone buzzed closer and closer to the edge of the desk above her. She needed to answer. It could be the contractor calling about fixing her plumbing. It could be the landlord about the broken back door. It could be the Boss. It could be a new freelance job. It could be Nick. It could be her parents. The idea of having to deal with any of them made her wrap her arms around her head. Her nails scratched grooves into her forearms long after the phone had fallen silent.


    “Yep.”


    


    Scarlet left his office with an action plan, a date for another appointment and a feeling of disconnect. There was a sense of relief that some of the bad feelings were actually normal. It was miserable and harmful to go through every tiny thing that made her feel so freakish, but with the Doc talking calmly and not belittling her she felt like she might get some control back one day. George bought her coffee and got them a taxi back to her flat so that she didn’t have to walk home. It was still early and when they got to her flat there was a large group of young lads hanging around in the empty lot a few doors down. They all had short, heavy dogs which scrapped and snarled while the boys laughed and shoved each other. Chained up right next to her building was a huge Doberman, almost completely black; it growled and snapped at them. George put a protective arm around her and led her inside. He left the next morning after they had eaten breakfast together.


    


    The flat was quiet once she was on her own again. The thoughts rushed back in and she went to sit down by the other voices. They were quiet and had been waiting for her to come back. She started whispering to them until the door slammed shut and she was locked out.
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    A joint task-force has been launched today by the RSPCA and the Police to crack down on dog-fighting throughout the city. There has been a marked increase in the number of dog fights reported within the city in the last five years. Operation Scorch seeks to deal with the epidemic of illegal organised dog-fights and spontaneous chain-fighting in the city, as well as the import and breeding of illegal breeds.


    Last week officers from the Dangerous Dog Unit found a pair of pit bull puppies caged under the stairs in a house. The dogs were taken into the care of the RSPCA and have been name Harry and Potter. They were lucky, as one of the officers from the Status Dog Unit explained: “The actions of a minority of dog owners is giving entire breeds a bad name. Most of the dogs who have been involved in these fights have suffered serious injuries and often have to be destroyed.”


    The RSPCA has prosecuted over a hundred people in the last five years, but this so-called sport continues to thrive. New tactics are being employed; no longer are the dogs cared for as prize fighters, but treated as disposable items to be flung together in conflict and then thrown away. One officer from the RSPCA made it clear that there are no ‘evil’ breeds, only cruel owners. “It’s the owners that need disciplining, not the dogs themselves. The owners are not feeding or controlling their dogs properly and when the dogs have served their purpose, either for fighting or breeding, they are killed or left in the streets.”


    From injuries found on fighting dogs during raids, it has become clear the depths to which these owners will sink to make their dogs vicious enough to win fights against other trained dogs. Some of these dogs have been beaten, starved, hung from tree branches, kicked in the ribs and jaw, had their legs broken and cigarettes put out on their bodies or had scalding water thrown over them. Owners deliberately goad the dogs into becoming more aggressive so that from birth the dogs learn the only way that they will get food and water is to fight. They are often bred in battery conditions with little light, no room to exercise and filthy living spaces.


    Organised dog fights are no longer just about the so-called sport. The amount of money bet on big fights can be tens of thousands of pounds: there is a huge amount at stake and jail sentences are not an effective deterrent when so much money is on offer.


    Police and RSPCA officers from Operation Scorch are asking members of the public to report any known instances of chain-fighting (“rolling”) or to say if they just suspect that organised dog fights are happening in their area.


    


    Scarlet left the newspaper on the coffee table and thought back to the boys she had seen outside her flat when she had arrived home after her first therapy appointment. She remembered that the dogs had been straining to get at each other’s throats, and the cold laughter of the boys. Scarlet was used to seeing the status dogs that so many of the kids walked out with, but knew most of the dogs were friendly. There was little common ground between the cheery-looking Staffordshire terriers that were exercised twice daily past her window and the vicious animals she and George had walked past.


    


    In the warehouse basement next door, eight dogs were chained around the walls. Thatch came and went often, but was never there for all that long. His right hand man, Roy, took care of all of the training, ran the fights and knew the dogs. Thatch handled the other side of the business. The part that could be managed from a pub with a pint in one hand and a series of green envelopes in his pocket. The basement was starting to smell like blood. There had only been a few dogs rolled there - a test for the pit as well as the pups - but the scent lingered, layered over the smell of paint and damp.


    


    Thatch also had a paper in his hand as he walked from the warehouse to the Phoenix. He was planning on getting a pint of stout and telling everyone exactly what he was thinking. As he opened the door to the pub he could see several of his mates sitting in the corner. He pushed the door open wider and yelled across the pub.


    “Have you fucking seen this shite?” He waved the newspaper in the air, as though anyone in the Phoenix didn’t know what would have made Thatch mad that morning. A glimpse of a brightly coloured offer for a £5 holiday above the headline contrasted with the thick black headlines left face-up as Thatch threw the paper onto the bar.


    “Pint, please, Steve,” Thatch muttered before crouching onto a stool. He spent the rest of the day quoting the article, adding his own emphasis and expletives.


    “Cruel and fucking barbaric,” he spat “How the fuck would they know? Never seen a bit of sport in their entire fucking lives.”


    “’Any person with even a little sympathy for animals would be horrified to learn what was happening within our cities.’ Ha! Like these stupid cunts have any idea what really happens in our city. Like them to really see it. As if anyone cares about the fucking dogs any more than we do. They eat better than our kids.” Thatch trailed off, seeming to pause for thought, but possibly just replenishing his supply of swear words and vitriol before he started up again.


    Several hours and a lot of drinking later he was still fuming.


    “’There has been a steady fucking shift in emphasis from sport to betting and blood-lust in the spectators...’ Useless cunts, should keep their noses out.”


    “’Educate the fucking owners.’ We’re not bloody retards.”


    “So what if we let the dogs chew at some bark. It’s a fucking tree, not a person: who cares? Fucking tree-huggers.”


    “’Blood flows freely.’ Well, of course it does. No different to a fucking rugby match. They don’t call down the cops if a rugby player gets his fucking nose decked in but if it’s a dog then suddenly we’re all the motherfucking devil.”


    


    Thatch held court in the Phoenix for the rest of the day before going into the warehouse, drunk and angry, to see what he was building. He kicked at the cages and shouted at the walls.


    CHAPTER FOUR


    December


    Scarlet couldn’t tell if she was really alone or not. She had been up to the lobby that morning to grab her paper and had seen the black face of the Doberman staring at her from behind the glass doors. It didn’t have a lead and wasn’t tied to anything. No one was around. She picked up her mail and walked towards the door, looking for an owner. The closer she got to the door, the angrier the Doberman became. It snarled and bared its teeth at her. By the time she’d reached the door and put her hand out, it was barking violently, spittle spraying over the glass. Scarlet didn’t dare go out to look for someone who might claim the dog, so she took her hand off the door and backed away, scanning the lobby again for the owner who had left the dog outside. The dog didn’t stop barking until she’d gone from the lobby and she could still hear it growling all the time she was walking back to her apartment.


    


    It was a quiet shift at the bookshop - few people had come in and even the regulars were staying away, unwilling to brave the winter cold and harsh winds outside. It had been snowing earlier in the week and the whole city was holding its breath, waiting for the flurries to start again. The city prepared for more bad weather by being grumpy and over-reacting. A little snow and it would grind to a halt. People were complaining of poor roads and delayed trains. Inside the bookstore they had lit fires in all of the fireplaces; the coal cracked and popped to its own tune.


    George opened the door gently to prevent the bell from ringing too loudly. He leaned over the counter, quickly kissing Scarlet, and then headed deep into the stacks to choose something to read while he waited out her shift. There were only two other customers in the shop and after they had left, Scarlet went to curl up on George’s lap, both of them squashed into a chair by one of the fires.


    “How come you’re not at work this afternoon?” Scarlet asked.


    “I’m researching,” George said, holding up an old text about the architecture of Istanbul. “I’ve got to start some new drawings and I want to get some ideas in my head first. How’s work been here today?”


    “Quiet. I think the snow scared everyone off. I don’t mind, I’ve been able to get some ideas mapped out for the January menus.” She said.


    “Have you decided when you’re heading home over the holidays?” George asked casually.


    “I’ll go back for a week or so, I think, I don’t want to be there any longer than that.”


    “Can I drive you to the border? At least then you won’t have to cope with taking all your stuff on the trains.” George asked, looking at her carefully.


    “Sure. Let me know when you’re free and I’ll let my Mum know.”


    “What about on the way back? Want to come and spend a night at the family home and I can drive you back?” he asked.


    “Thanks, I’d like that; but I think I’ll just get a train, because I’m not sure when I’ll be heading back,” Scarlet said, turning the page of the architecture text still open in George’s hands. The bell rang loudly and Scarlet jumped up to return to her post at the counter.


    “Scarlet?” Nick’s voice came from the doorway.


    “I’m back here, just coming,” Scarlet called. George sighed and turned back to the crusaders’ buildings and pictures of conflicting religious decorations.


    


    Nick sat on a cold wooden bench, waiting. Scarlet had been gone for three quarters of an hour and he had finished the book he had brought along to read. His phone buzzed quietly inside his jacket pocket.


    “Hey,” Nick answered, smiling at seeing his boyfriend’s face on the screen.


    “Hey, yourself. Where are you?” Alex’s voice boomed through.


    “I came with Scarlet to see the Doc. She seems a lot more herself since she started her treatment and I wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to have to get home on her own in this weather. She said that she tends to be a bit out of it after a session.”


    “How much longer will she be in there?”


    “Today, about five minutes. In total, who knows? I don’t understand how it works. She’s getting better at talking to me about it but, Man, it’s still like getting blood from a stone,” Nick said.


    “Maybe it’s hard for her to talk about. It can’t be easy to open up on something like that.”


    “Yeah, I know. But I hate that she’s embarrassed about it. If she had any other illness she wouldn’t keep blaming herself and I don’t want her thinking that we don’t understand,” Nick muttered, huddling down in his jacket against the wind.


    “But we don’t really understand, sweetheart,” Alex said gently, “We’re not inside her head so there’s only so much she can explain to us. She’ll talk when she can and in the meantime you keep making sure she gets home okay.”


    “Yes, Boss.” The smile crept into Nick’s voice and made Alex laugh.


    “See you at home.”


    “Bye. Love you.” Nick hung up and stretched his legs out, pushing himself up and going to wait outside the building for Scarlet.


    


    “So. How did it go today?” Nick asked, as they walked down to the bus stop.


    “Fine.”


    “What did you do?”


    “Talked about how to change automatic negative thoughts,” Scarlet answered quietly.


    “Oh. What’s them, then?”


    “Not jumping to the worst possible conclusions when you’re in a certain situation, more or less.”


    The boys had started taking it in turns to meet her after she’d had a session with the Doc, but she much preferred it when George met her. Then there was cake and silence until she found her own way of letting him know what they had been talking about. Nick tended to keep asking questions until he thought that he understood. She had to say enough to satisfy him or he’d worry and then bother her with it. He seemed to be working on the idea that telling him everything she had said to the shrink worked better than the time she had actually spent in therapy.


    He nodded along, agreeing with her and adding his own suggestions when he thought he knew enough to join in. While Scarlet recognised that he meant to be supportive, she found it infuriating. He always ended up saying something patronising, along the lines of ‘It could be worse’ or ‘It’ll soon get better’. She tuned back in just as he finished speaking.


    “You’ll get there.” Scarlet smiled, partly at how irritating his behaviour was and partly because he was trying to be kind. Nick didn’t know how cruel those words sounded to her. Some of the sessions made her feel in control, as though she knew just what she was supposed to be doing: that her work was right and mattered, that her friends would be the support she needed rather than a chain keeping her in the false sense of self that she had been hiding behind. Other days she left feeling like she had been dragged backwards into a world she didn’t recognise and then dumped there to figure her own way back. Then she couldn’t trust anyone because she knew no one would really understand when she needed to be alone. Knew that they would keep sending her ideas for “real” jobs that she could apply for. Knew deep down that the people she was trying to trust only loved the Scarlet she was trying to leave behind.
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    Teddy stopped going to the Phoenix. It wasn’t a bad pub, but not as good at the White Boar. Thatch wasn’t as much of a prick as he’d expected. Mind you, this pissing government made the devil look like Christ himself. He made a call, fixed a date and sauntered back into the heart of the city. His own territory was safe enough, but they were all being more careful. They’d put a system of warnings in place. No new people. No one that couldn’t be verified, over and again. As he walked past the small park at the back of the railway lines, he spotted a lad that looked vaguely familiar. He seemed too young to be one of Thatch’s regular boys, but Teddy raised a hand, just to be friendly. The boy froze and then waved back.


    


    Jas kept watching Teddy until he’d rounded the corner and then turned back to Yassin.


    “I said, was that him?” Yassin asked.


    “Yeah, that was Teddy. I can’t believe he recognised me, I only saw him once. Maybe Thatch told him about me,” Jas worried.


    “Don’t worry about him. There’s a bunch of the Green boys heading this way. They’ve got that new bitch on a lead as well, the one your dad was saying won last month.”


    “Fuck.” Jas looked worried as he leant down and clipped the chain onto Whiplash’s collar. The dog looked up at his master, tongue hanging out, the remnants of a chewed-up log at his feet. Whiplash was expecting a treat, usually after he’d ripped anything apart for Jas he’d get something, some sort of reward. He yipped up at Jas, reminding the boy what a good job he’d done of protecting him from the branch.


    “Shut it, Whiplash,” Jas’s voice crackled.


    


    “Alright, girls?” The Green boys were jeering and taunting: one of them lashed out a foot towards Whiplash and Jas jerked him back. Whiplash knew what being kicked meant and he began to growl, showing his teeth. The bitch strained on her weighted lead at the sound and started barking, scratching at the ground, trying to get enough purchase to push herself forwards towards Whiplash.


    Jas leaned back and pulled on Whiplash’s chain as the two dogs starting scrabbling at the floor to get at each other. The bitch’s gums were swollen and red, probably from bee-stings, and her left ear was already gone. She was too big ever to fight with Whiplash properly, but the rules weren’t the same in a chain-fight: no ref and no rules. Plus Jas couldn’t back off without being a pussy. The Green boys weren’t really dog men, they were more interested in girls and drugs, but they saw the money made by men like Thatch and Teddy and they decided to get themselves dogs to replace their knives and guns. Possession of the latter carried heavier prison sentences. The boys were laughing and then one of them kicked the bitch in the ribs, pulling her backwards and using a stick to get between the dog’s jaws.


    “What the fuck?!” The biggest of the Green boys turned on his mate.


    “Cops. Other side of the park.” The rest of them had been so focused on the dogs that they hadn’t seen the police getting closer or the Green boy trying to warn them.


    “Shit. You’ll be back here at 8 o’clock or everyone’s gonna know you’re too scared of me and me dog. 8 o’clock.” The Green boys ran back out of the park. Jas and Yassin walked quickly away in the opposite direction.


    “We going home or to the Phoenix?” Yassin asked as they hurried along.


    “I dunno. Let me think,” Jas said


    “You can’t let Whiplash fight that bitch again, she’ll rip him apart.”


    “You want me to back out of a fight like a girl?” Jas said, rounding on Yassin. “We’re going to the Phoenix. I’m coming back at 8 o’clock to fight them and you’re coming with me.” He strode ahead and pulled Whiplash along with him. The dog trotted to keep up, alternately looking at where he was going and looking up at Jas, who was scowling and refused to look down.


    


    Thatch wasn’t in the pub, but Jas’s dad, Roy, was sitting at the end of the bar. Fifteen minutes later they were knocking on the door of the warehouse. Thatch looked at Roy, who kept quiet and shoved the boy inside.


    “Alright, Jas, what brings you to my palace?” Thatch asked with a grin.


    “Some of the Green boys were in the park, the cops came around but I’ve got to take Whiplash back at 8 o’clock to roll with one of their bitches. I wanted to...” Jas stopped and looked down at his dog. “I don’t know how to get him ready.” He finished. A grimace flashed over Thatch’s face: he hated these young twats thinking they could fight dogs anywhere; they didn’t know what they were doing and the dogs were usually nasty mongrels. Thatch led Jas and the dog down into the basement and started showing Jas how to run Whiplash through the pre-fight preparations that he used on his own dogs. The sounds switched from threatening to whimpering. Metal and wood scratched and claws scraped. While they were there a stream of people came and went from the warehouse. Thatch seemed to know all of them. There was a whiteboard propped up by the stairs with coded locations, letters, names and phone numbers. Everyone was getting ready for the raids that they knew were going to be happening soon. Accents flowed around Jas as he trained Whiplash and washed him down. Names and faces were sometimes familiar, but a lot of them were new, people that Jas had never seen before. Judging from how wary Thatch was, a lot of them were strangers to him too.


    


    “You got a gun, boy?” Thatch asked him.


    “No! You think he’s going to lose?”


    “Dunno, might do and you don’t want him suffering. Hang on.” Thatch went to a cabinet and pulled out a syringe and handed it over to Jas. “Use this if you need to, be fucking careful with it, though.”


    Jas took the pre-loaded syringe and looked at the name on it: ‘Euthatal’. Jas wrapped it in a rag and tucked it into his jacket.


    


    At 9.00 pm that night the laughter rolling off the Green boys washed across the park and soaked into Jas. Whiplash had gone mad for the first ten minutes of the chain-fight, got underneath the bitch and wrecked her. Jas had heard his jaws rip through fur and heard the hollow crack as Whiplash latched his jaw over the bitch’s muzzle. Then it changed. The bitch had gotten her teeth on Whiplash’s back leg and the traction had ripped the muscles right off. After that, Whiplash had to drag his hind quarters through the blood-soaked grass using his front legs and collapsed down onto his chest when the bitch slammed into him. Jas and the Green boys were yelling, encouraging their dogs to keep going.


    The sound was still clear in Jas’s ears, above the vicious laughter and the sound of Yassin retching behind a tree. Whiplash’s eyes were closing but he was still responding when Jas stroked his few patches of uninjured flesh.


    Jas had tried calling his Dad, pretending he wasn’t crying, wanting to talk to him, get him to help, ask Thatch to help. But it was his fight, his dog, his job.


    Jas knew what he needed to do. He’d been to fights and seen dogs shot, electrocuted and had their throats slashed. He pulled out the Euthatal but couldn’t uncap it. Yassin put a hand on his shoulder and reached down to open the syringe then handed it back to Jas. The two boys sat either side of Whiplash in the freezing mud and talked to the dog, stroking him as Jas pushed the drug under the fold of skin above the neck.


    CHAPTER FIVE


    January


    Scarlet got up early and put the coffee pot on the stove. She went to listen whether she could hear the animals next door - she knew the owners must have several dogs in there, but she never saw them. There were far fewer people walking dogs in the area these days. She’d tried scratching at the wall at the place where she could hear them, but rather than helping to communicate with the dogs it seemed to drive them crazy. They starting barking and she could hear them tearing up the floor. As soon as one started, the rest of them joined in. They probably thought that the scratching noises came from vermin running through the floorboards.


    


    She grabbed her coffee off the stove and added milk and sugar. Her desk was cluttered with work and she had to move everything to put her mug down without damaging any of the pieces that she’d been working on. The morning passed in a blur of colours while she worked on several commissions for the chain of restaurants in Ireland. She was doodling on a scrap of paper, messing around with new colours, when Nick rang the doorbell.


    


    “High drama on the High street, so I came over with burritos and gossip!” Nick said, pushing his way into the room, tripping over a pair of George’s shoes and collapsing onto the sofa. Scarlet had seen more of Nick in the past couple of months than she had at any point since they were at university together. Since she had been seeing the Doc she had been trying much harder to fix the problems that had been caused by her anxiety. She knew Nick didn’t realise how hard it had been to show him this new side of her, but she hoped the effort had been worth it.


    “Okay, tell me what I’ve missed,” Scarlet said, settling down next to Nick, who had already arranged their food on paper plates and divided napkins and cutlery.


    “There was a huge bust-up near the shop, you know that massive crackdown the cops have been running against all those dangerous dogs?” Scarlet nodded, thinking again of the Doberman. “Well, there was a breeder in those scummy flats in that huge tower block. They had cages stacked up on top of each other. American pit bulls and some Japanese ones as well, according to the Boss. Whole lot of them illegal, apparently. Nasty looking things they were dragging away. Half-starved and snarling, but they looked more sad than dangerous. A couple of the blokes ran but they got three of them and two women as well. It was a family: the Boss said it was two of the sons that got away. The women were biting and yelling worse than the dogs when they tried to get them into the van.” Nick paused to chew a mouthful of food and hurried on. It had been a quiet day at the shop and this event had obviously provided some much needed excitement.


    “The dogs have all been confiscated, including the ones that weren’t illegal, because of the conditions they were kept in. Some have gone to the pound and the others have been taken in by the RSPCA. One of the RSPCA guys was saying that the most they are likely to get is a few hundred pounds fine and a couple of months in jail. Bloody horrible.”


    


    Down the road in The Phoenix it was unusually quiet. No one had really expected anything to come of Operation Scorch, and the arrest of the Palmer family along with the confiscation of some of the best fighting dogs in the city had made everyone angry and then nervous. Thatch was nursing a drink and most of the regulars were dotted around, waiting to see what would happen next. They all knew that once the raids started they would keep coming.


    “We need to find the pound,” Thatch said eventually.


    “What?” Roy was sitting on the other side of him.


    “We find where they took the Palmer dogs and we get them back.”


    “Are you nuts? No one knows where the pounds are, or even if the dogs are in the council one or somewhere else; and we can’t risk nicking dogs from a nick,” Roy said, sounding a little hysterical.


    “Someone will be able to get information for us. I’ve sent a few of the lads to try and find out what people know. They should be back in a few hours. You should get ready to go.”


    “Thatch, I know it’s a bad business, but we can’t break into a pound.” Roy was trying to reason with him.


    “Are you saying you’re not coming?” Thatch asked quietly, his hand twitching towards his bag.


    “No. Just saying I don’t think it’s the smart play,” Roy answered carefully.


    “Fine. I heard you. I say we’re going. Get ready and be back here soon.”


    “Why, Thatch? What good can it do?”


    “We show them that this isn’t working, that any dog they take we can get back. We get the Palmers the best lawyers and get them out of there. We get back on track. We’re losing money and we’re being invaded. We’re going to stop these cunts before they come any closer. I’m not letting them take the warehouse. I’m not letting them get any of my dogs. I’m not letting them stop my fucking livelihood. I’m not letting them come anywhere near my business, my family, my home. They can take a fucking jump for all I care. The police, the fucking tree-huggers, this operation is over.” Thatch slammed his empty glass down on the table and stood up. He walked over to the bar, braced himself and Roy slipped out of the pub before he heard any more. He walked slowly home, knowing he would have to make sure everything was ready to follow Thatch to whatever hell-hole they were going to.
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    Scarlet shifted in the armchair. She was still not quite comfortable talking about George with the Doc. She had grown used to most of therapy, but she sometimes felt like it was a betrayal talking about other people while she was in session. They had been talking about coping structures.


    “What’s the main emotion that you have in these situations?” the Doc asked, waiting quietly for her answer. She had learnt early on not to be pressured by silence. It reminded her of being in the bookshop. When the Doc paused after she felt she had answered a question properly, she simply imagined that she was back at A Piece of String and let the silence carry until he filled it or asked another question.


    “Fear. Panic. Worry.” She sat quietly, waiting.


    “That’s quite different from your lack of emotion in other situations.”


    “Yes.” She answered the non-question and waited again.


    “What is different about that situation that makes you feel so many negative emotions?” Doc asked.


    “I suppose...” Scarlet trailed off, trying to grasp at her thoughts before they eluded her and hid behind the wall that she had been building inside her mind for the better part of a decade. “I suppose that there are a lot of expectations. Behaviours that people expect you to follow. I find that difficult.” She stopped, and looked up at Doc. Every word that she spoke to him was carefully chosen. She didn’t allow herself to relax, she sat tightly coiled, legs crossed and arms held close. Her words created the landscape that they walked through and she made sure that she meant each one of them; she didn’t want to give him any more to throw at her than he already had.


    “What is making you worry? Is it the situation that you are in or your thoughts about the situation?” Doc pushed. Scarlet smiled. She had quickly realised why so many people didn’t like being in therapy:you couldn’t get away with being lazy. There were no short-cuts and you had to dig into your guts - look behind the walls and under the flaws to find where the root cause was hiding. There was nowhere to hide from your own mind. When she started out, Scarlet had been used to ducking behind the structures that she had erected in her own brain. If something was too painful or too confusing or cut too close to the bone, she pretended it wasn’t real and pushed it as far away as possible.


    “I worry about people judging me, for seeing that I’m too lucky to be living. I have no right to the life that I have somehow managed to stumble upon. I don’t work hard enough, I love the job that I do and I think people hate me for getting to do what I love and not having to suffer for it. I worry that the guilt I have is only too justified. I worry that being so spoilt means that I am not worth the life that I have, the space that I take and the air that I steal. I worry that I’m only interesting because I lie about who I am. I worry that the lies I tell are permanent, because I’ll never be able to find my own real emotions again, so I’m going to forever have to bluff my way through. I’m scared that people hate me, resent me and think that the world would be better off if I were dead,” she said, letting her voice come from deep inside the city - far from the room she was sitting in. From a place that had been locked up for a long time.


    


    The city walls were still in place, but there were more roads, more gates, more gaps, fewer guards. She walked through the streets, sometimes recognising that there were fingers interlaced with her own. She knew the main streets but was starting to explore the back-streets. She could spot the buildings and alleyways that she had built up over the years - she knew the scars, the potholes and all of the dirt underfoot. The graffiti covering acres of space was as familiar to her as the inside of her palm. Each time she opened a door and stepped into a new building away from the well-trodden paths, she could see all of the treasure hidden in there. A lot of the damage was hidden inside strongly-fortified houses, but so much real beauty was trapped between walls as well. Inner-city life was as fragile and incredible inside her head as it was in the city that she walked through to get to work, to buy food and to exercise. She never ran through the city in her head. It took too long to get there and she wanted to tread slowly, in case she suddenly found herself locked out again. Music played and the lyrics cut through her veins and pushed her blood back to where it was needed.


    


    “Scarlet?” Doc’s voice finally pulled her back into his office and the over-sized armchair that she had become a part of.


    “I’m sorry, I was just thinking.”


    “That’s okay. What were you thinking about?” Doc asked, carefully.


    “I was thinking about how much I have lost inside my own head.”


    “In the place you call The Other City? Beyond the wall you built?” Doc asked


    “Yes. I’m sorry, what were you saying?”


    “I was saying, do you have any evidence to support the idea that other people are judging you or that they wish you were dead?” Doc said.


    “Evidence? No.” Scarlet said carefully, smiling at the way Doc always managed to pull out the most dramatic parts of whatever she had been saying.


    “I want you to think about what evidence you have for the negative thoughts that pop automatically into your head in situations when you are especially anxious; and then I want you to think about what evidence you have that those thoughts are wrong. Can you try to do that?”


    “Sure. Evidence. I can do that.”


    


    Scarlet left with a clutch of paper explaining how to work through negative thoughts, what evidence was positive and what was negative, and a series of diaries to complete. Bureaucracy. Forms. Even when the problem was that you didn’t fit into regular patterns, you still had to be put into a box, fitted into a category. She sighed as she reached the outside world. The academic of therapy helped her to understand the emotion. Everything that Doc had said made sense, he always backed up his thoughts with evidence and showed her how she could use that to make things easier, to grow and to understand the inside of her mind. If she could only understand, she thought that perhaps she could get rid of The Other City completely and allow back all of the old thoughts and emotions that she had been hiding for so long. She could reconnect and finally find out who she was and what she felt. She was shattered and wanted to head home, make a pot of tea and trawl through her favourite books for a few hours. She didn’t see the unbroken reality of the brick and mortar city when she walked. The human nature of people flowing past her was lost to her while so much of her was still locked away.


    CHAPTER SIX


    February


    They didn’t go back to the pub. It was safer to meet at the warehouse where no one would see them. It was as dark as it would ever be by the time the six men met. Three of the men Thatch trusted completely and the other two owed him so much that he owned their asses, and their legs, and their arms: so they couldn’t fuck about with him.


    Using her spot-lamp, Scarlet worked late at her sketching that night. She looked up to see the light from a torch passing


    the window. The light flashed and voices whispered, became louder and dropped back into the night.


    She had slept for a few hours and had then woken up, unable to sleep more, so she’d gone back to her desk to sketch the Doberman over and over again, always the same image of him standing at the door, not letting her out, refusing to leave her alone. Her desk was covered with sketches and paintings of black fur, cutting white teeth, acid spittle and hard eyes. She was still drawing when the lights and voices appeared and then faded away into the night outside.


    


    “Okay. Turn the lights off now. We’ll go in the dark from here. Text the others, Roy.” Thatch was tense. It always made Roy nervous when he was swearing less, because it meant he was worried. They had chosen the two largest cars they had access to so that they could load the dogs straight into cages stacked in the back of each. It had turned out to be a simple matter of outlaying a little money to find out where the pound was that the Palmers’ dogs had been taken to. For a bit more cash they garnered the few details that they needed. They’d made a recording of the conversation so that they couldn’t be ratted on; if they were, they knew at least that everyone, including their betrayers, would be in the same sinking ship.


    The six men were all carrying thick bags, wearing heavy gloves and had leads ready to take the dogs. Thatch led the way to the pound, which was surprisingly well hidden on the very outskirts of the city. Its main security measure was a thick wire fence which they took care of with bolt cutters. The single guard they encountered was put out of action with a couple of heavy thumps. In no time they had moved across the yard and into the buildings. They split up and followed the instructions that Thatch had given them.


    The pound was a cross between a bare military complex and a veterinary surgery. The dogs were kept in long kennels and were obviously used to people walking around at all hours, because none of them barked and most paid no attention at all to the men running past them.


    “Make sure you don’t leave anything behind,” Thatch said. “If we don’t manage to get the dogs out it’ll be better for the Palmers if it’s like we weren’t here. Better to get out with nothing than to get the dogs and leave something behind that means everyone will be sent down.”


    Roy grunted a response and looked at the next clipboard, searching for where the dogs had come from. Too many fucking codes. Thatch’s phone buzzed in its cradle on his belt. He flicked it out and checked.


    “They found them. They’re in the kennels on the side where we left the cars. Should be easy to load them up and get out. This way.” Thatch and Roy started off to meet the others when they heard barking.


    “Fuck,” Roy swore quietly.


    “Sounds like pit bulls, hurry up.”


    Now that the dogs were making so much noise, they stopped trying to be quiet and ran full pelt through the pound, Thatch shoving doors open and Roy wrenching them closed behind them to make it less obvious where they had been and to slow down anyone who might be following them.


    


    “Bollocks!”


    “Grab the bitch, quick, before she goes for my arm again.”


    The four men were struggling to get the dogs out of the kennels and onto leads. When Thatch and Roy arrived in the corridor there was complete chaos.


    “Will you lot shut the fuck up,” Thatch hissed, as they turned to see him approach. The blond man seemed calmer now that they had found the dogs and were actually doing something. Sneaking around trying to find the right animals did not play to Thatch’s strengths. He was fine now there was something to do, someone to order about and something to hit out at. The dogs were not happy to be back on leads and they fought hard. They had become used to having a space of their own and not being beaten before they were fed. But the first lot were out in the yard, through the fence and into the cars without any real damage being done to any of Thatch’s men.


    “Get those fucking dogs under control, you twats.” Thatch was keeping away from the jaws of the dogs and giving orders to the others from the far side of the corridor. A footstep, a crackling radio, a voice, a slammed door. In a few seconds the men were out of the door they had propped open and heading back towards the cut fence. They left cages open, forgot about closing doors, grabbed the dogs they had already leashed and fled, some of the loose dogs running along with them, thinking it was a game. Their feet crunched on the gravel of the yard, the noise mingling with yips from the dogs and shouts from the police, who had arrived at the main entrance a few yards away. Roy’s feet tangled with one of the dogs and he tripped, slamming his fist into the ground. He was dazed and it had slowed him down,and his fall started the dogs barking again. Police officers had come running into the yard. Thatch and three of the other men were already in the cars. Roy watched the last of their team reach the cars and jump in, slamming the door behind him. Thatch was leaning out of the window but Roy was much closer to the police than the hole in the fence.


    The loose dogs scattered, snapping and snarling. They knew how to respond to uniforms. They flew at the police officers, trying to get their jaws around arms and legs. A second security guard had run out from the building and was keeping the dogs away with a fire extinguisher. The dogs backed away, shocked and whimpering at the pressure of the cold foam. Roy stood looking at the dogs, knowing he was too far behind to be able to escape. He heard Thatch yell “Fucking leave him.” And then, slightly louder, “We’ll look after them, Roy.” Roy thumped heavily to the ground on his knees and within seconds was pushed onto his front. His face scratched into the gravel and he felt pressure in the small of his back before he was pulled up and dragged roughly back the way that he came.


    


    Tyres screeched outside the window. Five men got out of the cars, not bothering with torches this time. It was light enough for them to be able to see their way into the warehouse. The dogs were carried downstairs in cages and ten new voices joined the rising cacophony of imprisoned song.


    


    [image: ]


    


    The armchair hadn’t managed to dwarf her that session. She rested her head, leaning backwards to watch the light change on the ceiling. She was waiting to have the silence broken for her.


    “What about triggers? Is there anything you know that makes you feel worse, that you actively avoid?” the Doc asked her. Scarlet laughed.


    “I’ve been avoiding everything for so long that I think almost anything could count.”


    “Why do you avoid them?” he said, another question in the chain.


    “Because I don’t know who I am and I don’t know how to respond. I’ve been putting my emotions away behind walls for so many years that I can’t find them now. I don’t know how to act in most situations because I have no idea what I am feeling. I got used to stopping myself from feeling. Did you know it was possible to turn off your emotions?” she asked Doc. He tilted his head, pushing her onwards.


    “You can, it takes practice and sometimes you get it wrong, but it is possible, there’s so much that you can hide from yourself. When people ask me what I want to do, what music or films I like, I can’t answer. I have no concept of what makes me who I am now. I’ve spent so many years hiding anything that could be real, protecting it within those walls that I can’t get to it and so all of the good has been dragged away with the bad.”


    “So you feel disconnected emotionally from your actions?”


    “Yes. Disconnected.” Scarlet tried out the word: it seemed to describe just what she was doing.


    “Do you think I can ever get back again some of the things that I lost?” She asked the question herself before the Doc could get a chance to put it to her.


    “Of course. Do you want to?”


    “I think so. I’m tired of not knowing what to do because I might keep making decisions based on emotions I think I should have rather than the way I really feel. And I’ll keep going down the wrong roads, so that I’ll end up so far away that I can’t get back. What if I want to own a cat but because I once decided that I didn’t like owning pets I will never have one? There’s so many things that might make me happy, but I just don’t allow myself to realise them, because I’m so – disconnected - from what I think and feel all of the time.”


    “What about George?” the Doc asked.


    “Different. I don’t know quite why, but I think it’s because of when we met. I was hiding everything that I felt inside The Other City for ages and then I realised that I was doing it and that I wanted to stop. I didn’t meet George until I had already figured out that I wanted to change and connect with who I was. He was also the first person who I really told about what was going on inside my head. We’re made of the same sort of stuff, but he’s done everything so differently. He understands, but he’s not dismissive or afraid of it. Before I met him I hadn’t felt anything, not friendship or loyalty or love towards anyone, for years. He was so much like me, he was the only person who got through my barriers without me having to take them down. It feels like he knew me before I started losing my way, I feel like he is walking me back to where I wanted to be,” Scarlet said, smiling as she thought about George.


    “It sounds like he’s very good for you. What about your work, do you ever struggle with that?”


    “Yeah, but not the work itself, just because it’s not … not normal, I guess,” she said lamely.


    “And you want to be normal?”


    “God, no!” she said quickly.


    “So why does it matter?” Doc asked.


    “Well. I suppose it doesn’t. I love what I do and I guess I would feel pretty crappy if I had to be normal all day every day.”


    “You sound surprised,” the Doc said. She noted that it was a statement, not a question.


    “I am. I never thought about it, but I guess even if everything else gets better, I’ll still want to keep doing my job. It’s never going to make me rich, but I can pay the bills and I like doing it.” Her eyes lost their focus as the new reality settled over her thoughts: she had just seen a new way of running away from the route that she had known for so long.


    


    Scarlet left the square feeling lighter. She was carrying a scrap of paper with a much later new appointment date than she was expecting. She walked through the real city for the first time in months. Her feet touched the ground and she was able to see everything: the good and the bad. She wandered past the museums and wasn’t furious with all of the tourists and school children taking up the pavement. She dropped coins into the mug of a man begging near the coffee shop she had been planning on going into. She bought a newspaper and actually read it: the news was as bad as it had always been, but it didn’t feel like it was a personal attack on her anymore. She had asked Nick and George not to meet her any more after the sessions, because she needed the time to figure out what she had said in them. The Other City had started to slip away and she was beginning to find her way through the real world. A car screeched next to her and she panicked, remembering the day so long ago when her anxiety had really started. She heard the voices next to her screaming at each other - the pure vicious rage and within the sounds she could hear the tearing of metal and water dropping all around. She sat down hard on the wall by her knees, hands scraping along the rough stone. A businessman brushed past and scowled at her for taking up room, wasting time, not doing anything useful. Scarlet sat there for hours before she got up and took her grazed pain back to the apartment.


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    March


    Scotland. March 1987.


    


    The whole school had packed on to the bus. It was a small school and all of the kids, aged six to eleven, were going to the water park to celebrate the end of term. The parents and governors had been fund-raising so that the kids could have a day out and everyone had voted on where they wanted to go. The village had waved them off. It was a place cut off from the heart of the crashing, rushing modernity. They knew the children were growing up in a new world, so they waved them onwards, doing their best.


    


    Scarlet was sitting with her best friend, Rachel, at the front of the bus. Some of the older kids had wanted to sit at the back, but Scarlet preferred the front so that she could see where they were going; it wasn’t often that she went anywhere beyond their village or the surrounding towns and she wanted to watch the world going by. Beyond their names, she barely knew the two younger boys who were sitting on the bus behind herself and Rachel.


    Because the school didn’t have one of their own, it had hired a bus from a company in one of the nearby towns. There was hardly a spare seat: all of the teachers and a few parents had accompanied them to help and keep order. The children had squabbled over seats and sung songs, they had pulled each other’s hair, clapped hands and eaten too much. The bus had only been on the road for an hour when the driver lost control. The steering mechanism failed. The bends were too sharp and the drop beside them too steep. The bus, the children, the driver and the teachers crashed over the side of the road, crushing through the safety barrier, sliding and falling away from the tarmac. The driver had braked hard when he had lost control and Scarlet, Rachel and the two boys behind them were thrown violently over the tops of their seats into the stairwell. As the bus started to roll down towards the loch, the door flew open and the four young students were flung out on to the side of the road. One of the boys died when he hit a tree, and the other three became the only survivors of the accident. All the other pupils, eight teachers, six parents and the bus driver all died.


    


    There had been inquests and court cases. There were questions and fingers pointed and all through it the three survivors were spoken to, spoken about and spoken for. They heard lots of new words and they were given money and presents. Nothing that they were told, nothing that they saw and nothing that they were given could undo all of the terror that they had experienced that day. There was too much of it stored up in their minds. Scarlet and Rachel had been so young that they didn’t even really understand at the time how much it dominated everything they thought and did afterwards. They spoke to each other and hardly anyone else, because they didn’t know what they were supposed to remember or what they were meant to feel. They never knew where to put their fear, or their thoughts. What they should say or how they should feel, too many questions and so many assumptions.


    


    Scarlet and Rachel were in the hospital for three weeks. Each year after the accident they met at Christmas near Aviemore, a ritual that no one else really understood. No one else could understand why it was so hard for Scarlet to go back to a therapist. No one else could understand the voices, the ways that you had to put certain things out of your mind. No one else recognised the screams. No one else knew what it felt like when people used the phrases ‘life-changing’ or ‘heart-breaking’ or ‘soul-destroying’ to describe a book or a film. Rachel was the only one who understood. The other boy who had survived had killed himself when he was fourteen; the boy next to him had also been his best friend.


    


    She had looked weak but she had really been stronger than they thought. It hadn’t been long before she had dug deep and sank the foundations. Bricks followed one by one until the barriers formed the outskirts of a brand new city. She strengthened. Support and power, a sense of status and a sense of protection. A guard and a plan for the future.


    


    Scarlet could still remember the colour of the bus, the clothes that she and Rachel were wearing, what she had in her lunch-box, the backpack that she never saw again. She remembered every minute of the crash. She remembered the therapists, the hospitals, the offices, the television cameras, the courtrooms and the churches. The memories were kept alive, were looked over and were talked about again, and again. She lived those ten minutes of her life for the whole of the next five years. She was always a part of the memories of so many other people that she felt they were no longer hers; they belonged to everyone else. She had to find somewhere to put them, deeper pockets to hide everything away. Somewhere to keep the little girl she had been safe. A little girl in a jeans and a jumper. A little girl in a white dress and long socks. A little girl in a black dress she wore many days in a row. A dress to testify in. A dresses for leaving hospital. Dresses for funerals. Dresses to live and dresses to die.


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    April


    Inner City. 1987.


    


    The first fight was exciting, but didn’t draw much blood. It was only a scrap between a couple of young bitches: they barely had any weight to throw around and it only lasted about half an hour before they were pulled apart. No real damage was done and the owners dragged them off to patch them up with kits that they had bought from vets’ suppliers.


    It wasn’t their first time at a show, but it was still early days and they hadn’t made their connections, hadn’t found their places. Rather than staying hidden in the shadows, Thatch wanted to stand out. He wanted a way in and he wanted a place to belong. Neither he nor Roy knew that this new place was going to become their business and their family, but they loved the blood and the life that pumped across the floor when the shows were on.


    Once the first lot of dogs were out of the pit, they started to go through the routine to get the other dogs ready. They were weighed and washed, checked and held. All the while there was a slow trade going on around the outside, hands passing cash. Money slipping through fingers, bets scribbled in the back of books and on scraps of paper, names held and numbers counted.


    The crowd was quieter as the owners took their places in opposite corners with the referee standing in the centre; then there was a crash of noise and everyone was screaming and cheering. They were egging the dogs on with encouragement and insults. Yelling and howling almost drowned out the noise of the heavy thump as the bodies of the two dogs smashed into each other, the dull clatter and crunch as jaws locked over muzzle and the ripping as skin was torn from the snout. The two dogs became a twisted heap, tumbling and heaving, falling on to their sides in trying to gain purchase, shoving in unison. Bones snapped. Snarling and whimpering racketed around until there was a blurred silence.


    Thatch screamed and jeered along with the crowd, elbowing Roy as the dogs dragged each other and ripped the flesh. Strong holds were checked and bite-force depth was measured. Money was won and lost. Thatch was hooked. He wanted his own dog, he wanted his own kennels, he wanted to make money. Thatch had always had a good head on his shoulders but he’d never found a use for it, no ambition or drive. Once he saw how much the breeders, owners and hosts were making, he knew that was where he was going to be heading. Thatch tugged Roy away from the pit where they were preparing for the third fight to show him the owners. The lights flickered for a second, there was a brief whimper and then everything carried on as normal. Another fight over, another dog destroyed. Thatch breathed deeply and sucked the metallic scent deep into his lungs, the inside of his nostrils thick with sweat and money. The two young men elbowed their way through the crowds and Thatch went up to the owner of the dog who had just won.


    “Good match,” Thatch said.


    “Yeah, not fucking bad. You bet on my girl here?” the man asked, sizing up Thatch and Roy as he rubbed powder into the cuts on his prize bitch.


    “A bit, was wondering where you got her from,” Thatch said.


    “Really? You’re new here and you want to know about breeders?” The man sneered as he spoke. “Those are dangerous questions to ask, boy, we don’t sell dogs or information to strangers. What’s your name?”


    “Thatch. This is Roy. So, how long until I’m not a stranger?”


    “Not long, depends what you’re willing to do in exchange for a dog.”


    “You mean I could do you a favour instead of paying for the dog?” Thatch’s eyes lit up and the man laughed as he saw the desperation.


    “You could do me a favour and I’d set you up with a dog. Which you would then pay for.” The man’s words were accompanied by a lupine grin. “Not afraid of getting your hands dirty are you?”


    “Nope. What do you need me to do?” Words and details were exchanged quickly and quietly: even in such a noisy room it was hard to keep a secret. Thatch paled, then agreed and his entry into the world of dog-fighting was sealed with blood, a bit of powder and a quick getaway.


    


    “I’ve got one of her pups still left - you interested?”


    CHAPTER NINE


    May


    The Doberman had followed her to the door of her apartment this time. It was standing with its muzzle pushed up to the letterbox. She could hear the raging breaths huffing out of its snout and see the spittle dropping through the letterbox. Its teeth scratched the metal hinges and scraped along the paintwork to the wood below. Dirtied claws pulled at the carpet by the bottom of the door and every so often she could hear it slam its whole body weight against the frame. Testing it. Testing her. She stayed as far from the door as possible, ignoring the knocking and the ringing bells. She pulled the covers up over her head, piled pillows around her and never left the room. Her work was lying ignored. Her phone was unanswered and the kitchen was gathering dust. The voices were silent; there was just a slow howl absorbing her thoughts and blocking everything else out.


    


    Scarlet squeezed her eyes shut. She could see herself screaming: crying as though someone she loved had died. Tissues, cushions and fists were shoved against her mouth to try and catch the noise so that the neighbours and passers-by didn’t hear her. She had deep scratch lines along her arms and legs as she tried to claw her way out of her own skin. Nail marks stood clear on her cheeks from trying desperately to hold on. Her hair and eyelashes were pulled out to try and make the pain her own.


    


    And she could see it all. And it was disgusting and so she was disgusted – but not with the disease, with herself.


    


    After crying for over two hours she felt she could almost sit up. The floorboards she had collapsed on periodically over the past few days were wet and dirty. She could feel where the grain of the wood had pressed against her. She put a hand up tenderly to her skull, where a throbbing headache pulsated from her tears. The room seemed to echo afresh once she had stopped screaming. All of her skin was tender from being scratched and rubbed raw. Her nails had been bitten so badly that they were bleeding, the cuticles damaged, the pads of her fingers soaked with saliva and tears. The tension in her spine could not be released and her legs were shaking so badly that she kicked out involuntarily. She started to worry. She had to get back to work – she was desperately grateful that she was one of the lucky people who suffered from this terrible complaint who wasn’t trapped in an office - but she kept losing several hours in the middle of the day and there was nothing she could do to help it.


    


    Her whole body was aching and she was blinded by the tears that kept re-starting. Most of all she was so tired of it, of hurting and falling apart and of feeling too broken and of wasting everything.


    


    For years she had hidden how much pain and sadness she carried around, she hid all of the disgusting pain. She had thought that people would judge her and view her differently if she let them see all of the scars, or the scar tissue that had grown up and around the pain. Then she started to tell people, friends and relatives, people she had worked with. One by one they had shown what they thought, actions not words. And value shone through with some, while others drifted away. So often she had heard that she should try to get better. People offered her advice and pity, not knowing what she was up against: that the things that triggered it were too small to avoid, as if she was trying to avoid one stone in a yard full of gravel. She tried and tried but sometimes she just couldn’t help it because she had to cross the yard or she’d never move at all.


    


    Trying to look after her brain took so much energy that she forgot to look after her body. She stopped eating properly, didn’t exercise or get out in the daylight. All the strength she had left was being used up in desperately trying to hold her brain together.


    


    She didn’t dream of a holiday, just a good day. She didn’t dream of meeting famous people, just of being able to talk to her own friends. She didn’t dream of an expensive car, just of being strong enough to leave the house. She didn’t dream of being rich, just being well enough to earn enough money to look after herself. She didn’t dream of a phone call that would change her life, just of knowing that she would be able to pick up the phone when it rang.


    


    Scarlet spent the next forty-eight hours sleeping most of the day and night. Occasionally she still burst into tears, but she had exhausted herself so much that she managed to rest even when her mind was raging. She ate when she could get to the kitchen, never anything fancy and nothing cooked. She couldn’t cope with boiling water or turning the hob on, but still she was eating and she recovered. After several days she managed to get into the shower. When she stripped her clothes off she could see how ravaged her body was and how much damage she had managed to do. Most of her scratches were starting to heal, although a couple were deep enough to still be bleeding. Her hair was a mess, her scalp torn and clumps missing. There were wide gaps in her eyelashes and her eyelids were swollen. Her hands were cut and all of her nails were gone. She was pale and bruised, weak and unsteady, but she had survived. Again.


    


    And somewhere outside a dog was still barking.
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    The voices got louder and louder as Jas walked down the stairs towards the basement. Even without his Da there they had let him and Yassin in. Thatch was looking after Jas and his Mum, so now Jas could get into the Phoenix whenever he wanted and he could go to whatever fights he chose. His Dad being sent to prison trying to get the Palmers’ dogs back had ruined his Mum’s life, but it had turned Jas into a prince. He was being looked after and he was being groomed. He’d lost weight and gained muscle. He had lost the soft edges and Yassin could barely find the shaking boy who had cried over Whiplash only a few months earlier. Jas strolled into the basement and men clapped him on the shoulder, he was introduced and shook hands with everyone. Jas looked around at one point to see where Yassin had gone, but he was lost in the crowd. He thought he saw him by the far wall where the rest of the dogs were kept, but he couldn’t be sure. Jas turned his full attention back to the gambling that was going on before the fights started. He watched money ebb and flow, learned what the codes meant and remembered who owed what.


    The world had changed in twenty years. Most of the sportsmanship had been leached away by fear and by money. The dogs rarely walked away now, and often the winners had to be killed as quickly as the losers. Now young lads rolled their dogs in chain fights in the parks, trying to keep a step ahead of the police. Thatch was old school. Bets had a strict ceiling. Dogs were checked over and weighed carefully and the rules had to be followed at all times. The rituals mattered. The refs he had chosen for the four shows were all foreigners. A Russian, a Finn, a Spaniard and an Irishman. Roy had always been his main ref and, much as Thatch could take or leave everyone else, he missed his best mate. Not just down the pub, but in the fights. Roy had come up with him and no one else knew just how much had gone in to making it all work.


    A bucket of water was placed between the dogs and they were washed, making sure there was nothing harmful on their coats, the owners getting as wet as the dogs but not as clean. As they were held in the corners, the ref yelled over the crowd, now baying and screaming themselves hoarse. Claws dug into the scratch line as fingers gripped the edge of the pit. The blood rushed and adrenaline pumped through the crowd. Animal instincts took over and the smell of testosterone and sweat made the air thick and clung to the walls.


    


    Scarlet lay her head gently down onto the floorboards, she had spent so long not moving that her limbs were weak and every small effort exhausted her, but she had to know what the sudden noise was. There was a new set of sounds to drown out the voices that had been so loud lately. The whistling snarls and snapping of the crowd thrummed through her ears at the gap in the wall. She knew the dogs were still in there. She could hear them, whimpering, such a human-like sound.


    


    There was no one in the warehouse that night that Thatch hadn’t seen before. No one that he’d not seen at fights half a dozen times or bought dogs from before. It shortened the profits but a little money was better than losing it all to an undercover pig. A young lad had approached Thatch in the Phoenix earlier that week, saying he was looking to buy a fighting dog for his girlfriend, who had been assaulted. It was a decent story but not worth going to jail over.


    


    “Get yourself a nice feisty German Shepherd bitch if you want a babysitter. We can’t help you. Have a look in there.” Thatch tossed the day’s newspaper at him, open at the classifieds. The lad muttered under his breath, smart enough not to let them hear what he said but still stupid enough to say it. He got a cuff on the way out for his trouble. Nice enough guy if the story held water, but it wasn’t the time to be taking risks.


    


    He’d already lost Roy and though he knew his mate wouldn’t give anything up all, of Thatch’s men were on high alert. Too many undercover cops and RSPCA shits were wandering the streets. Thatch understood why the lad had wanted to get a dog for his lass. He knew all too well the need to circle the wagons. He’d made sure that Roy’s missus and his boy were okay. He’d known them as long as anyone and wasn’t going to let them get put out on the streets because Roy had got nicked helping out his mates.


    


    Thatch was distracted, paranoid and nervous. It wasn’t like him to be worried, but he was jumpy now he no longer had Roy watching his back. The crowd cheered at a particularly ballsy attack by one of the dogs. It was a good match and he’d made a fuck of a lot of money. An hour later, another dog was dragged out of the pit to be quickly electrocuted before the next show was set up. Thatch usually loved hosting the fights, but now it was all worry. Yet he was almost the only person there who was worried. There were more people than usual, the police had simply forced everyone off the streets rather than putting a stop to anything. The Palmers’ dogs that they’d rescued had been sent out of the country to breed in Finland and because Roy wouldn’t say anything the cops were having trouble tying the two cases together. It was seen only as a random theft, not a rescue. Thatch was still making money and ruling over his small empire within the city. People had come from as far away as Kentucky and Spain to watch the shows tonight. There was plenty of betting and Thatch had made sure that every time a penny changed hands he saw a share of it.


    


    Teeth bit down deep as the bite force punctured through fur and skin. Claws scratched for purchase on the carpet, pushing backwards and forwards. One caught the back of the other’s head, working his jaws hard and using the muscles in his back to shake slowly, pushing deeper into the wounds. The crack and pull, push and shove moved around the square pit. One show, then the next and another. Heads were thrown back and up to try and release the grip, leaving only an exposed throat ready for attack. Dragged down and out. Blood soaking the carpet and smeared along the walls. Half limping, half dead. The night was a success, not dampened by fear of raids or traitors or infiltrators. It felt like the worst had happened and life was carrying on.


    


    And all around them cheers and laughter echoed up to the stripped lights and exposed pipes. Scarlet put her hands over her ears and as she slept she dreamt of the Doberman.


    CHAPTER TEN


    June


    In the middle of the day a supermarket delivery arrived, brought right to the door. Scarlet unloaded it while still in her pyjamas; she hadn’t left the house in ten days. Everything she needed could be delivered and she didn’t have to see anyone. Before she even got close to going outside, she starting going backwards. She imagined what was going to go wrong from missing the bus, to being mugged. She would faint, her legs would collapse and people would stare. She was not going to waste her time and her money by going outside when she should stay inside, there was nothing out in the real world that was worth it. Her heart pounded as she unwound herself, the relief heavy as she decided that today was another day she allow herself to stay inside. She knew that it was more important to stay inside and work, that was what she needed to do, not to go out there.


    


    The wall next to Scarlet’s sloped desk was covered with sketches and paintings of the Doberman. They covered all of her food sketches and left-over ideas from her previous freelance work. She had small ink sketches, huge pencil drawings and watercolours pinned in overlaps across the wall.


    


    One of her sketches showed a large black dog standing in the middle of a road, surrounded by forests, highlighted in headlights. Scarlet stared at the dog, at the headlights, at the road that she hadn’t yet forgotten. And the lights flashed back into her eyes. Her arms broke and glass cut deep into her skin. She felt a metal bar hit her thighs as she spun forwards and hit her head, was wedged close to the floor and then thrown, high and wide as the sliding door slammed open. She fell, her ankle shattered as the bus rolled over her, not being driven any longer. Her body didn’t stop moving until there was enough ground pulling at her skin that the friction tore her to the earth. Blood stuck her to damp foliage, kept wet away from the sun. She could smell the damp forest around her as she stopped, face down, hard. She was breathing in her own blood. It circulated in the hot air. Gas and skin, burning and bleeding all around her. She tried to count the voices but she couldn’t tell them apart. How similar we all sound when we scream. The voices rose higher and then fell, rolling down and away. She blinked and was gone. Then she opened her eyes and out of the corner of her vision she could see bone through skin, ragged as though someone had chewed through their own flesh. Her teeth were smashed so that her mouth was filled with blood. Something warm was dripping onto her. A boy, a name she didn’t know, lost to the forest, one tree of the crowd. They were so close to her. She closed her hands and felt something inside her fist. A memory. Scarlet tried to stand up and shake herself, but there were too many bones holding her back, skeletal fingers gripped her ankles and held her closer to their burial ground. Her breath was catching on every pull, her ribs re-broken, the wounds torn again, time wasn’t healing her. It was killing her more slowly than a crash ever could. She looked at the world and saw the past, she woke up and felt nothing, she remembered and remembered.


    


    As Scarlet turned quickly away from the images, her arm caught on the mug that had been holding her pens and it crashed to the ground.


    “Fuck!” she screamed and swore until her throat ached, “Motherfucking shitting bollocks. Fucking, pissing hell. God-fucking-damn everything.” Her face burned hot and she was sweating all over, her blood boiling her from the outside in. Her eyes were swollen from tears she hadn’t noticed and her hand was red from slamming it into the desk too often. She stopped almost as suddenly as she had started and bent down, begging silently that nothing else would go wrong. If one more pen fell to the floor, if the mug had been cracked when it fell, if she bumped her arm when she was straightening up, she knew it would all start over again. She couldn’t stop it. The rest of the day she moved carefully, treading gently so that the bomb inside her brain had time to diffuse. So she had time to get to safety, carefully hidden away. How could anyone expect her to let people into her life when this was her day-to-day experience? She never knew what would trigger it and she couldn’t explain or stop it. If she let people into her life she would spend too much time ashamed and apologising.


    


    The cracks in her were too bright for anyone to stand looking at. Once she was on her own, she knew how to cope with herself. She spent her days with the television on, not watching it or seeing anything, just using the noise as a pretence that something had happened that day. Every day she went to bed knowing that the day had been wasted: all she had done was keep breathing. Nothing had been achieved, she was no smarter, no richer, no better, she’d done nothing important.


    


    The Other City was rebuilding. All of the walls that she had spent months knocking down were re-formed. All of the pathways that she had blocked up were open again and the new roads were gone. Every time that something happened a new house was put up inside the City. Emotions were stacked on top of each other, responses and situations were scattered through buildings. There was no real system in place, things were just thrown in all together. The cracks in her were cemented over by building up the barriers inside her head. Each flaw was papered over with a smile and a blank look. The reality long lost.


    She was living almost completely inside The Other City and rarely venturing out into the real City that was just outside her apartment door. She heard people coming and going; she heard cars pull up and pull away. She knew that there was a lot going on in the warehouse next door, but she had tried to stop listening to the voices, blocking out everything that seemed a little too much as if other lives were carrying on around her.


    


    Every moment was fight or flight. She had lost control and perspective had gone with it.


    


    Scarlet lay down on the floor, a blanket tangled around her feet. She had lost the battle and forgotten the war. She looked around, but had trouble focusing on anything in the apartment. Her eyes wandered and her mind was blank. She was so disconnected from herself that she hadn’t noticed anything about the days: they had all bled into each other. The months had passed without her making any note of them. She ran through a routine that wasn’t routine. She changed and adapted to the world built inside her mind, allowing the rhythms of it to dictate how she moved and when she woke. She questioned each thought that she had, never sure if it was a learned response, a practised emotion or something that was a little scrap of her real self, punching through the fogs. She couldn’t feel anything. The empty wash of day-to-day life carried on. She cooked and cleaned, bought groceries and struggled through work. But anything which meant connecting to an emotion, a thought or another person was impossible. She didn’t know what she wanted, had no clue which parts of her thoughts made her the person she was supposed to be.


    


    The doorbell rang. Scarlet panicked. She didn’t know if it was a delivery or someone trying to visit. She peered round the corner to the front door; all she could see through the frosted glass was blurred red. Probably a delivery. Scarlet reached out for the handle as a voice called through the door.


    “Come on, girlie, open the door. I’m freezing my bloody arse off out here.”


    Rachel.


    


    Rachel had blown into her apartment, talking fast and then she stopped and turned back to Scarlet, looking around the place.


    “Shit. Is it okay that I’m here?” Rachel asked. She knew, actually, really knew and could tell what had been going on.


    “Yeah.” Scarlet shifted uncomfortably, pulling at the shorts she was wearing.


    “Come on.” Rachel stripped off her coat and threw it next to her bag, jumper and then skirt on the sofa. She walked into Scarlet’s room and cleared everything off the bed.


    “Got new sheets anywhere?” Rachel asked, sending Scarlet to fetch them while she stripped the bed. When you’re seven and the nightmares won’t stop the only safe place is underneath a duvet. It was still their safe place. They got into bed and lay on their backs staring at the ceiling, Rachel occasionally tilting her head to look at Scarlet.


    “Where’s your boyfriend?” she asked after a while.


    “Not here.”


    “Right.”


    Over the course of the day Rachel, managed to get most of the story out of Scarlet. She arranged a new therapy appointment, telling Scarlet she could always just cancel it again. She went through the post. She put the bins out and ran errands that Scarlet hadn’t been able to do while confined to the house.


    Bills were stacked in a pile on the kitchen counter, opened and read, the envelopes recycled. She needed to respond to tax forms and call the gas company. Both had contacted her two months ago. How could she explain that she hadn’t been able to manage it? That the thought of having to explain her bills froze her and she knew the longer she left it the worse she was and if it had been more than a week the people on the other end of the conversation would be judging her and she’d hear it and cringe so deeply that she wouldn’t be able to move. Stuck. If you can’t pay your bills people think you’re lazy, forgetful or broke. They laugh or roll their eyes. Another set of judgements.


    


    Rachel left her behind and went back to her own city. The pieces had been picked up but not put back together. Scarlet knew that people would always walk in but they always left her the same way. She loved and was loved but being loved didn’t solve anything. No one else was able to take in all of the landscapes inside and walk them with her. She listened to the silence and breathed in the air that had been left behind. Scarlet finally left the house, walking and walking on towards another ending.


    


    [image: ]


    


    He stood watching, unable to do anything. Only the ref could stop the show. The owners couldn’t do anything about it until afterwards, just watch as their dogs got tired and slowly died. Ripped apart, pieces of pieces. A waiting game until you lost. Then a bucket of water and a big fucking battery. Then a gun and a couple of quick bullets. Then a sharp needle. Then, a new dog. Can’t stop the show - reputation. Money. Rules.


    


    The cops were chasing their tails. Round in giant fucking circles. They were going from one end of town to the other. Caught a couple of kids, high and stupid, chain fighting in the park, but even if these two had known anything about any of the serious fight organisers they weren’t stupid enough to say anything, no matter how many grams they had inside them. Another dead end.


    


    A big loss, a bad win. Blood on two sides. Splintered faces showing the emotion underneath. Leave as soon as the game is played. Up the stairs and out of the door. Nothing to stick around for, the finals bouts are the ones that you can too easily become a part of. A by-line and a story in itself. Take the green and head for the fields. A stool broken over the back of his owner, the dog back in the fight. Tactics out of the show, show where the sport ends.


    


    The media attention that the start of Operation Scorch had atrtacted was proving to be a problem. Everyone now knew how bad dog fighting was, they had heard that it was rife in the cities, understood the cruelty and the need to stop it, saw all the money that was being spent on trying to bring the gangs to justice. So far, there had been a handful of dogs snatched, a few destroyed and a few kennelled, but just as many nicked back. There were even fewer arrests and those who were serving time barely had a year’s sentence between them. The RSPCA didn’t think the police were working hard enough and the general public thought the fight organisers were taking the piss. Place your bets.


    


    A slow beat starts in a low key, electric strings and musical, thumps on chests and hollow yells a thick percussion. Underneath a heavy pull of bone and metal. A crush and smash. The song builds and rises. The tension up and the tune down. Lyrics lost to a place far beyond the jukebox. A room full of noise, twist the key and push the button. Pay the piper and watch them dance. Always the bridge. Always the ending.


    


    Uniforms made uniformity. A common enemy. Someone to watch out for, besides each other. Close ranks and protect one and the next. Videos capture and stream - a tease to anyone trying to keep count. The views rocket upwards, everyone sees. Taunt the blues. No smoke without fire, no videos without action. But they see the moves that are made and learn the rules. No faces, but facts are scattered in the words and the motions.


    


    Women and drugs are pulled through the system. Washed clean by dirty hands. Bought and sold, traded. A careful laundry with chemicals kept and people hung out to dry. The fighters are the protection. A shelter overheard and a guard at the gates. Pick a side to fight for. Left or right. Race or religion. Family or gang. Place and person. There are always two sides to every battle and there are always many sides to each story. One person fights inside their head. One black dog. One dog fights in many places. One end goal.


    


    The partners walk their path. A pattern, people to talk to, tips to check out, places to watch. Everyone thinks that they will fail, no matter how hard they try or how long they work. But it’s closer than they believe. A dry cafe in the storm, they go in and order three cups of tea. A lanky boy, spends too long playing games comes and sits with them. A few words spoken, a few lines drawn on a napkin. A sob story and a tid-bit. Information worth more than he realises. The middle of the chain, yank on it to twist the tail at the top.


    


    More. More warehouses. More old swimming pools. More treadmills. More training. More kennels. More breeding. More ears cut. More steroids. More stolen drugs. More dogs given ‘free to a good home’ and dropped into a trap. More raw meat. More work. More money. More running. More hiding. More evasion. Put a finger into the dam. Changed the outcome by tipping the scales. A bit, a hint, a word. Took a grip, sank their teeth in deep and pulled away. Friends came closer to protect the centre, the heart. The family was kept against all of the odds.


    


    A young boy is being pulled along by a cross-breed. It eats better than he does. Well-fed and well-bred. Dragged down the street. Eight years old and twice the age of any of the dogs that managed to survive. He is proving his strength and showing his place. Four on one don’t make fair odds. His protector is his friend and he doesn’t know the rules. Step in and stop it. Skin, bone, skull, eyes torn away. The pictures are taken and the headlines are bold. Killer dogs. Bad owners. Evil breeds. A plan moved forward, one step leads to another.


    


    The basement creaked open again. A new day, the end of a month. The end of the battle, the middle of the war. Someone was watching them, unseen and unknown. So many mysteries spoken. Not to give the end away, it wasn’t going to be long before everyone knew exactly what had happened. The big reveal. The final chapters. So many stories were kept in the vaults that they had built. One small section can be seen at a time, telescope in for the details and then find your own place within the myth.


    


    A piece of quiet, the still in the heart of the storm. An archetype was made in the stories that they told and the memories that they made.


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    July


    She walked on until she came to the familiar bridge. Scarlet could see her whole world from there. White stone building and black hands always counting down on faceless clocks. The city that she built was made of stronger stuff.


    It flowed, past her feet. Through the gaps in the bridge she could see the old river playing, teasing. Water underneath. All of the times she added to it built in her mind. An escape. A dark and murky wash of rain and tears. Torn through the centre of the city – a vein – a heart. One top rail of brushed steel curled inwards, bent to the safe ground. Faced in. Looked away from the rest of the world. Diagonal slashes of steel cables gripped in her cool hands. Summer nights not at all warm in the place that she walked. She couldn’t feel the weather or the heated breath of the living people around her. The cold was through and through an unreality. Scarlet looked down, unsurprised at the numbness that had become more familiar than the back of her hands. The bridge she walked over was a reminder, not a memory but a promise. It was always there and she knew she could rely on it as an exit. The roads she walked across, the broken glass in the street, the noise of a close train, knives in the kitchen drawer, the high beams, all had their own purpose. She knew them as her friends, recognised them, acknowledged them every day with a nod to their ongoing presence.


    White painted metal left twisted marks on her palms as she pulled herself upwards to stand above the waving rush. Shoes left behind with socks neatly tucked inside. Her feet gripped, an echo of her hands. Toes curled as she looked up to the pylons, leaning as far out as they dared, daring her to join them. She performed a silhouette against flashing lights.


    One girl, alone. A bridge supported by ten toes and one hand. Her hair fell first. Feet kicked up. As she fell her bag swung with her – a reassuring weight of favourite words and treasured images. All that mattered zipped inside to help keep her safe in the quiet. Grounded. Held her tight to the hug and flow of a wavering pull.


    Water slapped wrists and thighs to suck her under. A crescendo of cries from the watchers went unheard as letters floated around her broken head.


    


    They talked about the black dog.


    


    Scarlet told Doc how much harder it was getting to even climb up the steps into the lobby to get her mail, in case there was anyone there. She didn’t want anyone to see her, she hated being looked at. In the end she didn’t even want to go near to the door to the apartment.


    


    She knew it followed her and she knew that she needed to get rid of it.


    


    She talked about Rachel and touched on their past.


    


    And after a while she told him about the times when it was so bad that she couldn’t see her way out. That she didn’t know how to get up off the floor. That she could see her stupid fucking reaction to the tiniest triggers, as hard to avoid as noticing the one stone in a gravel path that was going to cut her feet. It could be someone sending the wrong order through. It could be seeing someone you loved looking happy without you. It could be feeling left behind. It could be false evidence or real problems. A badly timed bill. A weak spot. Being beeped in traffic. Being given bad directions. Just one tiny thing and everything went backwards.


    


    The Other City was a refuge and she gladly wandered its streets while she was waiting for someone to see that she had fallen down into a well. The hands of light that reached down looked like a clear attack and so she pulled away, falling further. Gravity working against them.


    


    They talked about the bridge. About the plan and the climb and the choice and the fall down.


    


    Doc listened and she talked without waiting for questions. She explained the things she could and talked about all of the things that she couldn’t. His rules and the forms and the structure were thrown out for one day, this one session done her way. She didn’t even apologise for ignoring his schedule, because if she didn’t say it out then she would have to keep carrying it around. She didn’t know why she wanted to be left alone, but hated feeling unloved. People couldn’t come into her City because they wouldn’t do anything right and every wrong step made it all harder; but it was empty and lonely there. She said it all, keeping her eyes closed, the sharpness of her words too bright. She got it done and then collapsed, the words out of her she was able to feel the exhaustion that she had been carrying.


    


    She had a new plan, a new strategy. And she needed to start fixing some of the accidental damage caused along the way. She retraced her steps, remembering the buildings that she had walked past and feeling them a little more clearly. She was breathing the air of the right city instead of inhaling fumes. She walked home and knew where she was. She started with a blank piece of paper. The sunlight flashed blue and white. Bright/Dark. Bright/Dark. Bright/Dark.
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    There was one window in the warehouse basement, it was slim and ran the whole length of one side of the building: the one facing the street. They didn’t need natural light, a set of bright strip lighting was all that was needed.


    


    Thatch had arrived at the warehouse early that day; he was putting up one of his champions, so he needed to run through things. He had left a couple of people in The Phoenix to look after the business side of things. It was almost starting to get back to normal now. It wasn’t the same as having Roy around, but at least they were all still making decent money. And Jas was turning out to be a pretty useful lad to have around. He had really stepped up in the three or four months since his dad had been put away, looking after his Mum and becoming a real man about the house. He was a regular in The Phoenix and was getting to grips with the way that the business should be run. Roy would be able to show him the rest of it when he got out next year, train the lad up. School was pretty much over, but he was still learning. At least he knew the important things, things that would allow him to make a living and become a part of the community, a place in the family that they all belonged to.


    


    Jas was holding the books. He had all of the marks noted down: he was in charge of keeping track of everyone who came in and out. Who had brought dogs, who had placed bets, who won and lost: he took down all of the details. He had arrived at the warehouse with the ledger tucked under his arm. On show days the ledger had to be held by one man, who was not allowed to let it out of his sight. The rules. Jas had to make sure that everyone had the information that they needed at the right time during the evening and that he could capture new information for the ongoing records.


    


    More and more people arrived. The parking lot was full and cars filled the streets around the warehouse. A man and woman stood outside taking money. Jas and another man stood inside taking names and documents. It was a smooth system, perfected over twenty years. Changing grudgingly when it needed to, as extensive as it needed to be and as simple as possible. Nothing on computers to be hacked; everything was done by hand and by people who were trusted.


    


    Scarlet plugged her headphones in. She didn’t want to listen any more. Tears flowed too easily, the whimpering from inside the wall was too loud. The voices were too hard to ignore. Noise to drown out the waves.


    


    Bodies pushed up against each other, fighting for space and a view. There were no young dogs being rolled in the pit. It was a thick batch of shows with heavy dogs. Bets placed on how long the shows would last varied between ninety and one hundred and eighty minutes. They felt no pain as joints were pushed and pulled. Blood was drawn instantly. Jaws clamped onto the skull, a flat sound like a jar full of jam dropping onto the floor. An hour in and the younger dog’s eye was gone; his opponent was a grand champion. Neither of them seemed to notice their injuries. Teeth sharpened on rocks and tyres cut easily through muscle. Blood was covering the floor and spraying across the clear acrylic walls. Each time the dogs crashed against the barriers, the crowd cheered. Hands were in the air, waving and clutching betting slips. Fangs were bared, hostilities undisguised. They roared for more blood, wanting to see the pain. They heard the whimpers as bites cut deeper and the traction pulled muscles away from the skeleton. Men bellowed to see the suffering carry on. Pull apart and breathe. The noise doesn’t lesson. So used to pain the weakling goes back again. And again. And it carries on. Minutes tick by on a silent clock. Stopwatches measure the lifespan. A countdown mounting. Unheard by the crowd, the owners were swearing at each other. The dogs carried on, doing the job that they had been trained for. Not feeling anything, never feeling the pain or the cruelty. Sticks shoved too deep into mouths.


    


    Dazed, the champion wobbles as it is yanked away, roughly tended to. Even now it’s done just what it was supposed to do, it won’t get a reprieve. Stop the bleeding and dose it up again. No relief. Always one loser, not always happy to walk away.


    “You fucking cunt! I’ll get you for it, I’ll get you. I’ll rip your fucking cock off and shove it …”


    He was dragged out by six of Thatch’s boys. No need to hear the rest, they all knew it. The champion’s owner was an old hand. He’d been called worse. He’d said worse when he lost. Just shrugged and carried on tending the dying dog. An hour or two left to live. Purpose fulfilled so it was ready to be thrown out. No matter, another one could be bred to take the chain space ready for the next year. Maybe he’d get a grand champion again. He knew the tricks.


    


    The crowd began the race again. Noise. Sound. Music with no lyrics. A violent song of pure vicious cruelty and inhuman pain. Two more dogs pulled into corners. Scratch. Fight. Cut and dig. Pull and tear. Bleed. Kill. They never stood a chance.


    


    The single window got light. Bright blue flickered. On/Off. On/Off. On/Off. And the light surrounded the dark. Umbra and shadow drawn together.


    


    Two people watched. Both of them had seen more than they wanted. A young boy with dark skin and curled hair stood hidden in shadow across the road. A young woman, light skinned and freckled, stood on a stool and peered out of her window. They had both known in the end what was going to happen. The outcome had seemed well planned, plotted and known before it was written.


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    August


    Two men walked past Scarlet’s window and the warehouse, their legs flickering shadows as light bounced up from one basement and then the next. They slipped along the side of the building where a man and woman were standing, smoking and not saying a word. The two men passed into the empty lot and walked out of the back to the street parallel. Out of sight they gave their information and quickly changed clothes.


    


    It took Thatch a long time to realise that something was happening in addition to the habitual noise and confusion in the basement. Then uniforms broke up the riotous mixture of colours. One way in and one way out. He watched Jas try to stash the papers, but they were grabbed at the same time he was. Every person rounded up, all made to stand against the walls, mould creeping through again, all of the animals caught. One by one. Watched, captured, noted and named. Thatch’s face a known quantity. The caged animals went crazy - spitting and scratching. Not knowing that it was all over, no matter what they did now.


    


    A nauseating scene. Blood covering the surface of everything in the thick, hot night. A warmth from the press of sweating bodies and the cooling carcasses of dogs. Guns and needles taken. Leads held by professionals with clothes tugged up over their noses and mouths. Photographs highlighting in flashes the suffering being dragged across the floor. Fur and bone left behind. Chains snapped, cages opened, everything noted and recorded. It was remembered, all of it, the names and faces, the times and dates, the people and the animals.


    


    A group of animals. A pack of vicious creatures. A warehouse basement packed with baying testosterone. And the poor dogs that they dragged along with them.
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    A knock at the door. Scarlet unplugged her headphones and went to the door. A young blonde woman stood in police uniform, her head tilted in an unasked query.


    “Good evening, I’m Sergeant Jenkins. Can I ask you some questions about the warehouse next door, please?”


    “Sure.”


    “Could I come inside?”


    “Can I see your warrant card?” she showed it to Scarlet with a smile. “Sorry, I live alone.” Scarlet stepped aside and let Sergeant Jenkins in, gestured her towards the sofa and sat down next to her.


    “It’s always better to be safe.” Sergeant Jenkins spoke with a smile, opening her notebook.


    


    Each question seemed to lead to more - it was like being back in therapy. She talked through everything she could think of. The people who had been around and when things had changed. Scarlet answered as much as she could and wondered just how much she missed by living inside The Other City.


    


    “Did you get the dogs out safely?” Scarlet asked.


    “Some of them. Not all of them,” Jenkins replied. “It wasn’t good in there.”


    “Are they going to get away with it?” Scarlet asked a question of her own.


    “It’s not easy to prosecute for dog-fighting or keeping illegal breeds, but we should be able to do something. It’s a tight-knit world, not a kind one but certainly a loyal one. One of the gang hid all of the documents that prove how many of the dogs are illegal. There were records of fights going back almost twenty years there, notes about bloodlines and owners as well as details of the gambling that went on. It’s a bit of a treasure trove, actually,” Sergeant Jenkins explained. “It’s usually hard to catch people who have been involved in this, but someone let us know when the fight started yesterday. Along with all of the documents, that means we have far more evidence than usual.”


    


    So much talking, and strangers and questions still left her completely drained. Scarlet ran through the conversation in her head again, and again. She went over the mis-steps and her words, mistakes and tone of voice. Scarlet found out all of her flaws, which she’d now shown to another stranger. She rested her head down by where she had first heard the voices and thought about the Doberman. The dogs were gone, but she could still hear them barking. Howls calling to her through the night, across the walls and seeping into her dreams. They had been taken away but they never left her.
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    Scarlet stretched. Five minutes to pack her bag. Five minutes to make sure everything was off in her little apartment. A ten minute walk. A fifteen minute bus ride. Five minutes to go into a shop and buy something. Almost an hour. She was going to be late. Her hands automatically went to her hairline. The familiar tug and release helped to calm her. Not quick and not easy, but she almost knew what she was doing.


    


    She had slowly whispered what she needed to say. Time dragged and then rushed. Her head ached and she was scared to go outside, but she did. Bills were paid and work was done, but it wasn’t simple at all. It wasn’t easier, it wasn’t fair, it hadn’t changed.


    


    She wasn’t the same, she wasn’t hiding and she wasn’t going to pretend that everything was fine. She knew what was wrong, what wasn’t as it should be and rather than putting all of that behind barriers in her mind, she was going to tell people and let them see it. She was going to show on her face what was happening rather than letting it all play out in a city inside her. She hurt. She was exhausted.


    


    Her hand punched her thigh and her fingers curled into fists - regrown nails digging deep into the soft flesh of her palms. She flexed her hands and tried to relax, starting at one muscle with one joint and moving on. Keep feeling the pain and eventually it will be released.


    


    The routine was as it always was: new faces and the same coins. Ink and pencil on her hands, with sketches covering the desk. Books piled on faces, on drawn landscapes of cities that she knew existed, that she visited but didn’t live in. Hours of a day.
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    It was perfectly sunny. Dark glasses covered red eyes. Tears and tissues scattered among the crowd. Young friends and old relatives. They stood wondering, waiting for the words to stop or for the words to start. Twenty three years alive. She couldn’t hold on. Life was too painful to be afraid of death.


    


    One step beyond where she had been before. A bridge familiar from an inside dream, found on the outside. Reality followed her mind’s buildings. She had walked all the way, travelled the route she knew and gone just a little further. Wrong decisions seemed like the only choices. She couldn’t see beyond the instant pain to find a later relief. A last hope. A white stone building with a faceless black clock, counting down instead of marking time. She was in the older city, the one she knew nothing about.


    The bridge was just the same, the same water flowed below her feet, a black blankness seen through all of the cracks under her feet. She had known that it was here, planned out before her, not an escape, just a built-up dam full of all of the things that everyone throws away. She could feel all of it. One hand on the top rail. Cold steel curling towards her, towards her feet standing on the safe ground. She faced out, looking down and not seeing the world around. Diagonal slashes marked the path she had taken, scars made in metal, by metal. No warmth, no weather, no breath. Feet and toes. Let your hair down, drop your shoulders, lower your head, spin and fall. A promise fulfilled.


    


    A temporary marker put in place – three names, two dates, one very small line between them.


    


    Shoes left behind on a summer bridge. Socks tucked neatly in. She was wearing new shoes now. Tucked in and laid down. She was watched over, no one seeing her anymore. Never seen again. A boy who had kissed the sugar from her lips. A friend who would always keep questioning. A survivor, the last one, who saw her future. Platitudes spoken, promises heard, memories exchanged. A trade of comfort and pain. Scarlet had gone to her own city, one world for another. She had found the walls and bricked herself inside. Finally quiet as the waves tugged and pulled, blocking out the noise, the voices and the shouts, from a city she had never quite called her home. She had lived in two worlds and now there were no paths between them.


    


    [image: ]


    


    Walls crumbled all of the time and where things were destroyed, new buildings took their place. Urban life moves in seasons, just like the rest of the world. Black clouds came back, home and lives were lost, forgotten. People were locked up and locked out. Dogs barked and bit. Roads were built and streets crowded and pathways overgrown. Friends were betrayed and found ways out. The battle and the war. One day to the next, they all look the same from the outside but most of the time the city doesn’t change, it can’t.
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