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Punk Faction



1 Fucked Up and Wasted
Colin Baxter was already buzzing when he walked through the door of The Queen’s Head half an hour after opening time – four cans of beer to go with the bag of chips he had for tea had seen to that. The pub smelled of furniture polish and stale tobacco, masking the sweet scent of malt and hops he expected.
An old couple playing dominos near the door looked up at Colin and tutted to each other. The middle-aged woman behind the bar eyed him with a frown. Colin ignored them all. He was used to getting funny looks – everywhere he went people stared at him, like he was an alien or something. You’d think nobody had ever seen a punk before, the way they always stared. Still, it was their problem, not his.
Colin looked around the otherwise empty pub for his mate, Brian Mathews. He found him sitting by an old Wurlitzer jukebox, and raised his hand in greeting. Brian nodded back and glanced at his watch.
“All right, Col?”
“Yeah, not bad.”
Brian reached into his leather jacket and took out a pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. He pulled a cigarette out with his teeth and struck a match on the underside of the table. Colin took out his own cigarettes and leaned over the table to get a light from Brian.
“What did you want to meet in here for?” Colin asked, blowing smoke across the table. “The place is fucking dead.”
The old couple playing dominos tutted again. One mumbled something, the other laughed. Colin poked out his tongue at them.
“Happy hour, innit?” Brian said. “Might as well get a few in here while it’s cheap, then fuck off down to The White Swan once we’re bladdered.”
“Yeah, I guess. Or we could just get some drinks in here and take them with us?”
Brian laughed. “Nah, that barmaid’s been watching me like a fucking hawk since I came in. You’d have no chance getting out of here with any drinks.”
Colin looked at the barmaid and smiled. She frowned back, hands on hips. Colin walked up to the bar and drummed his fingers on it.
“Pint of bitter please, darling.”
“How old are you?” the barmaid asked.
“Erm … Eighteen?” Colin looked away and tapped his cigarette on the edge of a spotlessly clean ashtray.
The barmaid sighed. Colin looked up in time to see her shake her head and frown. She reached under the bar for a pint glass and filled it from a hand-pump, then put it down on the bar before him.
“Sixty pence,” she said.
Colin pulled a crumpled pound note from the pocket of his leather jacket and dropped it into the barmaid’s outstretched hand. She sighed again and straightened it out, then held it between her thumb and forefinger as if it was something disgusting while she took it to the till. She returned and dropped Colin’s change on the bar.
Colin’s eyes strayed to a naked girl on a peanut dispenser behind the bar as he picked up the coins and put them in his pocket. The young blonde woman in the photo had one bag of peanuts hanging over each breast. Colin thought about buying a bag, and wondered if the barmaid would give him a choice between left or right. But something about the way the woman stared at him made him change his mind, so he just picked up his pint and walked away.
“I thought you’d have saved that for the gig at the weekend,” Colin said, pointing at Brian’s Cockney Upstarts T-shirt.
Brian shrugged. “Nah, I’ll get me mam to wash it before then. Or wear something else. I haven’t decided yet. Besides, everyone else will probably be wearing the same shirt, and I’d rather be an individual than a sheep.”
Colin sat down and took a long drink of beer. He sighed and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Talking of which,” Brian said, spinning round in his chair. “What do you reckon to this? Twiglet’s brother did it for me, fucking smart or what?”
Colin stared at a white Exploited skull intricately painted onto the back of Brian’s leather jacket, with the band’s logo beneath it. He nodded.
“Yeah, he’s done a good job there. How much?”
Brian turned back and smiled. “Twenty quid.”
“Twenty quid? Fucking hell, where did you get that much money from?”
“I haven’t paid him yet, I said I’d give him it when me giro comes. Well worth it though, nobody else has got anything like this.”
Colin thought about his own leather jacket, the stencilled band names spray-painted onto it, and wished he could afford to have something similar done to his. Not much chance of that though. After he paid his grandmother for board, Colin’s giro hardly stretched to a couple of nights out a week and a new record at the weekend. Brian didn’t know how lucky he was having working parents who could afford to keep him for free.
The pub door swung open with a loud thud. Colin turned toward it. A young skinhead with an angry scowl on his face swaggered through the door. He was short, just over five feet tall and slightly overweight, and wore a green flight jacket with a Union Jack patch above the left breast. Red braces hung down from a pair of faded denim jeans, the legs of which were turned up six inches to show off a pair of highly polished cherry red fourteen-hole Doc Marten boots.
“Aye up, it’s the Munchkin Gestapo,” Brian whispered.
Colin laughed. The skinhead glared at him as he walked toward the bar. Still smiling, Colin shook his head and picked up his beer. He gulped it down.
“Sieg Low, Sieg Low, Sieg Low,” Brian said, holding a finger under his nose.
Colin spluttered beer across the table. Brian wiped splashes from his face with a frown.
“You dirty bastard,” Brian said. “You dirty fucker.”
“What a fucking rotter,” Colin said, recognising the famous quote from a write-up about it in Melody Maker. He sensed someone standing behind him and turned. The skinhead glared down at him. Colin nodded. “All right, mate. You joining us?”
The skinhead stared at Colin for a few seconds, then shook his head and turned away. He took up a seat a few tables away and sat with his arms folded, staring at his pint glass. Colin shrugged and turned back to his beer. He drained the glass and took it to the bar for a re-fill.
“What’s his fucking problem?” Brian asked, nodding at the skinhead when Colin returned.
“Dunno,” Colin said with a shrug. “I need a piss anyway. Watch me beer for me.” He put the full glass down on the table and headed for the toilet. “All right mate,” he said when he passed the skinhead. The skinhead didn’t look up.
Inside the toilet, Colin rushed to the communal urinal and pulled down his zip. The toilet door opened and closed behind him. Boots slapped across the tiled floor. Colin took a drag on his cigarette and sighed clouds of smoke while he urinated.
A hand grabbed the spikes on the back of Colin’s head and yanked it back. Colin cried out and dropped his cigarette into the urinal, raised his hands and tried to turn. His forehead crashed into the wall with a dull thud. Blinding white light filled his vision. His head was pulled back and slammed into the wall once again. The hand released his hair and he was spun around by his shoulder. He stared at the fuzzy blob before him and shook his head to bring it into focus. His eyes widened. The skinhead scowled at him and raised a fist.
“You fucking cunt,” the skinhead yelled, and smacked Colin in the mouth.
Colin’s lip stung. He tasted warm copper, felt something dripping down his chin. He raised a hand to his mouth. Rough hands pushed him back against the urinal wall.
“What the fuck are– ” Colin began.
The skinhead punched him in the stomach. Colin doubled over, the wind sucked out of him. His legs buckled from beneath him, his back slid down the urinal with a faint squeak of leather against aluminium. He looked up at the skinhead as he sat there, piss soaking through his tartan trousers.
“Not so fucking big now, are you cunt?” the skinhead yelled. He shook with rage. His fists clenched and unclenched by his sides.
Colin held his stomach and moaned. He leaned to one side and spat out a glob of blood. “What the fuck?” he asked.
“Like you don’t fucking know, you gobby cunt.”
Colin shook his head. “Mate, I were just being friendly. You’re a fucking psycho.”
“Fucking cunt,” the skinhead roared, and kicked Colin in the side of the head.
Colin didn’t feel the impact, everything just faded to black. The words echoed around his head, “—unt –unt –unt”, along with the beginnings of a cackle of laughter. The sounds mingled together before fading to nothing along with his vision.
* * *
Colin opened his eyes and groaned. His head throbbed, his stomach and mouth hurt, and he was soaking wet. He lay in the urinal a few seconds while he figured out where he was, then sat up and looked around. Bubbly, foul-smelling liquid dripped down his face. He wiped it away and felt a sharp stabbing pain in his forehead when his hand brushed against it. He explored the area with his fingertips and winced when he touched a tender, round lump.
The toilet door opened. Colin startled, fearing it might be the skinhead returning to finish him off. But as the figure loomed closer, Colin relaxed. It was just one of the domino players from the bar.
The old man leaned over him and smiled. “The sit down bogs is over there, lad,” he said, pointing at a cubicle door. He laughed raspingly, then stepped up to the urinal a few feet from where Colin sat.
Colin leaned forward onto his hands and knees and crawled out of the urinal just as a fresh torrent of urine made its way toward him. He stumbled to his feet and spat a glob of blood onto the tiled floor. He realised he still had his penis out, and pushed it back in and zipped up.
The old man looked over his shoulder and smiled. “Is that the new fashion then?” he asked.
Colin staggered to the sink to look at his battered face in the mirror. His bottom lip was split and oozing blood. There was a red lump the size of a golf ball on the left side of his forehead, and the beginnings of a bruise just above his right ear. The spikes he had spent so long twisting his hair into were all wilted and bent out of shape, frothy with soap bubbles. A wave of nausea hit him. He leaned over the sink and retched. Blood, beer and half-digested chips splattered into the porcelain bowl.
“Can’t take your beer, that’s your trouble,” the old man said, walking past. “You should stick to shandy, lad.”
Colin turned on the cold water tap and splashed water onto his face, then ran his hands through his hair. He tried to mould it back into shape but it was too wet for that. He reached for a paper towel but the dispenser was empty. He sighed, took a final look at his reflection in the mirror, and walked back into the bar.
Brian’s eyes widened. “Fucking hell, what’s happened to you?” he asked.
Colin attempted a smile as he staggered back to his seat, and winced at a sharp pain in his lip. “That fucking skinhead cunt smacked me in the bogs.” He looked around the deserted pub. The old couple with the dominos pointed and laughed at him. “Where is the bastard?”
“Went ages ago. You all right then? You look a right fucking mess.”
“Yeah well, I’ve been better.”
“Mate, if I’d known I would’ve come in and helped you out. So what happened then?”
“Took me by surprise, didn’t he? Fucking little coward whacked me while I were having a piss.”
“Fucking hell, what a cunt,” Brian said, shaking his head. He lit a cigarette and took a deep drag, exhaling the smoke in Colin’s direction. “You want me to take you home or something?”
Colin shrugged and reached for his beer. “Nah, I’ll be all right.” His hand shook as he raised the glass to take a sip. Searing pain shot through his mouth. Colin jerked the glass away, spilling beer down his already wet clothes.
Brian looked at Colin and raised an eyebrow. He smirked. “You’ll need to drink it with a straw, mate. I can remember when me brother gave me a fat lip years ago, it fucking killed for ages.”
Colin put the glass down and reached into his leather jacket pocket for his cigarettes. The gold pack was damp, and his fingers sank in as he gripped it. He flipped up the lid, took hold of a cigarette, raised it to his mouth–
–and looked down at the soggy brown filter tip in his hand, the rest of the cigarette still in the packet.
“Oh for fuck’s sake!” Colin flicked the cigarette filter away and turned to Brian. “Give us a fag Bri, mine are all wet.”
Brian tossed his cigarette pack across the table and held out his own cigarette for Colin to light one from. Colin closed his eyes and sighed as he exhaled. The nicotine rush cleared his head a little. He opened his eyes and looked at his beer longingly, wishing he could drink it without pain. He decided Brian’s idea of using a straw wasn’t as daft as it sounded, and looked toward the bar. The barmaid stared at him, her arms folded. She frowned. Colin placed his hands on the table and pushed himself to his feet. The table wobbled under his weight, and Brian grabbed his pint glass to stop it from toppling over.
“Have you got any straws?” Colin asked the barmaid.
She shook her head, frowning. “I’m not serving you looking like that. You’ll have to leave.”
“What?” Colin said. “I haven’t done nothing. I got attacked in the bogs.”
“I don’t care, this is a respectable pub. People come here for a quiet drink, they don’t want to look at louts like you and your friend over there. Now get out, you’re barred.”
Colin knocked over an empty stool and glared at her. “It’s a fucking shit pub anyway.” He looked at Brian, who frowned back at him.
Outside, Colin shivered in the cold while he waited for Brian to finish urinating against a wall. A dark blue car pulled up at the kerb just as Brian finished, and its tinted passenger-side window rolled down. A young man wearing a suit and tie leaned out, then beckoned Brian over with his fingers. Brian walked up to the car and leaned down to look inside.
“What’s up, mate?” he asked.
“SID’S DEAD!” the man shouted.
The driver of the car, another young man in a suit and tie, laughed and aimed a bottle of tomato sauce over the passenger’s shoulder. He squeezed the soft plastic bottle and a stream of red tomato sauce flew at Brian. Brian jumped back, but couldn’t avoid his face and clothes being splattered with it.
“You fucking cunt,” Brian shouted. He reached for the car’s door handle and pulled, but the door was locked. He reached through the open window and grabbed a handful of the passenger’s shirt. The car sped away with a squeal of tyres, causing Brian to withdraw his hand quickly.
“FUCKING TOSSERS!” Brian shouted after the car as it raced to the end of the street. It disappeared around the corner with another squeal of tyres. Brian turned to Colin. “Did you see that?”
Colin nodded. “Yeah. Fucking trendy wankers, they’re worse than fucking skinheads.”
Brian took a handkerchief from his jeans pocket and wiped tomato sauce from his face, then dabbed at the smears on his leather jacket and T-shirt. “As if anyone cares about that drugged up cunt anyway. He couldn’t even fucking play.”
“Yeah,” Colin said, not really interested. He had heard Brian’s tirade on the relative merits of Sid Vicious and Ronnie Biggs versus Glen Matlock and Johnny Rotten many times before and had no desire to hear it again. “We going to The White Swan then, before I sober up too much?”
Without waiting for an answer, Colin marched unsteadily up the street.
* * *
Trog punched the door of The Black Bull, wishing it could be the gobby punk’s head. It was bad enough having his bird yelling and screaming at him for no reason, then stamping off in a sulk. But having someone call him a ‘fucking rotter’ just tipped him over the edge. Probably some sort of layabout student. Well that’s one student who won’t be giving him any lip next time.
Trog would have done his mate too if he had the chance. He’d waited for them outside the Queen’s Head, but neither of the useless pricks had come out. If someone from The Black Bull had been smacked like that the whole fucking pub would be out there looking for revenge. Because that’s what skins do. They look after their own.
The rowdy sounds of a Cockney Upstarts song playing on the jukebox blasted out when Trog pushed open the door and entered the smoke-filled lounge. He waved at a group of skinheads taking up the far corner, nodded at the old codger nursing a half by the door. Alf, his name was, but everyone called him ‘H’, short for Half Pint Alf because that half sitting before him would last all night. He was the last of the old time Black Bull regulars, from before the town’s skinheads moved in and turned it into their own regular hang-out. The stubborn old bastard just plain refused to move on, and had become part of the furniture.
“Lager, Trog?”
Trog leaned on the bar and nodded. “Yeah, cheers Mandy.”
Mandy pulled Trog a pint of lager and placed it on a bar towel before him. She smiled as she held out her hand. “Cheer up Trog, might never happen.”
Trog shrugged, staring at his pint. “It already has.”
“Oh?”
Trog reached into his flight jacket and pulled out a leather wallet. He peeled off a five pound note and handed it to Mandy. “Don’t worry about it, just a rough day that’s all. Here, get yourself a drink on me.”
Mandy poured herself a pint of lager and blackcurrant, handed Trog his change, and leaned her elbows on the bar. She cradled her face and smiled at him. “You want to tell me about it?”
“Nah, not really. Just a bust up with me bird, she’ll get over it.”
Mandy winked. “Well if she doesn’t, it’s her loss.”
Trog laughed and nodded. “Yeah, too fucking right.”
Trog knew Mandy was an ex-skinbyrd from the 1970s, an original. That was probably why she didn’t mind the skinheads moving into The Black Bull, even after they chased out all the regulars. They didn’t know this at the time; she was just a normal-looking older bird by then, the skinhead look being long gone. But Mandy always had a friendly smile for the young skinheads, and the more they got to know her the more she revealed of her own youth. The Shefferham gang she ran with, the fights she got into on the terraces, her tussles with bikers and the law. Everyone was enthralled with her. Even more so when she re-donned a feather-cut hairstyle and said she’d had enough of living in disguise. Trog had a lot of respect for that. Most women her age had settled down into a life of mediocrity long ago.
“I think she might have dumped me for good this time though,” Trog said. He took a sip of lager and eyed Mandy over the rim.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. We were on our way to the cinema to watch Death Wish II when she kicked off. I waved to this bird I knew from school and Barbara had a fucking fit about it. Said I were screwing her behind her back.”
“And are you?” Mandy asked, the faint trace of a smile on her face.
“No, am I fuck. I don’t screw around like that, it’s not right is it? Like I said, it were just some bird I knew from school. Trendy bird as well. And she were with some bloke, some fucking yeti, so she obviously likes them hairy. But Barbara weren’t having none of it, she said it were obvious I’d been fucking this bird from the way she looked at me.”
“So what did you say?”
“I didn’t get the chance to say anything. She got all fucking hysterical right there in the street, and then lunged at me and tried to scratch me face. So I gave her a slap, just to calm her down like. Then she just stamped off, calling me all sorts, so I went into the nearest boozer for a drink just to calm meself down a bit.”
Mandy shook her head, still smiling. “Didn’t work though, did it?”
“Yeah well, it probably would’ve worked if it weren’t for some fucking student giving it the big gob. That just wound me up even more. Called me a fucking rotter, would you believe?” Mandy laughed. “Anyway, I think it’s definitely over with Barbara this time. It’s not really been right between us for quite a while now; I think she were just looking for an excuse, really.”
“Never mind, plenty more fish, eh?”
Trog looked into Mandy’s deep blue eyes and held her stare. He smiled, and picked up his lager, turned to leave. “Yeah, I guess. Anyway, I’ll see you later.”
“Trog, you fat bastard,” one of the skinheads yelled as he approached.
Trog grinned. “Aye up Stew, you skinny cunt, how’s it hanging?”
Stew, a cigarette bobbing in his mouth as he nodded, hooked his thumbs under his braces and stretched them out. “Hanging well, Trog. How’s it with yours?”
“Yeah, not bad.” Trog squeezed himself between Stew and an older skinhead, Don, and sat down on a long padded bench.
“Oi Trog, you going down to Shefferham for the Cockney Upstarts gig on Saturday then?” Don asked.
“Too fucking right I am,” Trog said. “Wouldn’t miss it for the fucking world.”
* * *
Trog slammed an empty pint glass down on the table. “You up for another drink then, Don?”
Don shook his head. “Nah mate, I’m skint. Giro doesn’t come until next week.”
“No worries, I’ll get you one. You can pay me back at the Cockney Upstarts gig. Anyone else want one?” Trog added, looking at the other faces sitting around the table. He was inundated with requests for drinks, and pulled out his wallet. “Here’s a tenner, get a pint for everyone. I got a good bonus this week, might as well share the wealth.”
Don took the ten pound note and rose to his feet. “Cheers Trog, you’re a star.”
“No worries, mate. Money’s for spending, innit? Get one for Mandy as well.”
Don smiled. “You want me to give Mandy one? No fucking problem, mate.”
Trog watched Don swagger to the bar and place his order. Mandy laughed and looked in Trog’s direction. He raised a hand and smiled back. Don returned with the drinks on a round metal tray and placed it down in the centre of the table. Trog scooped up his change from the edge of the tray and put it in his flight jacket pocket.
“I told Mandy you said to give her one from you,” Don said, “but she said she’d rather you give her one yourself. I reckon you’re in there, mate.”
Trog laughed. “Yeah, right. Chance would be a fine thing.”
“No, straight up. But if you’re not interested I don’t mind slipping her a length for you.”
Trog looked across at Mandy. She smiled and waved, then opened the bar flap.
“Aye up,” Don said, “she’s coming over. I hope you’ve got your clean undies on.”
“Piss off,” Trog said, smiling, “you’re just fucking jealous.”
“Who fucking wouldn’t be, fit old bird like that?”
Mandy walked up to the jukebox and put a coin in the slot, pressed buttons on the front. An old ska record started playing and Mandy’s arms and hips swayed to it as she mouthed the words to the song.
“Go on then Trog,” Ian said, grinning. He winked at Don. “Now’s your chance, mate. Get in there and show her some of your fancy footwork.”
Trog took a gulp of lager and shook his head. “What, and have you cunts take the piss? Anyway I don’t like that fucking ska stuff, never have.”
“Yeah, it’s a right fucking horrible noise,” Don said with a scowl. “What’s she doing dancing to that fucking shite?”
“Shows what you know,” Ian said. “It’s better than that fucking Oi bollocks you listen to. Can’t even fucking play, most of them.”
“What, and these can? They all sound the same these fucking bongo bands.”
“Fuck off bongo bands. This is proper skinhead music, this is. And they’re not fucking bongos anyway. Sounds nothing like bongos.”
“Is it fuck proper skinhead music. They’re not even fucking white, never mind skinheads. Bunch of fucking wogs, half of them.”
“I don’t like it either,” Stew said, “but they didn’t have no Skrewdriver in the olden days, so it stands to reason old birds like Mandy over there would be into it.”
“Great, another fucking commie,” Don said, shaking his head.
“Fuck off, I ain’t no fucking commie. I’m just saying it were different in the old days, that’s all.”
“Oh, give it a fucking rest,” Trog said. “Who gives a fuck about any of that bollocks?”
“Yeah well,” Don said, reaching into his flight jacket for a pack of cigarettes, “I’m only saying skinhead bands should be white or there’s no fucking point to them.”
“Crash the ash then, Adolf,” Ian said. Don took out a cigarette and tossed the pack across the table. Ian smiled as he picked it up. “Redistribution of wealth in action. So who’s the fucking commie now then?”
Trog sighed and shook his head. He turned back to watch Mandy dance.
* * *
The White Swan was packed with trendies, standing room only. An old Slade song played on the jukebox, and somewhere behind the crush around the bar a group of youths shouted along tunelessly with it. Colin would know those voices anywhere. He nodded to Brian.
“The gang’s all here.”
A young couple stood before the jukebox, arguing about what songs they should spend their money on. The girl, in a pink and yellow spotted summer dress, wanted Adam and the Ants. The boy, sporting a denim jacket, wanted Thin Lizzy.
“Scuse us, darling,” Brian said, and barged past the couple.
“Hey, watch it, you–” the girl began, then took in the Exploited skull painted on the back of Brian’s leather jacket. She turned to her boyfriend and frowned. “Bloody yobs,” she said when Brian was out of earshot.
“Fucking trendies,” Colin said, glaring at her.
The girl gaped at Colin and sniffed. She wrinkled her nose and stepped back, closer to the jukebox. “Did you see that?” Colin heard her say as he walked away.
Brian was talking to Twiglet, a gangly half-caste youth with blotches of darker-coloured skin covering his face, when Colin reached the far side of the pub. He was telling him about what had happened in The Queen’s Head. Twiglet’s massive afro hairstyle bobbed as he nodded his head in sympathy. Mike Thornton, in faded denim jeans and a plain black sweatshirt, looked on, frowning. Stiggy swayed by Brian’s side, holding a pint of cider. Even from a distance Colin could smell the solvents wafting off him.
“Colin, you cunt,” Mike shouted when he saw Colin. “I hear you got twatted by a midget. Fucking show up or what?”
Colin gave him a scowl and a quick V-sign before slinking into the gents to see if he could rescue what was left of his hair spikes. When he returned he expected more snide comments, but everyone seemed genuinely concerned about what had happened to him.
“Fucking skinheads,” Stiggy said. “We should do one of them, see how they fucking like it.”
“Yeah,” Mike agreed, nodding. He took a gulp of his beer.
“There was a bunch of skinheads at the back of the bus the other day making fucking monkey noises at me,” Twiglet said.
Mike shook his head. “Mate, that’s fucking bang out of order. What did you do?”
“Well what do you think I did? I’m not fucking daft, I just ignored them and made a run for it as soon as I got off.”
Mike nodded. “Yeah, you probably did right, mate. We should still do something about it though. Can’t let the bastards get away with something like that.”
Twiglet shook his head. “Nah, not really worth it. Anyway, skinheads all look the same to me. We’d only end up battering the wrong ones.”
“Would that matter?” Mike said with a sly grin. He drained the last of his beer and set off for the bar. Brian followed him.
“Oi Bri,” Colin shouted, “get me one while you’re there, I’ll give you the money when you get back.” Brian turned and gave him a thumbs up. “And get me a straw as well.”
“What do you reckon then, Col,” Stiggy said, “find a skinhead and do the cunt, or what?”
Colin was about to tell Stiggy he’d rather leave it when the opening bars of a Bruce Springsteen song, Born To Run, drowned him out. Mike cheered its arrival from the bar.
“Not this fucking shite again,” Twiglet said, covering his ears.
Colin groaned, it was the worst song he’d ever heard and seemed to be playing on the jukebox in The White Swan every ten minutes or so. He was just as sick of hearing it as Twiglet. He could hear Mike shouting along to it from the bar, and wished he would shut up. He didn’t understand what Mike saw in that type of music. Mike wasn’t a punk, he was just someone Twiglet was at school with, but he did like Sham 69 and Cockney Upstarts. As well as Slade, Garry Glitter, and boring old fart music like Bruce fucking Springsteen – there was just no logic in it.
When the song reached its chorus, Twiglet made up his own words and shouted them over the music.
“Scum like us, maybe we don’t give a fu-uck!”
Colin smiled and joined in at the next chorus. A group of trendies at a nearby table glared at them, then stood up to leave. Colin, Stiggy and Twiglet pushed past them to claim the table before anyone else had the same idea. They made space for Mike when he arrived.
Brian returned with two pints of bitter and put one down in front of Colin with a pink, curly plastic straw floating in it. Shaped like a helter-skelter, it had a love-heart shaped handle near the top with the words I love Babycham printed on it.
“What the fuck’s this?” Colin asked with a scowl.
“It’s all they had mate,” Brian said, grinning.
Colin put the straw to the corner of his mouth and sucked. The beer slowly twirled its way up the straw and into his mouth. Mike and Twiglet both laughed as they watched.
“Fuck off, you’re only jealous,” Colin said. He cradled his beer in one hand and toyed with the straw with the other, twirling it between his thumb and forefinger.
“You and Brian going down to Shefferham on Saturday for the Cockney Upstarts gig?” Twiglet asked.
Colin looked up and nodded. “Yeah, of course. Can’t miss something like that, can we? It’s not like they come this far north often, and it’d cost a fucking bomb to see them in that London of theirs.”
Stiggy scowled. “Fucking skinhead band aren’t they?”
“Are they fuck,” Brian said. “They were a punk band years before all them baldy cunts latched onto them. Anyway, I heard Manny doesn’t like skinheads either. One time at this open air gig he picked up this fucking metal spike and chased loads of skinheads across a field with it. That’s what I heard, anyway.”
“That would have been funny to watch,” Stiggy said. “I heard he throws a pig’s head into the audience at the end of their show as well. It’d be fucking brilliant if he twatted some skinhead in the face with it.”
“Where’d you hear that bollocks?” Twiglet asked.
“No, it’s true,” Stiggy said, “it were in me dad’s paper ages ago.”
“What paper were that then?”
“Dunno, the one me dad gets. There was a photo of it and everything.”
“It must be fucking true then, if it were in your dad’s paper,” Brian said, smiling and shaking his head. “Funny they never mentioned it in Sounds or the NME.”
“Well we’ll find out on Saturday then, won’t we?” Stiggy said. “I bet you a quid he does.”
“You’re fucking on,” Brian said. “Easiest money I’ll ever make.” He looked at Twiglet. “So who else is going then?”
“Spazzo’s deffo going,” Twiglet said. “Not sure about anyone else yet. There’s a few more that said they might go if they can scrounge enough money together. We’re meeting up at the train station buffet at six, probably see you there.”
“Six?” Colin said. “I’ll be at home having me tea then. What time’s the train?”
“Half past. But the next one’s not until eight so if you miss it we won’t be waiting for you.”
“Fuck your tea,” Brian said. “We’ll get some chips or something when we get to Shefferham.”
* * *
When the bell rang for last orders, Colin still had over half a pint left. Drinking through a straw, he just couldn’t compete with the others, and they were already two pints ahead of him. He knew there was no point going to the bar himself, he had already tried that and the barman had refused to serve him. So he gave Brian two pound notes and told him to get a can of beer to go and a pack of cigarettes. Mike, Stiggy and Twiglet then decided they didn’t see the point all of them joining the scrum around the bar, so they too gave Brian their orders.
Brian returned a few minutes later with the drinks cradled precariously in his hands and plonked them down on the table. He reached into his leather jacket and pulled out a can of Colt 45, then rolled it across the table to Colin. Colin placed his hand on top of the can to stop it rolling onto the floor.
“Where’s me fags?” Colin asked. He picked up the beer can and studied it. “Fucking lager?”
Brian tossed him a pack of cigarettes and shrugged. “They didn’t have no bitter in cans,” he said. “Anyway, the bloke behind the bar said it were strong stuff, and that’s what counts, right? If you don’t want it, I’ll have it.”
“I never said I didn’t want it. Just that it’s fucking lager.” Colin put the can down and opened the cigarette pack. He took one out and lit it.
“No fucking way,” Mike said, staring at the beer can.
“What?” Twiglet asked.
Mike pointed. “There’s a picture of a deformed punk with a massive cock on the side of it.”
“Yeah, right.” Twiglet leaned across the table and peered at the can. “Fucking hell, it has too! It must be beer for fucking nob-heads.”
“Or birds that like deformed punks,” Mike said, grinning. “There’s hope for you yet, Col. As long as you’ve got a massive cock like that, anyway.”
“It’s a fucking stonker, but it’s not as big as mine,” Twiglet said.
“What, you’ve compared cocks with Mr Pink Straw over there? You dirty fucker.”
“What? No, fuck off. I mean the one on the can’s a fucking stonker.”
Colin picked up the can and spun it around in his hand but couldn’t focus his eyes on it well enough to make out any detail. “Where’s this cock then?”
“There!” Twiglet pointed at a small red blob printed on the side of the can. Colin squinted at it and put a hand over one eye, but he still couldn’t bring it into focus.
“Let’s have a look then,” Brian said, snatching the can from Colin’s hand.
“Oi, get off you cunt.” Colin made a grab for the can, but Brian was too quick for him. He spun around on his stool and turned his back on Colin.
“It’s a fucking horse, you daft bastards.”
Mike stood up and bent over to look at the can in Brian’s hand. “Is it fuck. It looks nothing like a fucking horse. What’s that sticking out of its head then?” He tapped the top of the picture with his finger.
“That’s not its head, that’s its arse. And it’s a leg that’s sticking out of it.”
“What, and it’s got a mohican growing out of its arse?”
“That’s its tail. It’s a fucking horse.”
“Is it fuck, it’s a bloke.” Mike pointed at the picture to emphasise his points. “Look, there’s two eyes and a nose under the mohican. And some pubes between his legs, look … and if it were a horse its cock would be at the other end, up there.”
Brian gave the can a quick shake before handing it back to Colin. “It’s still a fucking horse. That’s why it’s called Colt 45. Colt is another name for a horse.”
“Nah, a Colt 45 is a gun. Like a pistol. And a Sex Pistol is a cock as well, so it must be a punk with a big cock. Stands to reason, doesn’t it?”
Brian shook his head and sighed. “Yeah, whatever.”
“Crack it then, Col,” Twiglet said. “I want to see what this Cock 45 stuff tastes like.”
“Nah, I’m saving it for the bus. I’ve still got this to drink, yet.”
“Best hurry up then,” Brian said, picking up his beer. “Last bus goes in about twenty minutes.”
* * *
Mandy rang the bell hanging over the bar of The Black Bull for the third time. Nobody took any notice. She walked over to the jukebox and switched it off at the mains, silencing the new Blitz single mid-song. Don groaned and told her to put it back on again.
“Can you drink up now, please?” Mandy shouted. She returned to the bar and rang the bell again. “Hello? It’s time to go home.”
“All right Mandy, keep your knickers on,” Ian said. “We’ve not finished our beer yet.”
“Well hurry up then. I want to go home even if you don’t.” Mandy walked over to the skinheads and stood before them, hands on hips.
“Can’t we have a lock-in?” Don asked.
Mandy shook her head. “Not tonight, I’ve got other plans.” She looked at Trog and caught his eye. “Trog, can you give me a hand to close up?”
Trog drained the last of his lager and nodded. “Yeah, no worries, Mandy.” He put the empty glass down and rose to his feet. “Right, you cunts. You heard Mandy. It’s time to get fucked off home.”
A few grumbled about the lack of a proper ten minute drinking up time, but they all soon finished off their drinks and shuffled toward the door. Trog helped Mandy collect the empty glasses and put them down on the bar.
“Night then, Mandy,” he said, and turned to leave. Don was waiting for him by the door. The others were outside, larking about and taking the piss out of passing trendies.
“Wait a minute, Trog,” Mandy called out. “Give us a minute to lock up and you can walk me home if you like?”
Trog turned and looked at Mandy. She smiled and winked.
“Get in there, you jammy fucking bastard,” Don said, nudging Trog in the ribs.
Trog grinned at Mandy. “I’ll see you cunts on Saturday then.”
“Give her one for me,” Don said as he left. Mandy closed the door behind him and bolted it.
“I thought you wanted me to walk you home?” Trog asked.
Mandy smiled and ran her finger tips down Trog’s braces, then took one in each hand and pulled him closer. “You can do that later,” she said.
 



2 Bored Teenagers
Colin felt something wet slithering across his face. He groaned and turned away, pulled the bedcovers over his head. Something pounced on him, dug at the covers and pulled them down. The wet thing was back, leaving trails of slime on Colin’s cheek.
Colin’s eyes fluttered open. Bright sunlight streamed through a gap between the bedroom curtains and made him squint. His head throbbed, and his mouth felt like someone had fitted a shag-pile carpet in there while he slept. The dog licked him again.
“Fucking hell Prince, get off me,” he groaned, and pushed the brown mongrel dog off his bed. He rolled over to go back to sleep. The dog jumped back onto the bed and licked him again.
“Fuck off, you mutt!”
Colin pushed the dog’s head away from his face. The dog grabbed Colin’s pyjama shirt sleeve and shook it, growling. Colin pulled back. The dog squatted down on its hind legs to tug harder.
“All right, fucking hell. I’ll get up.”
Colin threw back the covers and sat up, then looked at a clock on the bedside table. It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet, far too early to be awake. Colin groaned and stood up. The dog bounded around his feet, jumping up to lick his face. Colin sidestepped the dog and darted into the bathroom for a piss.
“That you Colin?”
Colin heard the faint voice from the living room over the sound of a blaring TV set as he descended the stairs. The dog followed close behind.
“No, it’s a burglar,” Colin shouted back.
“Make us a cup of tea and a sarnie then.”
“Okay, Gran.”
Colin went into the kitchen and made two bread and dripping sandwiches and two mugs of tea. He put one sandwich on a plate and stuffed half the other one into his mouth and ate it while he waited for the tea to brew. He finished off the rest, then carried the plate and two mugs into the living room.
Colin put the plate down on the arm of his grandmother’s chair, then balanced a mug next to it. He took the other mug and sat down on the settee with a sigh. The dog bounded up next to him.
“So what time did you roll in last night then?” his grandmother asked, without looking away from the television. A coloured man wearing spandex leapt around on the screen, encouraging viewers to join him for their morning exercise.
“Don’t know,” Colin said. “Probably late.”
He could dimly remember being sick on the bus, and both he and Brian being thrown off by the irate bus driver, but the long walk home was still a blur. He had a distant recollection of climbing over the park fence and lying on his back on the roundabout while Brian spun him around, but wasn’t sure if that was a dream or not. It seemed a daft thing to do when the world would already be spinning out of control due to excess alcohol, but it probably made sense at the time.
“What’s happened to your face?”
Colin looked up, saw his grandmother peering at him. He shrugged and looked away. “Been dancing,” he mumbled. “Caught a few elbows in the face.”
She grunted, then laughed and shook her head. “I don’t know, you punk rockers you’re all as daft as brushes.” She picked up her sandwich and bit into it. “Of course, we had proper dancing in my day,” she said.
“Yes Gran,” Colin said, and tuned out while his grandmother related one of her stories about her youthful exploits. He had already heard them all countless times. How you could buy just about anything you wanted with an empty jam jar or pop bottle, how nice and polite everyone was in the old days, and how much better everything used to be.
Colin had lived with his grandmother for as long as he could remember. His father left soon after he was born, saying he couldn’t handle the responsibility of another mouth to feed. His mother left a year later, when one of her boyfriends gave her an ultimatum – him or the kid. She chose the boyfriend, so Colin was dumped on his grandmother and he never saw her again. Colin was too young to know anything about all this, of course, and didn’t remember either of his parents, but this was what his grandmother told him had happened, and he had no reason to doubt her.
Colin drank his tea and pushed the dog from his lap. “I’m going back to bed,” he said.
His grandmother looked up sharply. “What? You’ve only just got up.”
“Yeah, I don’t feel too good. Must’ve had a bad pint or something. I’m gonna go and lie down for a bit.”
Upstairs, Colin shut the bedroom door before the dog had a chance to dart through it. The dog whined and scratched at the door for a few minutes, then gave up. Colin spread his wet cigarettes out along the windowsill and got back into bed. He closed his eyes and relived the events of the previous night. He didn’t understand why the skinhead had attacked him. If it had been a trendy it would make sense, trendies were always keen on punk bashing. But a skinhead? They weren’t vastly different from punks themselves, they even liked the same type of music. It just didn’t make sense.
* * *
“I’m off out now Gran, see you later,” Colin shouted from the hallway. He picked up his leather jacket from the banister and shuffled into it. The sleeves were still a bit damp from the previous night, but nothing he couldn’t put up with.
It was half-past one, a much more civilised time to be up and about. Colin’s hangover was almost gone, thanks to a fry-up and several more mugs of tea, and he was sure he’d be able to shrug the rest of it off once he got outside. His hair was standing proud and erect once again, and he wore a fresh set of clothes. It was an Exploited and tiger-print trousers day, he felt it as soon as he woke up for the second time that day.
“Bye Colin,” his grandmother called out from the living room. “Don’t forget it’s your Granddad’s birthday tomorrow, you said you would take me to see him.”
Colin had forgotten, but he didn’t let on. “I will,” he shouted, and closed the door behind him.
To Colin, Granddad was just an old black and white photograph on the living room sideboard. A photograph Colin was never allowed to touch without being yelled at to leave it alone. His grandfather died less than a year after he came home from the war, just before Colin’s mother was born. He was trapped in a cave-in down the local coal mine, and it took his co-workers three days to dig him out. By then he had suffocated to death.
Colin knew he had died a long time ago, but didn’t find out the circumstances of his death until the day his grandmother caught him filling in an application form for the National Coal Board, soon after he left school. “You’re not working there,” his grandmother said when she saw the form, and tore it up in front of him.
Colin caught a bus into town and headed into the shopping centre. He found Brian sitting on a bench outside Woolworths, reading Sounds.
“About fucking time,” Brian said, looking up from the newspaper. “Have a good lie in, did you?”
Colin shrugged, then sat down next to him. “Felt a bit rough so I went back to bed. Why, how long you been here?”
“Fucking ages. I went to sign on this morning, didn’t I?”
“Anything interesting this week?” Colin asked, nodding at Brian’s newspaper.
Brian turned back a few pages and held it up. “There’s a Beki Bondage interview, it says they’ve got a new album coming out soon.”
“Yeah? I’ll have to start saving up then. What’s Pressbutton up to this week?”
“Dunno, I haven’t got that far yet. I was reading the gig reviews, there’s one for Cockney Upstarts in Camden.”
“It say anything about pigs’ heads?”
Brian laughed. “Nah, does it fuck.” He closed the newspaper, then folded it up and balanced it on his knee while he took out his cigarettes.
Colin reached out for the newspaper and turned to the back pages to read the cartoons. He laughed. “Fucking hell, it gets madder. There’s a woman with light bulbs for tits. I don’t know what that Curt Vile is on, but I wouldn’t mind having some.” He folded the newspaper up with the comic strip on top and handed it back to Brian.
“Nah, drugs are for fucking hippies,” Brian said. He smiled and shook his head while he read the comic strip. After he finished he rolled the paper up and stuffed it into the inside pocket of his leather jacket.
A three-year-old girl skipped past, then turned and stared at Colin and Brian. She pointed excitedly. “Look, mummy! Mummy, look! Look at the funny men!”
Colin pulled a face at the child, then raised his arms and roared. She stepped back and squealed in delight. A woman grabbed the girl’s arm and shook her. “That’s naughty,” she said, “don’t point at strange men.” The girl looked back over her shoulder as she was pulled away. Colin poked out his tongue at her.
“So what are we doing today then?” Colin asked.
Brian shrugged. “Dunno. Just hang out here, I guess. Not much else to do.”
* * *
Later, Colin and Brian were in a record shop on the first floor, looking in the bargain bin for anything interesting among the ex-chart singles. Two punk girls flicked through albums on a rack nearby. One kept looking over her shoulder, but every time Colin caught her eye she looked away.
“Nothing here worth having,” Brian said.
“Speak for yourself,” Colin said. He nodded at the two girls.
Brian looked and smiled, then walked up to them. “All right?”
The girls looked around and nodded to Brian, then looked at each other and smirked. One pulled out a punk compilation album and flipped it over. Colin walked over and peered over her shoulder at the band names printed on it.
“Looks pretty good,” he said. “You buying it then?”
“Nah,” the girl said. “Can’t afford it.” She put the album back in the rack and turned to Colin. “So what happened to your face then?”
Colin felt his cheeks burn, and subconsciously touched the still-tender lump on his forehead. He thought about telling her the truth, then changed his mind. She’d probably think he was a wuss.
“Got it while I were dancing.”
Brian snorted, but didn’t contradict him. The girl’s eyes widened. “What, you got all that from dancing?”
Brian nodded. “Yeah, he’s quite the dancer. You should see him in action some time.”
“Nah, you’re all right.” She turned to leave. “Come on, Becky.”
“Beki?” Colin asked. “What, like as in Beki Bondage?”
Becky smiled. “No, as in Rebecca.”
“What’s your mate’s name then, Becky?” Brian asked.
“Kaz.”
“Bye then, Kaz,” Brian said, waving. “See you, Becky.” As they left he shouted after them. “I’m Brian. The ugly guy is called Colin.”
“Fuck you,” Colin said, grinning. He turned to the album rack and flicked through them while Brian went to have a look at new single releases.
When they left the record shop Becky and Kaz were leaning over the balcony outside, pointing and laughing at shoppers below. Brian sang the opening lines to Last Rockers as he and Colin walked past them. Becky looked around and smiled.
Colin and Brian wandered around the upper level of the shopping centre without any specific destination in mind. Brian paused outside a hifi shop and looked through the window. Colin knew neither of them could afford any of the prices being asked, but that didn’t stop Brian pointing out which ones he was planning to buy in the near future. Colin leaned his back against the shop window and sighed. He was about to take out his cigarettes when he saw Becky and Kaz dart into a nearby shop. As he continued watching, Becky peered out from the shop doorway and ducked back out of sight. Colin smiled to himself and turned to look in the hifi shop window.
“I think them birds are following us,” he said.
Brian turned and looked. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. Let’s go and talk to them.”
Brian shook his head. “Nah, I’ve got a better idea.”
Colin and Brian walked on. They kept an eye on reflections in shop windows to make sure they were still being followed, and veered off into Woolworths. They passed aisles of children’s clothes, then toys, and rode down the escalator to ground level.
A fat security guard glared at them from the kitchenware area, then ducked down to hide behind some boxes. Colin waved to him, he scowled back. Colin knew they would be carefully watched until they left Woolworths, with the security guard trying to hide his massive bulk behind whatever was to hand every time they turned around. Normally they would have some fun with him, at least until one of the other security guards showed up and they were escorted off the premises, but Brian seemed to have other ideas.
Colin looked up, saw Becky and Kaz duck out of sight at the top of the escalator. He shrugged to himself and followed Brian to the music section near the ground floor exit. Through strategically placed anti-shoplifter mirrors he saw the security guard limping after him.
Brian stood by a life-size cardboard cut-out of Abba advertising a forthcoming greatest hits compilation. “Hurry up, get behind here,” he said when Colin approached.
“What for?”
“You’ll see.”
Colin glanced over his shoulder. The security guard dodged into a shopping aisle and peered out from its edge. Colin joined Brian behind the Abba cut-out and crouched down beside him.
“You know he’s already seen us?”
“Who?” Brian asked.
“Fucking Sergeant Hoppalong, he’s been following us since we came downstairs.”
Brian placed a finger over his mouth and cocked his head to one side. Colin heard Becky and Kaz talking nearby.
“They must have gone out,” one said.
“Yeah well, they can’t have gone far,” the other replied.
Brian nodded to Colin. “Now,” he mouthed silently, and leaped out from behind Abba with a roar. The girls jumped and squealed, spun around to face him. Colin walked out and stood beside Brian.
“You looking for us?” Brian asked.
“As if,” Kaz said with a shrug.
“Yeah,” Becky said. “We were wondering if you were going to The Juggler’s Rest on Friday? There’s a band on this week.”
“Who’s on?” Colin asked.
“The Astronauts?”
“Never heard of them, are they any good?”
Brian elbowed Colin in the ribs. “Does it matter? Yeah, of course we’ll be going.”
Becky smiled. “Might see you there, then,” she said, and they both turned and walked away.
Colin watched them pass the security guard on their way to the exit. The man seemed torn between following the girls or resuming his vigil of Colin and Brian.
“You got any money?” Colin asked.
Brian shrugged. “Not much, why?”
“I’m fucking starving. Let’s go back upstairs and get a Criss-Cross and a pot of tea.”
* * *
“Fucking hell, look at the state of that cunt.”
Colin swivelled in his bucket seat to see what Brian was pointing at. Stiggy lurched between the tables in the Woolworths café, heading in the direction of the toilets. His ripped Discharge T-shirt clung to his chest, his baggy green camouflage trousers were caked in mud. Water dripped from his uncombed mass of hair.
“All right, Stiggy?” Colin called out.
Stiggy looked in their direction, nodded, then veered toward their table. He took up a seat next to Brian, who wrinkled his nose at the strong chemical solvent odour on Stiggy’s breath.
“All right, Col. Giz a drink, I’m fucking freezing.” Without waiting for a reply, Stiggy reached out for Colin’s tea mug and cupped his hands around it. Colin saw his knuckles were bruised and scuffed. Stiggy lifted the mug to his mouth and breathed into it a few times before he took a drink.
“What happened to your hands?” Colin asked.
Stiggy put the mug down and stretched out his hands, palms down, on the table. He looked puzzled for a few seconds, then grinned and nodded. “Oh yeah, I forgot. Me and Mike found a skinhead on the way home last night and did the cunt. Battered him fucking senseless. You should’ve heard him beg, it were funny as fuck.”
“I wish I’d been there to see it,” Colin said. “What did he look like?”
“Like a fucking mess after we’d finished with him.”
“No, I mean before. Was he short?” Colin held out a hand. “About this high?”
Stiggy shrugged. “Dunno, can’t remember. Does it matter?”
“Well yeah.”
“You’ll need to ask Mike about it then, I were out of me fucking head last night.” Stiggy ran his fingers through his wet hair, then wiped them on the front of his T-shirt.
“Is it raining out?” Brian asked.
Stiggy shook his head. “No, why?”
“You’re all wet.”
“Yeah well, I fell in the river, didn’t I?”
Brian laughed. “What, glued up again?”
Stiggy shook his head again. “Nah, were I fuck.”
“Come off it, I can smell it from here,” Colin said.
“Well, yeah, I were a bit,” Stiggy said. He looked down at the table, then looked back up at Colin. “But I weren’t tripping or nothing, so I knew what I were doing.”
Colin caught Brian’s eye and grinned at him. “So how did you end up falling in the river then?”
“Well, there were this bloke, and …”
“What, and he pushed you in the river?” Colin tried to keep a straight face, but it wasn’t easy when he saw Brian’s expression.
Stiggy shook his head vigorously, sending water spraying in all directions. “Nah, he had this big sack and he chucked it in the river, I don’t think he saw me at all.”
“So how did you end up in the river then?” Brian asked.
Stiggy looked at Brian blankly for a few seconds before replying. “Well I thought it might be some cats, didn’t I?”
“Some cats?” Colin asked.
“Yeah. It were all lumpy, like.”
“Why would someone put cats in a sack and throw it in the river?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Brian said, shaking his head. “There’s some really cruel people about.”
Colin shrugged. “Well yeah, but you’d hear them wouldn’t you? The cats, I mean. They’d make a right fucking noise.”
“Not if they were dead,” Stiggy said.
“Well if they were dead it wouldn’t really matter if they got chucked in the river would it?” Brian said. “Anyway, that still doesn’t explain how you fell in.”
“I were trying to get them out with a stick.”
Colin leaned forward over the table. “What, the dead cats?” He grinned at Brian.
“Yeah.” Stiggy nodded. “Then I went and leaned over too far, didn’t I?”
“You daft cunt,” Brian said. “What did you want with a sack full of dead cats anyway?”
“I didn’t say they were dead cats, I said I thought they might have been cats. Could have been anything really.”
“So what was in the sack then?” Colin asked.
“I don’t know. I fell in the river didn’t I?”
“Didn’t you have a look while you were in there?”
“I never thought of that. I just wanted to get out of the water, it were fucking freezing.”
Brian shook his head and sighed. “For fuck’s sake.”
Stiggy leaned on the table and rose to his feet, then shuffled himself out of the bucket seat. “Yeah well, I’m off to the bog. You two waiting here?”
Colin nodded. After Stiggy left Brian burst out laughing. “That guy’s a fucking head case,” he said.
Colin smiled and shook his head. “Nah, Stiggy’s okay when you get to know him. And if anything kicks off at the Cockney Upstarts gig he’ll be a good bloke to have on our side.”
Brian grunted. “He’s off his fucking head on glue most of the time. All that bollocks about bags of cats in the river and throwing pigs’ heads at people?”
“That’s just the glue talking, he’s pretty sound when he’s not on it. And he’s a right vicious cunt in a fight, you heard what he said he did to that skinhead last night.”
Brian frowned. “You think there might be some bother at the gig?”
Colin shrugged. “Dunno, maybe. They do have a big skinhead following. So the more punks who go along the better, really.”
“Yeah, I guess.” Brian took out his cigarettes and lit one. He blew smoke rings across the table at Colin. “He’s taking his time in the bogs, what do you reckon he’s doing in there?”
“Knowing him, probably getting glued up.”
“What, in Woolworths? He’ll get us chucked out.”
Colin smiled. “Well there’s only one way to find out.”
* * *
“No fucking way,” Brian said when he opened the toilet door and looked in.
Colin pushed past him to see for himself. Stiggy stood before a wall-mounted hand dryer, holding his Discharge T-shirt under it. His camouflage trousers were draped over a nearby sink, dripping water onto the floor. Stiggy’s socks were stuffed inside his canvas trainers, which lay by his bare feet.
“Oi, shut the fucking door, you’re making a draft,” Stiggy said. The dryer stopped, and he pushed a button with his forehead to restart it.
Colin closed the toilet door and stood with his back against it while Brian made his way to the urinal. Stiggy put his T-shirt on and reached for his trousers. He wrung them out in the sink and held them under the dryer.
“Aren’t you going to dry your underpants?” Colin asked. Brian laughed. He looked over his shoulder from the urinal.
“I did them first,” Stiggy said.
“Fucking hell,” Brian said. “I’m glad we waited before coming in now. You’d have put me off me piss stood there with your arse out.” He walked across to the sink and washed his hands, then splashed cold water on Stiggy’s bare legs.
“Fuck off, you cunt!” Stiggy shouted.
“You what?” Brian said, flicking more water at him. “Can’t hear you over the dryer.”
Stiggy swung the wet trousers at Brian. Brian dodged out of the way, laughing.
“Come on Col,” Brian said, “let’s leave him to it. I’m off home for me tea anyway. You out tomorrow?”
Colin shook his head. “Nah, I said I’d take me Gran to the cemetery to visit me Granddad, that always ends up upsetting her so I’ll probably stay in after that.”
“Ah, okay. I’m helping me dad all day Friday, so I guess I’ll see you at The Juggler’s Rest after tea then.”
Colin nodded. “Yeah. You reckon them birds will be there?”
Brian shrugged. “Don’t see why not, it was their idea.”
“Who’s this you’re on about?” Stiggy asked.
“Couple of birds we met earlier,” Colin said.
“What, punk birds, you mean?”
“No, mod ones,” Brian said. “Of course they were fucking punk birds. Who else would look twice at an ugly cunt like that?” he added, pointing at Colin.
Stiggy laughed.
“Fuck you,” Colin said with a grin. “It were me they fancied.”
“They felt sorry for you, more like.”
“So have they got a mate then?” Stiggy asked.
* * *
Trog had finished work for the day and headed into town for a quick pint in The Black Bull. His heart sank when he saw Mandy talking to Don at the bar. The way they both fell silent, the look on Mandy’s face when she caught Trog’s eye. He had been hoping last night wasn’t just a one-off, a mad fling on Mandy’s part, but there was no smile to welcome him. It looked more like Mandy was going to tell him to fuck off.
“Trog,” Mandy said. “Did you hear about Ian?”
Trog shrugged, relieved it was about something else. “Why, what’s he done now?”
“He got attacked last night,” Don said, “he’s in a really bad way.”
“What?” Trog wheeled on Don, his eyes wide.
“The coppers came for me this morning, wanting to know if I knew anything about it. They said Ian’s mum gave them my address. I’m surprised they didn’t go round to yours too.”
“I’ve been at work,” Trog said, “I haven’t been home yet. So what happened then?”
“Dunno. He missed his bus, that was the last I saw of him. I said he could crash at mine, but he said he fancied some chips anyway so he’d walk home.”
“So where is he now?”
“He’s in the hospital.”
“Well let’s get down there, then, and find out who did it so we can fucking batter them.”
“Hold on,” Mandy said, “I’ll close up here and come with you.”
* * *
Trog stared down, open-mouthed, at the figure lying before him. Bandages covered Ian’s face and upper body like an Egyptian mummy. A clear plastic tube inserted into Ian’s throat pumped oxygen from a machine by his bed. A drip hanging above led to a catheter in his left arm. Another tube in the side of his chest drained brown fluid into a bag hanging from the side of the bed. A machine on a trolley next to the bed beeped regularly, the only sign Ian was still alive, his only movement the faint rise and fall of his chest in time with the oxygen machine’s bellows.
“Fucking … hell,” Trog said.
Don slumped into a nearby chair and held his head in his hands. “Jesus fucking Christ.”
Mandy shook her head slowly.
“Can I help you?” a nurse asked. Nobody had noticed her approach until she spoke.
“How is he?” Trog asked.
“Are you a relative?” the nurse asked.
“Yes, we all are,” Mandy said, before Trog had a chance to reply.
The nurse smiled faintly at Mandy and shook her head. “He’s not good, I’m afraid. He’s got a fractured skull and two broken ribs, one of which punctured a lung. We repaired the damage, but it’s the injuries to his head we are most concerned about. Until he regains consciousness we won’t know if there is any long term damage.”
“What, like brain damage?” Don asked. He stood up and glared at the nurse as if it was all her fault.
The nurse looked at Don and shook her head slowly. “It’s too early to say. I’ll get a doctor to explain it to you properly, but we’ll need to run some tests when he wakes up.”
“How long do you think it will take for him to wake up?” Mandy asked.
“I can’t really tell you at this stage. Like I say, I’ll get a doctor to…”
“How long has he been unconscious?” Trog asked.
The nurse looked at Trog, then looked away. “Since he arrived last night.”
“Why is his face all bandaged up like that?” Mandy asked.
The nurse’s face paled. She shook her head. “It was a very savage attack. Whoever did this cut his face up pretty bad. “He…” Her voice faltered when she caught the cold glare of the two skinheads. She looked away before continuing. “He’ll need reconstructive surgery further down the line. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to check on another patient. I’ll send a doctor to talk to you.”
“Jesus fucking Christ,” Don repeated after the nurse left. “So what now?”
Trog leaned over Ian’s prone figure and shook his head. “I don’t know, Don. But some cunt is going to fucking pay for this.”
“Yeah but until he comes round we won’t know who did it.”
“Someone will know,” Trog said. “I’m going to find out who did this. And when I do I’m going to fucking kill them.”
 



3 Reality Asylum
Colin’s grandmother hadn’t been as upset about the visit to his grandfather’s grave as he expected, so after they got home Colin checked she was still okay to be left, and when she assured him she was, he got a bus into town. Nobody was in any of the regular hangouts, so he made his way to Stiggy’s bedsit on the outskirts of town.
It was right in the heart of the local red light area, and as soon as Colin entered the street he was approached by a middle-aged woman in a low-cut black top and PVC mini-skirt. She had sunken, staring eyes, accentuated rather than hidden by her liberal use of makeup. She scratched her left arm and picked at a scab.
“Are you looking for business?”
Colin felt his face flush. He shook his head slowly and walked past without speaking.
“Fuck you then,” the woman shouted after him.
Colin entered Stiggy’s front yard and squeezed past a broken washing machine to reach the front door. It opened without a key and he stepped into a communal hall. The boom boom boom of a heavy dub reggae bassline seeped through the door of Flat One as he passed. Colin walked up to Flat Two and knocked on the door.
“Who is it?” Stiggy shouted from behind the door a few seconds later.
“It’s me, Colin.”
The door opened a tiny crack and Stiggy peered out. He grinned and opened the door fully. “All right, Col? What you doing here?”
“All right, Stiggy. Just thought I’d come and see you.”
Damp, decay and stale glue wafted out of the dingy room. Stiggy stood to one side and Colin squeezed between him and an old armchair just behind the door. Inside, taking up most of one wall, was a small unmade bed with no headboard, a single brown blanket strewn across it in a rumpled heap.
Stiggy sat down in the armchair and toyed with a tuft of stuffing hanging out of one of the arms. Colin looked around and sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward with his hands on his knees. Opposite him was an unvarnished wooden chest of drawers with a battered old music centre perched on top of it. A few dog-eared records stood next to it, propped up by a haphazard pile of hand-written cassettes.
On the wall above the music centre, surrounded by peeling off-white paint, was a black and white poster of a severed hand caught on barbed wire bearing the slogan ‘Your country needs you.’ Colin guessed from the criss-cross of regularly spaced creases it had probably come free with one of Stiggy’s records. The floor of the room was covered by a threadbare carpet that had once had a vibrant pattern weaved into it, but was now just a dingy brown colour, stained and caked in mud and assorted spillages that hadn’t been cleaned up over the years.
Stiggy drummed his fingers on the arms of the chair, completely out of step with the thumping reggae bass-line coming through the wall. “I got the new Discharge album the other day if you want to hear it?” he said, jumping up. He walked over to the music centre and switched it on.
“Not really,” Colin said. “They’re just a load of noise.”
Stiggy grunted as he lifted a cracked Perspex lid up on its hinges. “Are they fuck. What about this one then? They’re new.”
Stiggy turned around and held up a red and black single sleeve. Colin stood up and moved closer, tilted his head to read the band name printed down the side.
“Varukers? Never heard of them, what are they like?”
“They’re fucking smart mate,” Stiggy said. He pulled out the record and placed it on the turntable. He sat down in the armchair and tapped his foot rapidly to the music, mouthed a few of the words, and glanced at Colin for his reaction.
Colin frowned. They sounded even worse than Discharge. He scooped up Stiggy’s records and took them back to the bed, spread them out before him. Most of them were by bands Colin had never heard of, and he wondered where Stiggy had bought them from. Colin certainly hadn’t seen any of them in the local record shop.
“Haven’t you got any Cockney Upstarts records?”
Stiggy shook his head. “Nah, they’re shite.”
“Well if you don’t like them why are you coming to Shefferham with us?”
Stiggy shrugged. “I want to see them throw a pig’s head at a skinhead. It’ll be a laugh. Anyway there’s nowt else to do, is there?”
Colin smiled and shook his head. How could anyone be so gullible they would believe what they read in a newspaper? According to newspapers, punks liked to spit on old grannies and stuck safety pins through practically every part of their body. Nothing could be further from the truth.
Stiggy stood up and walked over to the bed. He pointed at one of the singles. “That one’s good,” he said.
Colin picked up the cheaply-printed wraparound record sleeve and peered at it. A black and white screaming face stared out at him, surrounded by seemingly random images. He tilted it to read the stencilled lettering around the face, then flipped it over. A punk sat before a pile of dead bodies. He unfolded the cover to see what was printed inside, and a Crass single fell out. Colin picked the record up and folded the sleeve around it. He shook his head and tossed it back onto the bed.
“I don’t like Crass,” he said.
Stiggy leaned over and picked up the single. “It’s not by Crass, it’s just on their record label. Like Flux of Pink Indians was.”
Colin looked up at Stiggy and nodded. “Oh, okay.”
Colin had been surprised when he first heard Tube Disasters at one of Twiglet’s parties and been told it was by a Crass band. He had bought a Crass single once, on a whim because it was very cheap. He hated it. There had been no tune to it whatsoever, just a noise with some woman ranting about Jesus. Colin didn’t bother playing the other side, he just threw it in the bin and vowed never to buy anything by Crass ever again, no matter how cheap it was or how many people said how great the band was.
“They’ve got an album coming out soon,” Stiggy said, putting the record on the turntable. “I bet it’ll be fucking great.”
While the song played, Colin looked through the other records spread over Stiggy’s bed. He didn’t care much for the single’s title song, it was too slow and ponderous for his tastes, but he did like the more upbeat B side even though its lyrics were somewhat depressing.
Colin made a mental note to ask Stiggy to tape it for him once he got his cassette player fixed. A Ramones tape Brian made for him a few weeks earlier had got caught up in the mechanism and was now inextricably wound up inside it, having snapped off when Colin tried to pull it loose. He would need to take a screwdriver to the cassette player and open it up to get the remaining tape out, a job he wasn’t particularly looking forward to.
Colin picked out a few more records for Stiggy to play. The Tube Disasters EP, singles by Anti Pasti and The Exploited he was already familiar with, and a few others he chose because their sleeves looked interesting. After playing them, Stiggy picked up an album by Crass with what looked like a blow up sex doll on the cover.
“Oh fuck off, do you have to put that shit on?” Colin asked, shaking his head.
“Yeah, I want something a bit longer.” Stiggy unfolded the cover and took out the record to put it on the turntable. Colin sighed and shuffled further onto the bed so he could lean his back against the wall. He decided the next time he went to Stiggy’s bedsit he would take some of his own records along with him, show Stiggy what he was missing out on.
While the woman on the Crass album screeched through the first song, Stiggy pulled open a drawer and took out a roll of sandwich bags and a half-litre can of Evo Stik. He tore a bag from the roll and held it out to Colin.
Colin smiled. “Don’t tell Brian,” he said, and leaned forward to take the bag.
Stiggy shook his head and smirked. He tore off another bag and rolled down its edges, then balanced it on his knee while he poured a large dollop of glue into one of the corners. He passed the can to Colin and breathed into the bag, massaging the glue-filled corner between his index finger and thumb. His eyes glazed over.
Colin poured a small amount of glue into the bag and lifted it to his mouth. He glanced over at Stiggy as he took a few tentative breaths, saw he was already away with the fairies. He thought about ditching the glue-bag, hiding it under Stiggy’s bedcovers. Stiggy wouldn’t know any different. Then he decided to take a few more breaths, just to see what the attraction was.
Colin closed his eyes and sighed, concentrated on the rustling sound the plastic bag made as it inflated and deflated. It seemed to echo, sounding impossibly loud. Crass echoed too. Their music darted around the room like hummingbirds looking for an escape from Stiggy’s bedsit, the screaming woman chasing them with a buzzing chainsaw. Crass seemed so much better than Colin remembered them being before. Maybe it was because the hummingbirds taught them how to play?
As if they had somehow heard Colin’s thoughts, Crass decided they were going home and left behind just a regular ka-thunk ka-thunk ka-thunk ka-thunk ka-thunk as the hummingbirds pecked away at Colin’s skull.
Colin opened his eyes. Stiggy stood before him, waving his arms around in a blur. Long yellow teeth stretched down from Stiggy’s mouth and curled around his chin. The hummingbirds scattered away with a flutter. Stiggy’s teeth retreated back into his mouth.
“You have a good one?” Stiggy asked.
Colin looked around him, unsure of his location. He shook his head. “Fucking … hell,” he said. He handed Stiggy the dried up glue-bag and glanced at a clock by the side of the bed. An hour had passed that he had no memory of. The Crass record had finished long ago, the record player’s stylus stuck in its lead-out groove. Stiggy walked over and lifted the tone arm, silencing it with a loud thrrrrup. He lifted the record and flipped it over, put it back on the turntable.
“You want some cider?” Stiggy asked over the jangling guitar intro. “It’ll keep you buzzed longer.”
Colin shook his head. “Nah, I feel a bit wrecked as it is, so I reckon I’ll just get off home.”
“You sure? Glue makes you crash if you don’t top it up with booze.”
“Nah, you’re all right. I’ll get a can of beer from home or something if I need to.”
Stiggy shrugged. “Fair enough. See you at The Juggler’s Rest tomorrow then, yeah?”
Outside, the prostitute approached Colin again and asked if he was looking for business. Colin smiled and shook his head.
“No, sorry.”
 



4 It’s All Done by Mirrors
Colin leaned against a wall outside The Juggler’s Rest while he waited for Brian to arrive. He looked down at Stiggy, who sat on the pavement by his side, breathing into a glue-bag. Colin didn’t know how Stiggy had the nerve to do it right there, out in the open where anyone could see.
“Look at my shoes!” Stiggy shouted. Fucking hell, look at my shoes!” His eyes were wide and staring, and the glue-bag flopped around in his hands as he gestured wildly at his trainers.
“Yeah, very nice,” Colin said.
Stiggy raised the bag to his mouth and spoke into it, still staring at his trainers. “My shoes have got magical powers. Why didn’t anyone tell me?”
Colin sighed and shook his head, wondered if that was what he had been like himself at Stiggy’s bedsit the previous night. He reached into his leather jacket pocket for his cigarettes, and was about to light one when he thought about the solvent fumes in the air around him. He didn’t know if they would be flammable or not, so he decided to be cautious and took several steps away from Stiggy first. He took a deep drag and looked down the empty street. No sign of Brian yet, and he was already fifteen minutes late. No sign of the girls either.
He turned his attention to a poster displayed in the window of The Juggler’s Rest. A hand-drawn, simplistic doodle of a nun brandishing a crucifix in a suggestive manner advertised the evening’s entertainment. Welwyn Garden City’s pranksters in revolt The Astronauts present an evening of folk in hell, it promised, for an entrance fee of fifty pence. The poster didn’t inspire Colin with confidence, and if Becky and Kaz hadn’t said they would be going he would’ve given it a miss and gone to The White Swan instead.
“All right, Col!”
Colin turned away from the poster. Brian strode toward him, his leather jacket flapping open in the wind to reveal an Exploited T-shirt beneath it.
“About fucking time,” Colin said. “We’ve been here ages.”
“Yeah well, I’m here now aren’t I?” Brian pointed at Stiggy. “What the fuck’s he doing here? Talk about fucking gooseberries.”
“Never mind Stiggy, what’s that fucking stink?”
Colin leaned closer to Brian and sniffed. A flowery, chemical smell mixed with tobacco smoke assaulted his nostrils, so potent he could almost taste it in his mouth. He wafted his hand under his nose in an attempt to disperse it, but the smell lingered, overpowering him.
“Borrowed a dab of me dad’s aftershave, didn’t I?” Brian said. “Got to make an effort now and again, haven’t you?”
“Smells like you used the whole fucking bottle.”
Brian grunted. “Any sign of them birds yet?”
“Not seen them.”
“You checked inside?”
“No, you have to pay to get in tonight. There’s a band on.”
Brian looked at the poster in the window. “An evening of folk? Sounds crap.”
Colin smiled. “Yeah. When them birds get here I reckon we should fuck off somewhere else with them.”
“Yeah, maybe. Let’s go see if they’re inside. If not, fuck it. We’ll wait half an hour, then get our money back and go down The White Swan.”
Colin nodded at Stiggy, who was mumbling something into his glue-bag. “What about him?”
“Just leave him there, he’ll not know any different when he’s in that state.”
“Yeah, but what if some coppers see him?”
Brian shrugged. “Who cares?”
“Nah, I think we’d best take him with us. You hold his arms while I get the glue off him. They’ll not let him in with that.”
* * *
Just inside the doorway, a man dressed in black sat behind a small table.
“Evening, lads,” the man said. He picked up a lidless Quality Street tin and rattled loose change around in it. “Fifty pence to get in.”
Brian put a fifty pence coin down on the table and pushed through a door into the bar. Stiggy followed him without paying. The man looked at Colin.
“Fifty pence each, that is. You paying for your mate then?”
Colin sighed and shrugged. He unzipped his leather jacket pocket, took out a pound note and handed it to the man, then followed Brian and Stiggy into the bar.
A few local punks and older hippies sat around small tables placed in front of a make-shift stage area near the toilets. A tall, thin man with long hair threaded cables across the carpet and taped them down, getting everything ready for the band. Colin nodded to a few people he recognised and headed for the bar to join Brian.
“Any sign of them birds yet?” Brian asked.
Colin shook his head. “Not seen them. Where’s Stiggy?”
“He went in the bogs, probably getting glued up again. He’d better not get us chucked out before we get our money back.”
The barman approached and they ordered a pint each, then took them in search of a spare table to sit at so they could watch the entrance door. They skirted around the long-haired man in the stage area, who was positioning a microphone stand to the right of a small drum kit. All the tables immediately in front of the stage area were full, so Colin and Brian headed into a small secluded area in the corner. Becky and Kaz sat there, sipping from glasses of Pernod and blackcurrant. They both smiled and waved.
“All right. Been here long?” Colin asked. He put his pint down on the table and sat down opposite Becky.
“No, not really,” Becky said. She sat up straight in her chair and pulled down her pink mohair jumper to smooth out invisible creases. Colin stared at her green fishnet stockings and nodded absentmindedly.
“Budge up,” Brian said, and squeezed himself between Becky and Kaz. “You fancy getting off somewhere else after this?”
Kaz shook her head. “No, we want to see the band. We’ve never been to a gig before, and we already paid to get in.”
“What, never?” Colin asked. “How come?”
Kaz shrugged and looked away.
“Kaz’s dad won’t let her,” Becky said, “he says it’s too dangerous. He’d have a fit if he knew she was here.”
“That’s just daft,” Colin said. “We’ve been to loads and we’ve never seen any trouble.”
“So far,” Brian said.
* * *
“What the fuck are we doing here?” Don asked, looking at a crude drawing of a nun in the window of The Juggler’s Rest.
“There’s a fucking punk gig on tonight,” Trog said. “Word is that student cunt I battered the other night will be there and I want to have a word with him, see if he knows anything about Ian.”
“What, you reckon it was him that did Ian over?”
Trog laughed. “Nah. He’s all talk that one, but he might know who did. Here, did I tell you he pissed himself when he saw me?”
Don looked at Trog and smiled. “Yeah?”
“Yeah, straight up. He turned round, saw me, then fucking pissed his pants.”
Don shook his head and laughed. “Mate, I wish I’d been there to see that. Fucking hell, what a classic. Come on then, let’s go and see what the cunt’s got to say for himself.”
* * *
“That’s the cunt there,” Trog said, pointing from the bar. “The one with the bleached sticky-up hair, looks life a fucking scarecrow. That’s his mate, he’s probably weak as piss too.”
Don nodded and took a sip of lager. “The bogs’ll probably be our best bet. More secluded, less chance of being interrupted by the other yetis.”
While Don spoke, the student punk turned and locked eyes with Trog. He stared for a few seconds, open-mouthed, then looked away.
“You see that?” Trog asked. “The fucking cunt just gave me a right look.”
“Fuck him,” Don said, “he’ll get his soon enough.”
* * *
The long-haired roadie finished setting up the band’s equipment and picked up a Sainsbury’s carrier bag that was propped up against a wall behind the drum-kit. He reached inside and pulled out a twelve inch record with a black and red cover, then walked up to the nearest table with it. He leaned over to talk to the people sitting there, a pair of hippies in their late twenties, and when one of them nodded he handed over the record and took some money for it. He moved on to the next table.
“Anyone want to buy an album?” the man asked when he reached Colin’s table. He held one out for them to see. Its stark black and red cover image showed two stencilled figures, a businessman and a court jester, staring at each other across a diagonal divide.
Colin read the lettering printed around the edges of the record sleeve and saw it was by The Astronauts, the band who were playing later. He took the album from the man and flipped it over to look at the song titles printed on the back. The first track was something about seagulls, the second a Dixieland blues song.
“Nah, you’re all right, mate,” Colin said, shaking his head, and put the record down on the table.
Becky leaned forward and picked it up. “How much are they?” she asked.
“Three pounds,” the long-haired man said.
“Giz a look then,” Brian said, and snatched the record from Becky’s hand. Kaz leaned over to look at it with him.
“You want to buy one?” the man asked.
Brian shrugged and handed him the record back. “Nah, not really.”
“Okay, fair enough. Catch you later, yeah?” The man turned and walked away to try his luck at the next table.
Colin finished off his beer and looked toward the bar. The two skinheads were still standing there, staring at him. One made a gun from his fingers and pointed it at Colin, then raised it to his mouth and blew imaginary smoke from it. Colin looked away.
“You want another drink?” he asked Becky. Becky smiled and nodded. Colin turned to Brian. “Get the drinks in, yeah? I’m just off to the bog.” He took out two pound notes and gave them to Brian.
Brian sighed, then rose to his feet. “You coming to help me carry them, Kaz?”
“See you in a bit,” Colin said, nodding to Becky.
Stiggy stumbled out of the toilet door just as Colin approached it, and staggered toward the bar. Colin went inside, frowned at a strong smell of solvents, and headed for one of the two cubicle toilets. After his experience in The Queen’s Head he didn’t want to take any chances, and bolted the door behind him.
He lifted up the seat and urinated into the toilet with a sigh. He zipped up and wiped his hands on his trousers, then slid back the bolt and opened the cubicle door.
The two skinheads scowled in at him from the doorway.
Blood rushed to Colin’s face. The earth lurched beneath him. He reached out for the cubicle wall to steady himself and gasped for air. His eyes darted from one skinhead to the other.
“What do you want?” Colin’s voice came out with a squeak.
One of the skinheads, the short one who had attacked Colin in The Queen’s Head, took a step toward him. “What do you know about our mate?” he asked in a gruff voice.
Colin took an involuntary step back and felt the toilet bowl press against the back of his legs. The short skinhead stepped into the cubicle. The taller one stood guard in the doorway, staring in. Colin wondered what his chances of pushing past them both and escaping back into the bar would be.
“Er … you what?” Colin asked.
The skinhead grabbed Colin’s leather jacket and pulled him out of the cubicle. Colin lost his footing and stumbled. The skinhead held him tight, pulled him back to his feet and dragged him across the toilet. He swung Colin around to face him, pressed him up against a wall, and raised a fist. It hovered before Colin’s face, ready to strike.
“I said, what do you know about our fucking mate?”
The taller skinhead stood behind him, a look of fury on his face. He clenched his fists and puffed out his chest, his eyes blazing.
Colin felt his knees weaken. His hands shook when he held them out before him.
“Look, I, um …”
“Well?” the short skinhead asked, and pulled back his fist.
Colin flinched and closed his eyes. “I don’t know nothing,” he said, quickly. When no blow came he opened his eyes. “Why, what’s happened?”
“One of our mates got done over. We think you know something about it.”
Colin shook his head. “Look, I …” He swallowed hard to clear his dry throat. “I don’t know nothing about it, honest. It wasn’t me.”
The short skinhead laughed. “Yeah, I guessed that. But I reckon you know who did do it, and I want you to tell me. Now!” He pulled back his fist again.
“Look, mate …” Colin began, holding up his hands. He heard the toilet door open and looked toward it. Brian and Stiggy stood in the doorway, looking in.
“You all right there, Col?” Brian asked.
The two skinheads looked around. The short one released Colin and stepped away from him. They both turned to face Brian and Stiggy, their fists clenched by their sides. Colin sidestepped away from them toward the urinal.
“Is there a problem?” Brian asked, looking at Colin.
The two skinheads looked from Brian and Stiggy to Colin and back, then glanced at each other. The short one shook his head slowly.
“No problem here, mate. We were just having a chat, weren’t we?” He glared at Colin.
“Is that right?” Brian asked. Colin shrugged.
Brian walked up to the urinal, keeping his eyes firmly on the two skinheads the whole time. Stiggy stayed by the exit, and when the two skinheads walked toward him he held the door open for them.
“Fucking yeti,” the taller skinhead said under his breath as they left. Stiggy let the door close behind them.
“What was all that about?” Brian asked.
Colin shrugged. “They said one of their mates got done over, they wanted to know if I knew who did it.”
“You didn’t tell them, did you?” Stiggy asked. He looked toward the closed toilet door.
“Nah, did I fuck. But I don’t think they’ll let it go, so you’d best watch your back from now on. And don’t go bragging about it to anyone else.”
* * *
Colin turned to face the stage area when he heard a high-pitched whine of feedback. The long-haired man tapped his fingers on a microphone. A guitarist tuned up, while a bass player crouched down to adjust dials on a small amplifier. The drummer sat behind his drum kit, drinking from a bottle of lager.
“One two, one two,” the long haired man said.
Someone from the audience, a local punk with ripped purple trousers and an unruly mess of purple hair to match, strode up to the stage area.
“Go on, Marco,” a female voice shouted from one of the tables near the stage.
The youth said something to the long-haired man, who smiled and stood to one side, then gestured at the microphone. The youth grabbed the microphone stand, tilted it toward himself, and scowled at the audience.
“Fuck Thatcher,” he shouted. “You took us into this fucking war but nobody knows what we’re fighting for some fucking sheep some fucking land what the fuck do we want that for you fucking skank you fucking—”
He continued shouting for several minutes, to the accompaniment of blasts of feedback and an occasional beat on the drums. As one poem ended he started another before anyone could react, until with a final scream he walked off the stage and retook his seat.
“Well I hope the band is better than that,” Brian said.
“I thought he was cute,” Becky said, smiling. She craned her neck to see where the youth had gone.
The long-haired man tapped on the microphone again. “Right. Hello, I think we might be ready to start now. I’ll just take my pullover off, it’s a bit hot in here.”
“Fucking hippy,” someone shouted from the bar. Colin smiled and looked to see who it was, and saw the two skinheads standing there. His heart sank. He nudged Brian and nodded to them. Brian turned to look.
“Thank you for that contribution,” the long-haired man said. He smiled and flicked his hair back over his shoulder with a jerk of his head.
“Don’t worry about it,” Brian said, “they’ll not do anything with this many people here.”
“What are you on about?” Kaz asked, looking toward the bar.
“Nothing,” Brian said. “Let’s watch the band.”
“Right. Okay,” the long-haired man said. “Well I’m Mark and we’re The Astronauts, and we sound a bit like this.” He counted in the band, adding emphasis to the final digit. “One two three four, one two three four.”
* * *
Trog turned his back on the band when they started to play. He clapped his hand on Don’s shoulder to get his attention and leaned over to shout into his ear.
“I still reckon that student cunt knows something about it.”
Don nodded. “Yeah, so do I. Not much we can do about it tonight though, just the two of us, so we might as well get fucked off. This fucking hippy music’s doing me head in anyway.”
Trog picked up his lager and drained the glass. He turned and watched the singer cavorting around the microphone stand like some demented ballerina. He turned back to Don and put the empty pint glass down on the bar.
“Yeah, drink up then. Hopefully Ian will come round soon, and he can tell us who it was. Then we’ll get a fucking army together and do the cunt proper.”
Don drained his glass in one go and belched. He thumped the glass down on the bar and walked away. Trog took a final look at the band, shook his head, and followed Don through the door.
* * *
The music took Colin by surprise. From the long hair of the singer, and the promise of folk music on the poster outside, he had expected something like Pink Floyd or one of those other ghastly bands of that ilk, and had been ready to walk out as soon as they started. But while being a lot more melodic than Colin’s usual taste in music, the songs were certainly catchy and the tales of urban decay told by the lyrics were definitely something he could relate to.
Colin looked at Brian, intending to ask if he wanted to get up and dance with him. Brian had his arm around Kaz’s shoulder. He turned to face her and shouted something into her ear. Kaz smiled and shouted something back. Colin sighed and nudged Stiggy.
“Come on, Stiggy.”
Stiggy looked at Colin, but remained seated until Colin pulled him to his feet and dragged him by the arm into the midst of a few punks who were shuffling around before the band. He let him go, then swung his arms and jumped about in time to the music. Stiggy caught the back of Colin’s hand across his face when he didn’t move out of the way in time, and shoulder-barged Colin in retaliation. Stiggy kicked out his feet and leaped around, flailing his arms at anyone who got too close to him. Colin kept his distance, having seen Stiggy dance lots of times before and not wanting to get any fresh bruises to go with the ones he already had.
A few songs later, Colin’s energy started to sag. He squeezed his way out of the make-shift dance area and returned to his seat. He sat down and lifted the front of his T-shirt to wipe sweat from his face, then took a long drink to cool himself down.
“I can see how you got your bruises now,” Becky shouted. “Do you always dance like that?”
“Yeah. Why, what’s up with it?”
Becky smiled. “Nothing. So what do you think of the band then? Glad you came?”
Colin nodded. “Yeah, they’re pretty good. I wish I’d bought that record now.”
Colin turned to watch the band. Stiggy was still jumping around haphazardly, lurching into the other punks and sending them stumbling away from him with his fists.
The band announced their final song, and three minutes later it was all over. Dancers drifted away from the stage area, bruised and happy. Some headed for the bar, others returned to their seats and made ready to go home. Stiggy went into the toilet.
Becky stood up and approached the stage area, said something to the singer. He bent down to listen, nodded, and reached for the bag of records. He pulled one out and handed it to Becky. Becky paid him and returned to Colin.
“Here you go,” she said, smiling.
“Er … thanks,” Colin said, and took the record from her.
Becky stood before him and swung her shoulders. She smiled. “Buy me a drink?”
“Er … yeah, sure.” Colin looked to the bar, expecting the two skinheads to still be there. But all he saw was a smattering of punks and a few old hippies. “What do you want?”
“Pernod and black.”
* * *
Stiggy lurched out of the toilet and staggered toward Colin’s table. He stumbled into the back of a chair and changed direction, the chair’s occupant turned and glared at him. Stiggy shrugged and carried on walking, then came to a swaying halt. He looked around, seemingly lost. Colin waved to get his attention, Stiggy nodded and veered off toward him. He flopped into his chair and picked up his half-empty glass of cider. He looked over the rim at Colin.
“What?” Stiggy asked.
Colin laughed. “Nothing, mate. We thought you’d gone home.”
Stiggy put down his glass and tapped his chest. “No, not yet,” he said, shaking his head.
Colin laughed. Brian and Becky did too. Stiggy looked at them with a puzzled expression.
“What?” Stiggy repeated.
Colin smiled and shook his head. “Nothing, mate.” He picked up the record and showed it to Stiggy. “Here, look what Becky bought me.”
Stiggy cocked his head to one side as he looked at it. “What is it?”
“A record. It’s by that band that were just on.”
Stiggy blinked and rubbed his eyes with his fists. “Yeah? Can you tape it for me?”
Colin shook his head and put the record back down on the table. He took out a cigarette and lit it. “I can’t mate, me tape recorder’s broke. But I can borrow you it if you want? Then you can tape it for Brian as well.”
Stiggy nodded. “Yeah, cheers.”
“I’ll fetch it round to your bedsit tomorrow afternoon, we can do it before we go to Shefferham.”
“Why, what’s in Shefferham?” Becky asked.
“Cockney Upstarts are playing,” Brian said. “We’re all going down there on the train.” He turned to Kaz. “You fancy it? It should be a good one.”
Kaz frowned. “No, my dad won’t let me. Anyway, I don’t like skinhead bands, and I don’t think you should go either. It won’t be safe.”
Brian shook his head. “Nah, there’s loads of us going, we’ll be okay. Anyway they’re not a skinhead band.”
“Do you have to go?” Kaz put her hand on Brian’s chest and stared into his eyes.
Brian shrugged. “Well yeah. They’re from that London, they don’t come down here very often so it’ll probably be the only chance we get to see them.”
Kaz frowned again. She leaned back and folded her arms over her chest, glowering at Brian. Brian looked away and toyed with his half-empty beer glass. Kaz sighed and turned to Becky. “I need a wee. Are you coming, Becky?”
Becky smiled. “Yeah okay.” She turned to Colin. “You’ll wait for us, won’t you?”
Colin nodded. He grinned at Brian and took a drag on his cigarette. “I need a wee wee, are you coming Brian?” he said in a high pitched voice, mimicking Kaz.
Kaz glared at Colin and stamped off, arm in arm with Becky. Brian sniggered, and took a long drink from his beer. He belched at Colin and rose to his feet. “Come on then. But no peeping at me cock.”
“Fuck off,” Colin said, and turned to Stiggy. “You watch our stuff for us?”
Stiggy nodded and picked up the record.
In the toilet, Brian and Colin took up positions either side of the urinal. Colin threw his cigarette end into the middle and it landed in the water with a hiss. He aimed his urine at the cigarette end, pushing it toward Brian. Brian smiled and aimed his penis to push it back, shuffling closer to Colin for a better aim. Colin’s bladder emptied first and his urine turned to dribbles while Brian’s was still in full flow. The cigarette end hit Colin’s end of the urinal and Brian bellowed in victory.
“Cheating bastard,” Colin said, zipping up.
Back in the bar, Stiggy was reading the song titles from the back of the record sleeve when Colin approached him from behind.
“Have they gone?” Colin asked, looking around the pub. Most of the other customers had already left.
“Have what gone?” Stiggy asked without looking up from the record cover.
“Becky and Kaz.”
“Who?”
Colin sighed. “Them birds you’ve been sitting with all night.”
Stiggy shrugged. “Still in the bogs, aren’t they? What time is it anyway?”
Brian looked at his watch. “Half-ten.”
“What?” Stiggy looked up at Brian, wide-eyed. He dropped the record on the table and stood up. “I’ve got to go. See you tomorrow night at the train station.”
After Stiggy rushed out, Brian looked at Colin and shrugged. Colin looked over at the women’s toilet door. “What do you reckon they’re doing in there?”
“How the fuck should I know?” Brian said. “Probably escaped out the window so they don’t need to look at your ugly mug any more.”
“Fuck off.”
Brian laughed. “Well whatever they’re doing they’d better hurry up or we’ll miss the bus home.”
They lit a cigarette each and smoked them. Becky and Kaz were still in the toilet when they stubbed them out. Colin looked at the toilet door and sighed. “Fuck this,” he said, and rose to his feet. He banged on the door with his fist. “Oi Becky, are you in there?”
A muffled voice answered him. “Yeah, won’t be long.”
Colin looked at Brian, who tapped his watch with his index finger. Colin shrugged and pushed open the door.
Becky and Kaz stood before a large mirror, dabbing their faces with balls of cotton wool. Colin watched them from the doorway for a few seconds, then asked what they were doing.
Kaz looked up at Colin’s reflection in the mirror. “Oi get out, you can’t come in here,” she said.
Colin slid through the door and let it close behind him. “Too late, I already did.”
Becky smiled and continued wiping her cheek with a cotton wool ball. Kaz spun to face Colin. “Get out,” she said, pointing at the door.
Colin looked around the spotlessly clean toilet with amazement. The place smelled of flowery perfume instead of shit and piss, and there wasn’t even any graffiti on the walls. He watched Becky’s reflection in the mirror, and when he caught her eye she smiled back at him.
“Are you going to be long?” Colin asked. “Only me and Brian need to go for the bus soon.”
“Come on Becky,” Kaz said. She brushed past Colin and left through the door.
Becky dropped a cotton wool ball into the sink and turned to face Colin. She leaned back against the sink with her hands, her chest pushed out.
“Do we need to go right now?” she asked, looking into Colin’s eyes.
“Yeah,” Colin said. He turned to the door and followed Kaz through it.
* * *
Outside on the street, Brian held his arms out straight before him and moaned, “Urrrrrrrrrrhhhhhhhh.” He held his head at an angle, his mouth gaping open, and shambled toward Kaz like a zombie.
Colin put the record inside his leather jacket and tucked a corner into his jeans. He zipped his jacket up and raised his own arms, then lumbered toward Becky.
“They’re coming to get you, Rebecca,” he said in a drawn out, gormless-sounding voice mimicking a character from an old black and white film he had watched on TV.
Becky squealed and grabbed Kaz’s hand. They ran down the street together, twin pairs of monkey boots clattering down the pavement. They kept glancing behind them at Colin and Brian, who shambled after them. Their loud moans drew attention from a group of trendies passing by on the other side of the road.
“SID’S DEAD!” one shouted.
Colin gave them a two-finger salute and continued following Becky, who had stopped with Kaz a short distance away to look at the trendies. Brian lumbered toward Kaz, moaning, and closed his arms around her back. He turned his head and made a chomping sound against her neck. Kaz jerked her head to one side and screamed. Brian jolted away and clamped his hand over his ear.
“Ahhh, I’ve gone deaf,” he cried.
“What?” Colin asked.
“I’ve gone deaf.”
“What?”
“I’ve gone … oh, fuck off, you cunt.”
“Poor Brian,” Kaz said, laughing, and looped her arm through his. They walked down the road together.
Colin glanced at Becky and followed them.
* * *
At the bus station they all sat on a long, wooden bench while they waited for Kaz and Becky’s bus to arrive. The girls lived in a different suburb to Colin and Brian, and their bus was due to arrive a few minutes before their own. Brian and Kaz held hands and chatted away to each other.
Colin sat next to Becky and looked down at his shoes. He wondered if Becky would punch him in the face if he tried to kiss her, and decided it wasn’t worth the risk. He looked up at her. She smiled and brushed against him with her shoulder. Colin bit his lip and looked away.
The bus arrived with a hiss of hydraulic brakes. Becky and Kaz jumped up and walked toward it. Colin and Brian waved goodbye and started to shuffle off to their own bus stop. Becky stepped in front of Colin, threw her arms around his neck, and kissed him on the lips. Colin winced when she crushed the cut on his lip, but the surge of emotion coursing through him as he tasted the Pernod, blackcurrant, and cheese and onion crisps on her tongue sent his head reeling. He raised his arms to return the embrace, but as suddenly as she appeared, Becky was gone. She sidestepped his grasping hands and jumped onto the bus after Kaz.
Colin watched as they stomped their way across the floor of the bus to the back seat. He waved idiotically while they blew kisses through the back window as the bus pulled out from the station.
“We should have got on that bus with them,” he said to Brian when the bus disappeared from view.
“It’s the last one, how would we get back home?”
Colin shrugged. He felt like he was walking on air. “What would that matter?”
He was still grinning two hours later, laid in bed, wide awake and bursting with energy while a record played quietly in the background. It was the Cockney Upstarts gig tomorrow night, and he would be seeing Becky in town in the afternoon, so it looked like it was going to be the perfect day.
 



5 I’m an Upstart
Colin leaned against the side of a Moon Cresta machine in the train station buffet and watched Brian perform a docking manoeuvre to join two spaceships together. Brian jabbed the fire button and waggled the joystick from side to side, his movement becoming more frantic as the ships got closer together. He banked too far to the left, and one of the spaceships exploded in a ball of pixelated flames. Brian swore and thumped his fist down on the control panel.
“All right, Col,” Stiggy said from the doorway.
Colin looked around and raised a hand. Brian continued playing the Moon Cresta game, frowning while he tried to avoid multi-coloured blobs falling diagonally across the screen toward his remaining spaceship. Stiggy looked over Brian’s shoulder, sighed, and sat down at a nearby table.
“I thought you said there was loads of people going?” Stiggy asked.
“They’re not here yet,” Colin said. “Shouldn’t be long though. I think they were going to the football this afternoon, maybe they had extra time or something. The train’s late anyway.”
As if in confirmation, the train station tannoy announced the next train to Shefferham would be approximately twenty-three minutes late.
When Brian finished his game, he and Colin joined Stiggy at the table. They both lit cigarettes. Stiggy frowned and wafted smoke away from his face.
A few minutes later Twiglet and Spazzo arrived, along with another youth dressed in casual gear that Colin didn’t recognise. Colin looked toward the door, and when nobody else entered he asked where Mike was.
“He got nicked down at the footie, didn’t he?” Twiglet said with a shrug as he sat down at the table. “The daft cunt only went and nutted a fucking copper.”
“What did he do that for?” Brian asked.
“Pissed up, weren’t he? Anyway, all of a sudden there was loads of fucking coppers everywhere lashing out at anyone who stood still long enough. The rest of us fucked off sharpish and melted into the crowd.”
“Aye,” Spazzo said, running his fingers through his bristly green hair. “Mike got a right fucking smack round the head, split it right open. Next thing there’s three of the bastards on top of him and more of the cunts running toward us. Fucking mental, it were.”
* * *
Trog looked up at a black and white display hanging over platform 3B and frowned.
“The fucking train’s late,” he said.
Don stood by the edge of the platform, bent over with his hands on his knees. He gasped for breath, having run up the stairs from the subway under the train station. He coughed, and spat a glob of mucus between his feet.
“Just as … fucking well or we’d have … missed the cunt.”
Trog looked at Don and hitched up his bleached jeans. “Mate, you’re out of fucking condition. We’ve only been running a few minutes.”
Don straightened up and stretched his arms out behind him. He reached into his flight jacket pocket for a pack of cigarettes. “Yeah well, looks like that were a waste of fucking effort anyway.”
Trog hooked his thumbs in his pockets and polished the toes of his boots on the back of his legs, one after the other.
A bored-sounding male voice, adding unnecessary emphasis to random words, made an announcement over the tannoy.
“The next train to arrive at platform 3B will be the late running eighteen-thirty service to Shefferham. We apologise for the late arrival of this train, which is now due to arrive in Shefferham at nineteen-fifty-five approximately. Passengers are advised that the smoking carriage is at the rear of this train, and smoking in any other area of the train is not permitted. Platform 3B for the late running eighteen-thirty service to Shefferham.”
“There you go,” Trog said, “looks like we’re just in time.”
A group of punks wandered out of the buffet. The gobby student, his two mates, and a couple more Trog hadn’t seen before. With them was someone he knew from work.
“All right, Johnno?” Trog called out. “You off to the Cockney Upstarts then?”
“Aye up, Trog,” Johnno said, nodding. “Yeah, Spazzo here were going on about it at the footie, it sounds a right laugh. So how’s it going then? I haven’t seen you in the showers for a while.”
“I’ve been working the afternoon shift.”
“Yeah? Can’t say I’m looking forward to that myself, I reckon I might put in for permanent days when I turn eighteen.”
Trog smiled. “Yeah, you and thousands others. It’s not so bad really, you finish just in time for the pubs opening. It’s the night shift that’s the real killer.”
“Yeah, that’s what my dad says too. He’s a right grumpy old bastard when he’s on nights.”
“Did you hear about Ian?”
Johnno nodded. “Yeah, it were in the local paper, it said he took a right fucking beating. How is he?”
“Still unconscious. You heard anything about who did it?” Trog glanced at the student punk and his two mates. They glared back at him.
Johnno shook his head. “No, mate. But if you find out, let me know and I’ll help you sort the bastard out. He were a good bloke, Ian.”
“He still is,” Trog said.
* * *
“Fucking hell Stiggy, you can’t do that on here,” Colin said when he saw Stiggy pull out a can of glue.
Stiggy shrugged. “Why not?”
“Because it will fucking stink,” Brian said, “and the train guard will chuck us all off.”
“Yeah well,” Stiggy said, “not if I open a window it won’t.”
“Can’t you do it in the bogs or something?”
“Nah, fuck that. I’m sick of hiding away, it’s not like it’s illegal or nothing.” Stiggy unscrewed the lid and poured a blob of glue into a bag.
Brian frowned. “Yeah, well, you can fuck off to the other side of the carriage with it. And when the train guard catches you we don’t know who you are, right?”
Stiggy shrugged and rose to his feet. He walked along the carriage to the exit door and pulled down its window. He leaned out, turned his head to face away from the wind, and raised the glue-bag to his mouth.
“Fucking dick,” Brian said, shaking his head. Colin turned to watch Stiggy.
Stiggy let out a roar and leaned out further. He stretched up on his toes and shuffled his stomach across the window edge, then roared again. He raised his arms out sideways as if they were wings, and the glue-bag flew out of his hand. His feet rose from the ground.
“Fucking hell, quick,” Colin shouted as he jumped to his feet. He ran to the door and grabbed one of Stiggy’s ankles. He could feel something hard in Stiggy’s sock, but didn’t have time to think what it might be. Stiggy’s other leg kicked out wildly at him, narrowly missing his face. Stiggy clamped his hands against the outside of the train when Colin tried to pull him back into the carriage.
Brian rushed forward and took hold of Stiggy’s other ankle. They both tugged, fighting against Stiggy’s apparent desire to jump out of the train. With both of them pulling together, Stiggy’s hands began to slip, and with a final roar he fell face down on the floor of the train carriage.
Colin bent down and lifted up the bottom of Stiggy’s combat trousers to see what was hidden in his sock. It was a knife with a vicious looking six inch blade, fastened to Stiggy’s ankle with black masking tape.
“Fucking hell Bri, look at this!”
Brian’s eyes widened when he looked at the knife. “Jesus fucking Christ. I told you that cunt was trouble. What the fuck’s he doing with something like that?”
“Help me get it off,” Colin said, pulling at the masking tape.
Between them they were able to remove enough of the tape to twist the knife loose, and Colin tossed it out of the train window.
Stiggy stumbled to his feet and made straight for the window. Brian grabbed his arms and held him in place while Colin closed it.
“What the fuck did you do that for?” Stiggy yelled. He struggled in Brian’s grip.
“Why do you fucking think, you mad bastard,” Brian said. “You can’t take a fucking knife to a gig.”
“What’s going on here?” A voice thundered from nearby.
Colin spun toward it. A six-foot, well built man of African descent wearing a train guard uniform glared at him.
“Nothing,” Colin said. “Um … he’s not feeling very well. Travel sickness, you know.”
“So why are you holding his arms like that then?” The train guard looked at Brian. Brian let go of Stiggy and shrugged. “Well?”
Brian glanced at Colin, then looked at the train guard. “Um… so he doesn’t fall over? He got a bit dizzy.”
“Is that right?” the train guard asked Stiggy.
Stiggy shrugged and glared at Colin. “Yeah,” he said.
The train guard grunted. “Right, okay. Let me see your tickets.” They presented their train tickets and he punched holes in them with a clipper. “Right. Now go and sit down, you’re blocking the gangway here. And no more trouble or you’ll be off the train at the next station. Clear?” They all nodded. The guard stood to one side and gestured for them to pass.
Colin and Brian sat down in the nearest vacant seat. Stiggy walked to the opposite end of the carriage, where he remained for the rest of the journey to Shefferham.
* * *
Colin squinted up at one of the seemingly endless blocks of high-rise flats that comprised Shefferham’s landscape. He shielded his eyes from the sun and tried to imagine what it would be like to live so high up in the sky.
“So where do we go now?” Brian asked.
Twiglet pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his back pocket and unfolded it. “The Maples, Fitzholme Street,” he read out loud.
“Where the fuck’s that?” Colin asked.
“How should I know?” Twiglet said with a shrug.
Spazzo sighed. “You cunts are fucking useless. I knew I should have gone with Johnno instead.”
“Yeah, right,” Stiggy said with a sneer. “And them fucking skinheads he’s mates with. So what’s that about then?”
Spazzo shrugged. “Dunno. Johnno seems to know them from somewhere.”
“Yeah well, anyone who hangs around with skinheads is a fucking cunt as far as I’m concerned.”
“Yeah, I’d go along with that,” Colin said, nodding. He saw an old woman across the road and called out to her. “Scuse us, missus.” The old woman looked, then hurried on. Colin ran across the road to intercept her. “Scuse us, missus,” he repeated.
“I haven’t got no money,” the old woman said. She stopped and raised her palms to Colin. Her hands shook as she stared at him wide-eyed.
“Neither have I,” Colin said. “Do you know where there’s a place called The Maples?”
“Never heard of it,” she said, and turned and walked away.
“Hold up, missus. Oi Twiglet, what’s the name of that road again?”
“Fitzholme Street,” Twiglet shouted.
Colin caught up with the old woman and stood before her. “Scuse us, missus. Do you know where Fitzholme Street is?”
“Oh heck, you’re miles off,” she said, pointing back the way they had come. “It’s up that way, about a mile or so past the train station.”
Colin sighed. “Cheers, missus,” he said. “We’re going the wrong fucking way,” he shouted to the others.
* * *
After asking a few more people for directions along the way, they arrived at Fitzholme Street a little under forty minutes later to join the end of a lopsided queue trailing down the outside of The Maples.
Stiggy glared at a group of twelve skinheads in front of them, and Colin saw his fists were clenched. He hoped Stiggy wouldn’t start anything because they were vastly outnumbered. One of the skinheads, heavily built and standing a good six inches taller than the others, looked to be in his mid-twenties. He had his arm draped around the shoulder of a small, much younger girl with a shaved head and a long pink fringe. The other skinheads, all male, were closer to the girl’s age than his, and he ordered one of them to go to the front of the queue and see what the hold-up was.
“There’s a pair of fucking gorillas on the door,” the young skinhead said when he returned. “They’re searching every cunt that goes in.”
Colin looked at Stiggy, wondering if he had any more weapons hidden away.
When they neared the front of the queue, Colin saw two black bouncers. They both had short cropped hair and were dressed in identical grey suits, both sporting a pair of dark sunglasses and the same scowl on their faces. People were let through the door one at a time and frisked. Confiscated items lay in a pile by the side of the door, mostly studded wristbands and bullet-belts, though Colin did see at least one knife glittering amongst them.
When it was the large skinhead’s turn he raised his arms and glared at the two bouncers. One of the young skinheads, the next in line, started making monkey sounds. The bouncers waved the large skinhead through and beckoned for the younger skinhead to enter. He walked toward them swinging his arms from side to side and grinning. He stood before the bouncers and raised his arms, still grinning. One frisked him from behind while the other stood before him, glaring down. When the skinhead had been searched, the bouncer in front raised his foot and stamped down on his toes.
“Ah, you cunt,” the skinhead cried, hopping on one leg. “What did you do that for?”
The bouncer shrugged. “Testing for steel toe caps. Now on your way, you little shit.”
When they searched Stiggy one of the bouncers found his can of glue and tossed it at the pile of confiscated items. It landed on the tiled floor with a dull thud and rolled to a halt near an expensive-looking cassette recorder. Stiggy made as if to retrieve it, but the bouncer blocked his way.
“You can pick it up on your way out,” the bouncer said. “Either now or at closing time, I don’t care which.”
Stiggy stood his ground. He stared at the bouncer and clenched his fists. The bouncer stared back, unfazed.
“Hurry up mate, we want to get in before the band comes on,” a young punk standing behind Colin said.
“Yeah come on, Stiggy,” Colin said. “You won’t need it in there anyway, you can pick it up when we leave.”
Stiggy held the bouncer’s stare a moment longer before turning away. He looked at his glue, then turned back to the bouncer. “It had better be there when I come back out. And I know how much is in it too, so don’t think about pinching any.”
The bouncer laughed humourlessly and shook his head. “On your way, freak.”
* * *
After they were all let into the venue Colin and Brian made straight for the bar, while the others took ownership of a table nearby. Spazzo procured an extra stool from the adjacent table, and they all shuffled closer together to make room for Colin and Brian when they returned with the drinks.
“Here you go Stiggy,” Colin said, putting a pint of cider down before him. He sat down opposite and took a drink of his bitter.
Stiggy was staring at something over Colin’s shoulder. Colin turned to look, and saw the group of skinheads standing at the bar. Several had taken off their flight jackets, revealing British Movement T-shirts beneath. The large, older skinhead faced outwards, leaning his elbows on the bar. His muscular arms were covered in multi-coloured tattoos. The younger skinheads faced him, pints of lager in their hands, while the skinhead girl stood to one side sipping from a bottle of Babycham.
“What the fuck sort of cider’s this?” Stiggy said.
Colin turned back to Stiggy and watched him put down his glass and grimace. He shrugged. “I don’t know. The cider sort, probably. Why, what’s up with it?”
“Nowt. I suppose it’ll have to do, won’t it? You think me glue will be all right out there? There’s fucking two quid’s worth in that can, someone might nick it.”
“Nah, who’d want that fucking shite?” Brian said. “I wouldn’t mind that cassette recorder though if we’re out first. Got to be worth a fucking hundred quid at least.”
“I could do with a new cassette player meself,” Colin said, nodding. “Me old one’s broke.”
Over the next half hour the venue started to fill up with an even mixture of punks and skinheads, plus a few nondescript youths in casual jeans and sweatshirts. The mob of skinheads at the bar were getting louder the more they drank. They kept looking over at Twiglet and nudging each other, then laughing. One pretended to be a monkey and they laughed louder.
Twiglet stared back at them, his arms folded. “Fucking Nazis,” he said under his breath. “So proud of their white skin they cover it up with tattoos.”
Brian laughed. “Yeah. Here’s one for you. A skinhead walks into a bar. ‘Ow,’ he says.”
“You what?” Twiglet asked, looking at Brian.
Brian smiled. “They lowered the entrance bar, didn’t they?”
Twiglet shook his head and frowned. “What the fuck are you on about?”
“It was an iron bar, but it was okay because it only hit him on the head so no damage was done.”
Colin snorted. Twiglet sighed and shook his head. He turned back to look at the skinheads.
“You know what, Bri?” Colin said, smiling. “That was a fucking shite joke, your worst yet.”
Brian shrugged. “Yeah well, I only just thought of it so it probably needs a bit of work.”
“It needs a fucking lot of work if you ask me. Or better yet, just never tell it again.”
“All right, what about this one then? See that skinhead bird with the Babycham?” Colin looked and nodded. “It’s Baby-Sham69, innit? The skinhead version, as drunk by Jimmy Pursey when he were a baby.
Colin smiled. “Singing If the Babies are United.”
“There’s Gonna Be A Nursery Breakout,” Brian said.
“Hurry Up Mummy.”
“Red Nappy Rash.”
“You what?” Colin asked. “Which one’s that then?”
“You know, Red London. It was their first single.”
Colin shrugged. “Don’t think I ever heard that one.” He turned to Stiggy, who was staring at the skinhead girl. “What do you reckon Stiggy?”
Stiggy smiled when he caught the girl’s eye. The girl glanced quickly at the group of skinheads, who were busy throwing beer mats at each other, and smiled back before turning her back on him.
“You what?” Stiggy said.
“Do you know any Baby-Sham69 songs?”
Stiggy shrugged, still staring at the skinhead girl. “No, not really.”
* * *
The support group were a local punk band who introduced themselves as The Burglars.
“Smash the state!” the singer shouted, and an out-of-tune guitar started up. The guitarist stood with his back to the audience, as if he was embarrassed to be there. Bass and drums followed, and the singer launched himself into the song. He gripped the microphone stand in both hands and shook it angrily as he sang about how much he wanted to kill Thatcher.
The short song ended to complete silence from the audience. “Clap, you fuckers!” the singer shouted.
The skinheads at the bar started a slow hand clap, but nobody else joined in. The band started their second song, a cover version of an Exploited song that didn’t quite sound right with a Yorkshire accent.
“Off, off, off,” the skinheads chanted, punching the air.
Stiggy drained his glass and went to the bar. He stood next to the skinhead girl and shouted his order to the barman. The skinhead girl looked at the large skinhead, then turned away from the band to face the same direction as Stiggy. She leaned against the bar and took a sip of Babycham. Stiggy looked at her and smiled, then said something into her ear. She smiled back and looked away.
The band on stage continued to play, despite an obviously hostile audience who just wanted them to hurry up and finish.
* * *
“All roight?” Manny’s amplified voice yelled from the stage.
A swarm of punks and skinheads rushed toward him as one. One hand on the microphone, Manny glared down at the expectant faces of the crowd.
“We’re all fucking upstarts!” he shouted, and everyone roared their approval, drowning out the opening guitar intro. A drum roll started the song proper, and Manny screamed out the words. A punk climbed onto the stage, and before the two bouncers could react he dived back into the audience. The area immediately in front of the stage was soon full of jerking bodies jostling for position.
“They tell us what to think, they tell us who to see,” Manny growled in his rough, guttural cockney voice. He picked up the microphone stand and swung it down into the crowd. Dozens of hands made a grab for it.
“We’re all upstarts, you and me!” everyone in the audience screamed.
Manny yanked the microphone stand away from them and held it aloft above his head before slamming it back down on the stage. He picked up a can of beer while the band continued playing, and shook it furiously. He aimed the can at the audience and pulled the ring-pull, showering the front row with beer. He poured the remaining beer over his own head and crushed the empty can in his hand before drop-kicking it away.
A young skinhead barged Colin in the shoulder. Colin barged him back, grinning, and sent him stumbling forward a few steps. Nearby, Brian spun his arms around like a double sided windmill, clearing out his own little space within the melee as people scrambled to avoid him. Twiglet and Spazzo were right at the front of the stage together, pressed up tight by the surging crowd behind them, so only their upper bodies could jerk in time to the music.
The song ended with a final scream from Manny and the crowd stopped its gyrations as one. Colin lifted up his T-shirt and wiped sweat from his face. He looked around, was about to say something to Brian, but he was quite a distance away now, surrounded by skinheads. He looked for Stiggy, but couldn’t see him anywhere.
The band started their second song, and the dancing resumed. The young skinhead rushed toward Colin again, his right elbow pointing outwards like a lance, his hand clamped behind his neck. He had a wide, lop-sided grin on his face.
Colin dodged to one side just before the skinhead reached him, and gave him a quick shove in the back as he hurtled past. He soared into the back of a punk, who lost his balance and went down. The skinhead tripped over him and landed on top of the punk in a pile of flailing arms and legs.
Colin’s energy started to flag after a few more songs. When Manny started on one of his between-song monologues about police oppression he saw it as an opportunity for a quick rest break and a gulp of beer. Manny was telling a story about a time when he was arrested and beaten up in the cells by a policeman who objected to the title of their ‘Police Scum’ single. It was a story Colin already knew from an interview with Manny he had read in Sounds several months earlier, so he weaved his way out of the crowd and made for the table where he had left his beer. People parted before him, then fought over the space he had vacated.
Colin slumped into his seat and took a long drink. Over the rim of his glass he saw Stiggy leaning against the now deserted bar, watching the band with the skinhead girl. Stiggy’s left arm rested on the bar, behind the skinhead girl’s shoulder as she took casual sips from her Babycham bottle.
Colin sighed and shook his head. He tried to get Stiggy’s attention, but Stiggy either didn’t hear him or chose not to. Instead, he started drawing little circles on the skinhead girl’s shoulder with his fingertip. She turned to face him and they stared into each other’s eyes for a few seconds. She looked toward the stage area, then leaned her head into Stiggy’s chest. Stiggy closed his arm around her.
Colin gaped at them open mouthed, not believing what he was seeing. He looked across at the stage area himself, expecting to see hordes of outraged skinheads tearing toward him. But the band had started playing again, and everyone was too busy leaping around to notice anything else.
Colin stood up and rushed across to Stiggy. He pulled at Stiggy’s arm, but Stiggy brushed him away.
“Stiggy, I need to talk to you,” Colin shouted. The skinhead girl looked at Colin and stepped to one side.
“What do you want?” Stiggy shouted, turning toward Colin.
“You can’t mess with their bird, they’ll fucking slaughter you.”
“She’s not a bird, her name’s Sally and she’s coming home with us.”
“What?”
“You heard,” Stiggy said, and turned away.
Colin grabbed Stiggy’s arm and spun him back around. “Stiggy, you don’t know what you’re saying. It’s the fucking glue talking, mate. You don’t even like skinheads, remember? You hate them as much as I do, so why would you want to take one of them home with you? Think about what those baldy cunts will do to you when they find out. You think they will just let you walk out of here with one of their birds?”
“I don’t fucking care, leave me alone,” Stiggy shouted.
“Mate, she’s only doing this so she can watch her boyfriends kick the fuck out of you later. Can’t you see that?”
Stiggy shrugged.
Colin grabbed Stiggy’s jacket and pulled him away from the bar. Stiggy stumbled a few steps before wrenching himself free, then launched a drunken punch. Colin jerked his head to one side and Stiggy’s fist sliced through the air a few inches away from his face.
Colin shook his head and retreated back to his seat. He took out a cigarette and lit it. Stiggy glared at him for a few seconds, as if daring him to say anything else, before returning to the bar. The skinhead girl sought Stiggy’s hand and held it. She too glared at Colin.
Colin’s hands shook as he drank the rest of his beer and smoked his cigarette. This was bad. Very bad. He had to get Stiggy out of there before the skinheads saw him messing with their bird. But he couldn’t do it on his own, he would need help. Maybe Brian could shout some sense into Stiggy, and if that didn’t work they would all just have to drag him away from her by force.
Colin returned to the stage area, but he couldn’t see Brian anywhere for all the jerking, spasmodic bodies leaping around. He inched his way through the crowd to where he had seen him last, prising people apart to make a gap big enough to squeeze through. Some parted easily, others resisted and he needed to physically barge past them. A few, unwilling to give up their position under any circumstances, turned and pushed him in the chest, sending him stumbling back a few steps, further away from his goal.
Colin didn’t make much headway into the heart of the crowd until a song ended and the audience started to relax and thin out to avoid the body heat given off by their closest neighbours. Pushing his way through, he found Brian just as the next song started, and his shouted words were drowned out by a crashing wall of sound from the nearby PA system.
Colin pulled on Brian’s arm to get him out of the crowd so he could talk to him properly, but Brian must have thought he wanted to dance because he grabbed a handful of Colin’s shirt and swung him around by it. The unexpected momentum took Colin by surprise and he was propelled into the back of a stocky skinhead. The skinhead turned and pushed Colin away. Colin stumbled back and lost his balance, then tumbled to the ground.
Two arms came down to help Colin back to his feet. When he looked up he saw it was the same skinhead who had been barging him earlier, the same lop-sided grin on his face. The skinhead pulled Colin to his feet and looped a sweaty arm around his neck. He rushed into the crowd, pulling Colin with him.
Surrounded by writhing bodies packed closely together, Colin had no option but to wait until the next lull between songs. He hoped it would last long enough for him to reach Brian and warn him about what was going to happen.
The song ended, but there was no rest gap, no opportunity to reach Brian.
“Police Scum!” Manny shouted, and the band immediately started playing again. This was the song Cockney Upstarts usually ended their set with, so Colin knew he didn’t have much time left. People at the back of the crowd surged forward, causing even more of a crush around the stage.
Manny pulled the microphone from its stand and screamed into it. He raised his arms above his head and launched himself from the stage like an Olympic diver. Twenty pairs of arms rose to catch him and lower him to the ground. Manny was in the midst of the crowd, singing Police Scum, everyone within range of the microphone shouting along with him. People just out of range fought for a closer position.
Colin was swept along by the crowd as everyone clawed their way closer to Manny, all wanting to be a part of the band for their anthem title. Someone wrenched the microphone from Manny’s hand, and his voice was replaced with a gruff Yorkshire accent that screamed the words out of tune. Manny lost his footing as the crowd surged after the microphone, everyone wanting their own turn with it, and he fell to the floor. He raised his arms to protect his head as boots swarmed over him, oblivious to his plight.
The song ended, and the band stopped playing, but the crowd around the microphone continued singing, starting up a rendition of We’re All Upstarts. The lead guitarist and bass player jumped off the stage and pulled Manny to his feet. They helped him back onto the stage and he stood there swaying as blood poured from his nose and mouth.
The crowd started to thin out as people drifted away to the bar for one final drink before they made their way home. The skinheads were busy giving Nazi salutes and sieg heiling to each other. Colin saw his chance to get to Brian.
* * *
“Stiggy’s off on one again, we need to get him out of here quick.”
Brian rolled his eyes and nodded. “I told you we shouldn’t have fetched him.” He sighed and beckoned Twiglet and Spazzo over. They both had red faces and were dripping with sweat.
“Fucking smart or what?” Twiglet said. His smile dropped. “What’s up?”
“Fucking Stiggy,” Colin said. “He’s that fucking glued up he’s on about taking a skinhead bird home with him.” He nodded at the group of skinheads by the stage, who seemed to have had their fill of Nazi salutes and were jumping on each other’s shoulders. “We need to get him out of here before that lot find out.”
Stiggy looked like he was about to leave when they reached him. He stood by the bar, holding hands with the skinhead girl, and they turned toward the exit together.
“Stiggy wait,” Colin shouted.
Stiggy looked over his shoulder but continued walking.
“Oi, that’s my fucking bird, you cunt!” someone shouted from nearby.
Colin spun around. The large skinhead ran toward him, closely followed by his young mates. Colin’s stomach flipped. He took a few steps back, out of their path. This was it, Stiggy was toast and there was nothing he could do about it. They were too late.
The barman disappeared through a door into a back room. Colin looked for the two bouncers, and saw them standing guard at the band’s dressing room door. They were smiling as they watched, arms folded across their chests.
“Leave him, Joe,” the skinhead girl said. She stood between Stiggy and the large skinhead, looking tiny and frail in comparison. Her bottom lip trembled as she clenched her fists by her sides.
“Shut up you fucking slag,” the skinhead snarled. He lunged toward her and slapped her hard in the face with the back of his hand.
The skinhead girl staggered back, a bright red mark on her face where she had been struck. She stumbled and Stiggy caught her in his arms. The skinhead rushed forward and punched her in the stomach. She doubled over and fell to her knees groaning.
Stiggy roared and ran at the skinhead. He picked up an empty Babycham bottle from the bar and raised it. He swung it down at the skinhead’s head. The skinhead brought up one of his tattoo-covered arms just in time, and the bottle bounced off it. He grabbed Stiggy’s wrist and twisted it. Stiggy cried out and dropped the bottle. The skinhead stamped down on it, shattering it beneath his boot, and wrenched Stiggy’s arm up his back. Stiggy bent over, yelling. The skinhead roared and shoved him head-first into the bar. Stiggy crumpled to the ground, the skinhead moved in for the kill. Stiggy curled himself up into a ball, the skinhead kicked out at his arms and legs. The young skinheads cheered him on.
Twiglet and Spazzo rushed forward to intercept. The young skinheads swarmed over them and they went down in a hail of fists and boots. Brian jumped on the large skinhead’s back and wrapped his arms around his neck. He kicked out his legs to unbalance him. The large skinhead twisted and turned, tried to punch Brian in the face. The skinhead girl stumbled toward Stiggy, holding her stomach with one hand.
Colin knew he should do something to help Brian but he was frozen to the spot. He watched the skinhead girl help Stiggy to his feet, then support him with an arm around his waist while they staggered to the exit. It was only when the group of young skinheads got bored of kicking the unconscious bodies of Twiglet and Spazzo and looked around for a fresh target that he sprang into action.
Colin rushed up to the large skinhead and pushed him in the chest with both hands. He toppled over, Brian still clinging to his back. Brian gave out a loud gasp when the skinhead landed on top of him. His hands fell to his sides. The skinhead rolled over and straddled him, raised his fists to pummel his upturned face.
Colin grabbed the skinhead around the neck and pulled with all his might. The skinhead sprang up and spun to face him. He laughed and grabbed Colin’s wrists, stretched his arms out wide and pulled Colin closer. His head snapped back, then launched forward to smack Colin on the bridge of his nose.
Blinding pain soared through Colin. The skinhead pushed him away, into the waiting arms of the younger skinheads. They pulled him to the ground and went to work on him with their boots.
* * *
Trog watched the scuffle at the bar with interest. It wasn’t his fight, so there was no need to get involved. The gobby student punk and his mates were getting a right fucking hammering though. The Shefferham mob had no class the way they were all steaming in six onto one. Trog preferred a fair fight, something you could brag about to your mates later. This was just the sort of brutal thuggery that gave skinheads a bad name.
Someone yelled “Coppers!” and everyone drew silent to listen. Trog heard two-tone sirens wailing in the distance, until a mass stampede toward the exit door drowned them out.
“Time to get fucked off,” Don said. Trog nodded and followed him to the exit.
Near the bar, the large skinhead picked up the stem of a broken Babycham bottle and straddled the gobby student’s mate. He smiled as he raised the jagged glass shard above his head like a dagger. Trog stopped to watch, torn between intervening and getting the fuck out of there while he still had time.
The gobby student’s mate cried out and raised his hands to protect his face. The skinhead slashed down and sliced through a wrist. Blood spurted like it had been shot from a water pistol, staining the skinhead’s British Movement T-shirt.
“Trog, come on,” Don yelled, “we need to get fucked off before the coppers get here.”
“You go on, I’ll catch you up later. Meet me at the train station if you need to scarper from outside.”
Trog ran up to the large skinhead just as he raised the broken bottle again. He made a grab for his wrist, but the skinhead jerked it away at the last second and backhanded Trog across the face. Trog stumbled back, the skinhead laughed and rammed the broken bottle into the punk’s neck. He pulled it out and threw it at Trog, then swaggered casually toward the exit door.
* * *
Colin opened his eyes and groaned. Every inch of his body ached. Sirens howled in the distance, getting closer. Colin rolled onto his side and pushed himself up onto his knees. He shook his head and looked around. Tables and chairs were tipped over, broken glass was everywhere. Twiglet lay groaning a few feet away. Spazzo sat holding his face in his hands, blood dripping from his mouth.
Colin looked down when he realised his knees were wet, and saw a large pool of blood. He searched his body frantically for knife wounds. When he found none he looked behind him and gasped. Brian lay still on the ground, a skinhead straddled over him.
Hands around Brian’s neck.
Strangling him.
Rage surged through Colin. It was the same skinhead who had been giving him hassle all week, the midget bald bastard who had attacked him for no reason in The Queen’s Head. And now he was killing Brian.
“You’ve had it now, you fucking cunt!” Colin roared. He ran to the skinhead, adrenalin coursing through his body and giving strength to his aching limbs. He barrelled into the skinhead, hands outstretched, and pushed him off Brian. The skinhead rolled onto his side and sat up, glaring at Colin. Blood spurted from a large, gaping wound in Brian’s neck. Colin stared in shock. Brian was unconscious, his face deathly white.
The skinhead crawled toward Brian and clamped a hand over his neck. “We need to put pressure on the wounds or he’ll fucking bleed to death,” he said.
Colin gaped at the skinhead, open mouthed. The skinhead looked up at him. “For fuck’s sake, get down here and help me or he’ll fucking die!”
Colin knelt down and stared at Brian, saw more blood gushing from his wrist. “What do I do?”
“Take your belt off and tie it around his arm, just below the elbow. As tight as you can. Then hold his arm up. I hope that’s a fucking ambulance I can hear coming.”
Colin removed his belt and held it out to the skinhead. “I don’t know what to do. You should do it, you seem to know what you’re doing.”
The skinhead glared at him. “If I let go of his neck again he’ll fucking die. Now fucking do it or I’ll fucking batter you! Get that fucking belt round his fucking arm! Now!” Colin startled, almost dropping the belt. “For fuck’s sake, just do it you useless cunt!”
Colin looped the belt around Brian’s arm and pushed the end through the buckle. “Here?” he asked, still unsure if this was the right thing to do or not.
“A bit further up his arm,” the skinhead said. Colin slid the belt a few inches closer to Brian’s elbow. “That’s it. Now pull the fucker tight and don’t let go.”
Colin looked at the jagged gash in Brian’s wrist while he pulled the belt tighter. The gushing blood slowed to a trickle.
“It’s working,” Colin said, amazed. “Shouldn’t we do the same with his neck?”
The skinhead looked up and shook his head slowly. “Don’t be fucking daft.”
“But …”
Before Colin could finish his sentence, police swarmed through the door with a loud yell. Colin looked up just in time to see a raised truncheon hurtle toward his face, then he slumped over Brian and lost consciousness.
 



6 Police Bastard
Colin felt the ground vibrating beneath his cheek. He lifted his head a few inches and opened his eyes, saw a row of boots and trainers. The ground fell away, then jerked up to smack him in the face. He groaned and sat up, rubbed his aching head. Battered, bleeding faces stared down at him. The police van drove over another pot-hole, jarring his spine.
“You, sit down with the other scum,” someone shouted.
Colin turned his head slowly, every movement causing intense pain. A policeman glared at him, tapping a truncheon into the palm of his hand.
“You all right, Col?” Spazzo asked. He reached down and helped Colin to his feet. The van lurched around a corner. Colin stumbled and fell against the other punks lining the wall of the van. A few swore at him, others reached out to help him regain his balance and sit down on the bench.
Colin looked at the faces staring at him from another bench at the opposite side of the van. The skinhead who had been helping Brian nodded to him. Blood dripped from a gash in the side of his head, his face a mass of bruises.
Colin startled. “Where’s Brian?” he asked, searching the faces of the other occupants of the van.
“No talking,” the policeman shouted.
The skinhead shrugged. “I don’t know, mate. Hopefully down at the hospital.”
“Is he all right? Did we save him?”
The policeman tapped his truncheon into the palm of his hand with more force. “I said no fucking talking!”
Trog shook his head and looked down at his boots. “I don’t know, mate. I held on as long as I could but there was too many fucking coppers and they battered me the same way they battered you. I don’t know what happened after that, it’s not long since I came round meself.”
* * *
“Empty your pockets on the desk and remove your belt and shoe laces.”
A broad-shouldered, overweight policeman in his late forties glared at Colin from behind a counter. He picked up a cracked mug and took a loud slurp from its contents.
“Is there any news about me mate?” Colin asked.
The policeman scowled. “What mate would that be?”
“He got stabbed. We were trying to help him.”
The policeman shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. Now empty your pockets and remove your belt and shoe laces.”
Colin crouched down and removed the laces from his trainers, then put them on the counter.
“And the belt,” the policeman said.
Colin lifted his T-shirt. “I haven’t got one, it’s on me mate’s arm.”
The policeman grunted. “Empty your pockets.”
Colin rifled through his pockets in turn, and put the contents on the desk. The policeman poked through them with a pen, separating them out. He picked up Colin’s cigarettes and put them in his pocket.
“These will need testing for drugs,” he said, glaring at Colin. “You got any objections to that?”
Colin shook his head. The policeman pulled out a form and wrote down an itemised list of Colin’s remaining possessions. He spoke aloud as he put them in a plastic bag.
“One handkerchief, used. One train ticket, used.” The policeman counted out Colin’s loose change and dropped it into the bag. “Seventy-six pence in coins. One cigarette lighter. One wallet.” He picked up Colin’s wallet, flipped it open, and took out a five pound note and two one pound notes. He looked Colin in the eye and continued his inventory. “One wallet, empty.”
Colin took a step closer to the counter. “What? Oh come on, I need that for the train home.”
“One wallet, empty,” the policeman repeated.
Colin looked down at his feet. “Fucking bastard,” he said under his breath.
“What was that?” the policeman asked, leaning forward and scowling.
Colin shook his head. “Nothing.”
The policeman sealed the plastic bag and pushed the form across the counter to Colin. “Sign here,” he said and dropped the pen on top of the form.
Colin signed his name at the bottom of the form and put the pen down. “So what happens now?” he asked.
“We’ll get you checked over by a doctor, then you can go to beddy-byes in the cells. You’ll be processed in the morning with the others.”
“What? I can’t stay here all night, me Gran will be worried if I don’t come home.”
The policeman sighed. “You’re entitled to one phone call, you can use that to let her know what a naughty boy you’ve been.”
Colin frowned. “We’re not on the phone.”
The policeman shrugged. “Well she’ll just have to worry then, won’t she?”
* * *
The doctor gave Colin a cursory examination, then declared him fit enough for custody. A policeman led Colin by the arm to a cell and pushed him inside. The door slammed behind Colin and he spun to face it. An observation hatch slid open. A face scowled through it for a few seconds, then the hatch slid shut.
Colin looked around the small cell. A bed, little more than a wooden shelf jutting out of one wall, had a thin rubber mattress on top to sleep on. There were no sheets or pillows, and the mattress itself had dark stains on it that Colin didn’t want to think about. The cell smelled of faeces, the stench coming from a chipped porcelain toilet in one corner. It had no seat, and overflowed with foul-looking waste.
Someone in the next cell sang out of tune, slurring his words. The man’s voice rose and fell in volume, occasionally punctuated by a belch.
“Shut it,” someone shouted. The off-key singing became louder. Colin heard footsteps outside, and the scrape of an observation hatch sliding open. “I said shut it, you fucking black bastard.”
The drunken singer stopped in mid-line, only to resume again from where he left off when the hatch was closed.
Keys jangled, a lock opened, and a door slammed back on its hinges. Colin heard a short scuffle, followed by a cry of pain. The door slammed again, and heavy footsteps clumped toward Colin’s own cell. His observation hatch opened. A face scowled in through the rectangular opening. Colin looked at the man and held his hands up in surrender. The hatch closed.
“Wait,” Colin shouted, walking up to the door. “Is there any news about me mate? He got stabbed at The Maples earlier tonight.”
The scowling face reappeared and glared in at him. His mouth turned into a sneer. “Died on the way to the hospital,” he said. “Good fucking riddance if you ask me. One less scumbag on the streets for us to deal with.”
Colin’s world lurched to one side. Blood rushed to his head, an ice-cold shiver ran down his spine. He staggered across to the bed and slumped down on it, holding his face in his hands. He cried for the first time in twelve years, his body shaking with loud, uncontrollable sobs.
* * *
The next day, Colin was fingerprinted and then released without charge.
“A witness backed up your version of the story,” he was told by a scowling police officer.
Colin didn’t really care. None of that mattered any more. His best mate, someone he had grown up with and had known most of his life, was dead. Murdered by a skinhead he didn’t even know, over something he didn’t even have anything to do with.
Colin fought back the tears as he was given back his possessions and signed a form to confirm they were all present and correct. He did this without question. The loss of his cigarettes and money just didn’t seem important any more. He didn’t even notice his cigarette lighter was also missing.
Stepping out into the glaring sun, Colin saw the short skinhead sitting on a wall outside the police station. The skinhead jumped down and walked toward him.
“What did they do you for?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Colin said, looking down at the skinhead’s boots.
“Jammy bastard. They did me for affray and resisting arrest. Fucking cunts, all I were doing was trying to keep your mate alive until the ambulances got there.”
“Brian’s dead,” Colin said. His voice came out as a squeak, and a tear rolled down his cheek.
The skinhead looked at him in silence for a few seconds, then shook his head. “Mate, that’s a fucking shame. I know we had our differences, but fucking hell. No cunt deserves to die like that.”
Colin sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.
“You know …” the skinhead began, then looked away. “I … er … I’m sorry I whacked you the other night. You caught me at a bad time. I’d just split up with me bird, you see, and –”
“It doesn’t really matter now, does it?”
“I’m Trog,” the skinhead said, holding out his hand. When Colin didn’t take it, he lowered it to his side. “Have you got any money? Some bastard copper took all mine, and I haven’t got enough for the train. I can pay you back double when we get home, I’ll get me brother to meet us at the train station.”
“No,” Colin said, shaking his head. “They took all my money as well, I’ve only got about sixty pence left. Fuck. How are we going to get home?”
Trog frowned. “Bollocks, I was hoping it were just me. I’ve only got about thirty pence meself. Never mind, I’ve got another idea. Come on.”
* * *
At the train station, Colin waited outside a telephone box while Trog called his brother.
“All sorted,” Trog said when he stepped out.
“You think it will work?” Colin asked.
“Yeah, no worries. Besides, have you got any better ideas?” Colin shook his head. “Well come on then. Trust me.”
They bought a platform ticket each and passed through the barrier onto the platform. Colin bought a pack of ten cigarettes from a kiosk and begged a light from a passing woman. It was the first cigarette he had smoked since the previous night, and on an empty stomach the nicotine rush made him light headed.
When the train arrived they boarded it and headed straight for the toilet in the end carriage. Trog put the toilet lid down and sat on it. Colin squeezed in by a small sink opposite the toilet and closed the door behind him. He was about to lock it when Trog stopped him.
“Don’t lock the door.”
“Why not?” Colin’s hand hovered over the lock, ready to slide it into place.
“The conductor will know there’s someone in here if you lock it, and he’ll wait outside to check our tickets. If he sees it unlocked he’ll think it’s empty and just walk past.”
“But what if someone comes in?” Colin asked.
“Stick your foot against the door, they’ll think it’s jammed.”
Colin sat down on the floor with his back against the door. He pulled out his cigarettes, but Trog told him to put them away. Colin frowned, remembering he didn’t have anything to light them with anyway, and put the cigarettes back in his pocket.
“So how did you know what to do?” he asked.
Trog shrugged. “I used to do it all the time when I were a kid.”
Colin looked up and shook his head. “No, I mean with Brian. That stuff you were doing, and that thing with the belt and all that.”
“Learned it at work, didn’t I?”
“Work?” Colin asked. His eyes widened. He didn’t know anyone his age who had a job, and this revelation came as a complete surprise to him.
“Yeah.”
“What are you, like a doctor or something?”
Trog laughed. “Nah, I work down the pit. I’m training to be a deputy. I wanted to be an electrician really, but they didn’t have any of them left when I applied, so I went for deputy instead. First aid is part of what a deputy does. You know, for when there’s like an accident or something.”
“What’s it like down the pit? I nearly applied meself when I left school, but me Gran wouldn’t let me.”
Trog snorted. “It’s a bit of a shit hole, but a job’s a job innit? The money’s good, and they’ll always need miners so it’s a job for life. It beats being on the fucking dole anyway. Half my mates are on the dole and they’re always fucking skint.”
* * *
Colin opened the toilet door a few inches when the train pulled into their station. He peered out to check the coast was clear before opening it fully. They left the train and headed for the waiting room, where Trog said he had arranged to meet his brother.
“Piece of fucking piss,” Trog said, smiling. “We’ll get the new platform tickets from me brother, then we’re home free. Fucking literally.”
Trog was still grinning right up until he pushed open the waiting room door. A bald, stocky man in his early fifties glared up at him from a seated position at the far end of the waiting room.
“Dad, what are you doing here?” Trog asked.
Trog’s father lumbered toward him, a look of thunder in his eyes. “You stupid fucking cunt,” he yelled, and struck Trog across the face with the back of his hand. “How many times do I need to tell you?” He punched Trog in the stomach. Trog doubled over, the man brought his knee up into Trog’s face.
Colin stared at the man in shock as Trog fell onto his back. He didn’t know if he should try to help Trog or not, whether he even could do anything against this monster if he wanted to. The man was about to launch a kick at Trog’s prone body when he noticed Colin standing there. He wheeled toward him.
“And you,” the man said, jabbing Colin in the chest with his finger. “You’d better stay away from Stephen from now on, or I’ll fucking kill you. I’m not having cunts like you leading him astray. You got that?”
Colin nodded, backing away.
“Good. Now here’s your fucking ticket, so fuck off. This is family business, nothing to do with you.”
The man threw a platform ticket on the floor. Colin picked it up, his eyes staying on the older man the whole time. He backed out of the waiting room, watched as the man turned his attention back to his son and started yelling.
Colin made his way to the train station exit. His hand shook as he handed over the platform ticket to a guard standing by the barrier. The guard gave the ticket a cursory glance and tore it in half, then waved Colin through the barrier. Colin sighed, not realising he had been holding his breath.
A man sat on a bench outside the train station, reading the local newspaper and smoking a cigarette. Colin approached him and asked for a light. The man looked up from his newspaper. His eyes widened when he took in Colin’s battered appearance, but he nodded. He folded up the newspaper and put it down beside him on the bench, then reached into a pocket. He pulled out a lighter and handed it to Colin.
“Cheers mate,” Colin said. He lit his cigarette and gave the man his lighter back. The man put it away and picked up the newspaper. Colin gaped at the front page headline when the man unfolded the newspaper. He snatched it from the man’s hands so he could read it.
PUNK RIOT, LOCAL YOUTH CRITICAL!
Colin skimmed the story, looking for specific names and details. He smiled, then read the article again from the beginning, just to make sure.
A riot broke out at a Shefferham punk rock concert last night. “It was like something out of a cowboy film,” said the head of security at pop music venue The Maples. Local punk rocker Brian Mathews, unemployed, was rushed to hospital following a stabbing incident during the riot. He is said to be in a stable but critical condition. “He was lucky the police were on hand to give first aid assistance,” said a hospital spokesman. Several other punk rockers were also injured and required hospital treatment. The Star says: Do we really want this punk rock menace on the streets of Shefferham?
Colin held the newspaper out to its owner and grinned. “He’s not dead. He’s not fucking dead!”
The man edged away from Colin, palms raised. Colin smiled at the man, and took a step toward him to give him his newspaper back, but the man turned and ran away. Colin shrugged and put the newspaper down on the bench.
All he had to do now was walk home and think of some excuse he could give his Gran for staying out all night. That and make sure she didn’t see the local paper.
 



7 Life Moves On
Mike Thornton and Twiglet both frowned when Trog walked up to their table in The White Swan. He put down a tray containing two pints of bitter and a pint of lager, then sat down between Colin and Brian.
“Cheers Trog,” Colin said. He lifted one of the glasses and took a long drink.
“Yeah, cheers,” Brian said, nodding his head.
It was Brian’s first night out since being discharged from hospital the previous week. He’d jumped at the chance to get out of the house when Colin called round for him earlier in the evening, especially when Colin said he had arranged to meet Becky and Kaz. Brian confided in Colin as they left that he was sick of his mother fussing over him all the time, like he was some sort of invalid. She made Colin swear he wouldn’t let Brian drink any alcohol, and that he would keep him well away from any skinheads. She didn’t believe Colin’s story that it had been a skinhead who saved Brian’s life, preferring to believe the newspaper version saying it had been the police who saved him.
“It should be me buying you one though, I reckon,” Brian said, looking at Trog.
Trog held up his hand and waved off the offer. “Nah, don’t worry about it. I got some good news today anyway.”
“Oh yeah?” Colin said, leaning forward. “What’s that then?”
“Ian finally woke up this afternoon, it looks like he’s going to be okay.”
“Lazy bastard,” Mike said with a grin. Trog glared across the table at him. “What?” Mike asked with a shrug.
“He was in a fucking coma, you cunt.”
“Ah, okay, sorry mate. So what were up with him, like? Car crash or something?”
“Some cunt twatted him on the way home a few weeks ago.”
Mike looked at Colin. Colin looked away.
“So, um,” Mike said, “has he said who it was that smacked him then?”
Trog shook his head slowly, maintaining eye contact with Mike. “No, not yet. He says he can’t remember anything, but the doctor says that’s just temporary and it’ll all come back to him over the next few weeks.”
“I’m just off to the bog,” Mike announced, and rose to his feet.
Trog watched him go, then turned to Colin. “So where’s that scruffy mate of yours, Stinky or whatever his name is?”
“Stiggy? Fuck knows. I haven’t seen him since the Cockney Upstarts gig. I went round to his flat the other week but he wasn’t there. The Rasta next door said he hadn’t seen him either.”
“He’s probably off his fucking head on glue somewhere,” Brian said. “You know what he’s like.”
Colin shrugged. “Yeah, probably. I just wish he’d get in touch though. I nearly shit meself when I heard about that bloke they found in Shefferham with his head stoved in. I were sure that was Stiggy until they showed a photo of him on the news. I thought them fucking skinheads must have caught up with him or something.” He looked at Trog. “No offence, like,” he added.
“None taken,” Trog said. “They weren’t skinheads anyway, they were fucking boneheads.”
“What’s the difference?” Twiglet asked.
Trog looked at the half-caste in silence for a few seconds before replying. “Boneheads are fucking Nazis.”
Twiglet snorted. “What, and skinheads aren’t?”
“Nah, are they fuck.”
Born to Run started playing on the pub’s jukebox as Mike returned from the toilet and went to the bar. Twiglet groaned and shook his head. “Oh, fuck off!”
“No, straight up,” Trog said. “Your proper skinheads don’t give a fuck about all that Hitler bollocks. We love our country too much for that. Anyway, I’m off.” He turned to Brian and patted him on the back. “Good to see you out and about again, anyway. If you want to come down to The Black Bull later I’ll introduce you to the rest of the lads.”
Brian nodded. “Yeah, I might do one day. Not tonight though, I’m meeting me bird in here in a bit, then we’re off down to The Juggler’s Rest to see a band.”
“Yeah?” Trog said, grinning. “Well give her one for me. And enjoy your fucking hippy music.”
Twiglet and Mike were singing as Trog left. They raised their beer glasses and clashed them together.
“Scum like us, maybe we don’t give a fu-uck!”
* * *
“Lager, Trog?”
“Yeah, cheers Mandy.” Trog looked over at a group of skinheads and raised his hand to them.
“Good news about Ian,” Mandy said as she pulled his lager.
“Yeah,” Trog said, smiling. “He’s gonna be fucking ugly for a while though, until they fix his face up. But the way them nurses are fussing over him he’s loving every fucking minute of it.”
Trog pulled out his wallet to pay for the drink. Mandy shook her head. “No, don’t worry about it. This one’s on me. So how did you get on in court the other day?”
“Fifty quid fine and thirty-six hours attendance centre.”
“Attendance centre? What’s that then?”
Trog shrugged. “Dunno, some new bollocks they’ve come up with. I have to go to this place in Shefferham every Saturday afternoon for the next ten weeks.”
“Oh,” Mandy said, looking down. “Do you have to go this weekend?”
“Yeah. They said if I miss any they’ll add an extra five hours on top of the ones I miss, as well as another fine.”
“That’s a shame. There’s a Ska festival on at Cleethorpes this weekend, I thought you might want to come with me? We could get a room in a bed and breakfast, my treat.” She leaned her elbows on the bar and smiled across at him, her chin cradled in her hands.
Trog closed his eyes and ran his hand over the stubble on the back of his head. “I should really go to this attendance centre thing,” he said, avoiding Mandy’s gaze.
“You could go there next weekend instead, I’m sure they won’t mind. Go on, it’ll be fucking brilliant. I haven’t been to anything like that for years. We wouldn’t need to spend the whole weekend at the festival, there’s other stuff we could do. And it’ll be a right laugh, there’ll be skins from all over the country there. It’ll be just like the old days.”
Trog frowned, then nodded his head. “Yeah, fuck it. They’ll have to do without me this week. I’ll tell them I’m sick or something.”
Mandy jumped up and down, clapping her hands together, and squealed in excitement. She reached across the bar and grabbed Trog by the neck with both hands, pulled him close, and hugged him.
* * *
Colin, Brian, Becky and Kaz were in The Juggler’s Rest watching the band set up their equipment when Stiggy walked through the door with a short-haired girl in a baggy Discharge T-shirt.
“Stiggy!” Colin shouted. “Where the fuck have you been? And what’s with the fucking beard?”
Stiggy grinned and raised a hand. He went to the bar for drinks, then swaggered over to their table.
“All right, Col?” Stiggy said. “You remember Sally, right?”
Colin looked at the short-haired girl standing by Stiggy’s side.
“All right,” she said, nodding.
It took Colin a while to recognise her at first, because she had cut off her pink fringe and the rest of her hair was starting to grow out. It was the bottle of Babycham in her hand that clinched it.
“Er, yeah. All right, Sally.”
“I brung your record,” Stiggy said. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a twelve inch album. “I thought it were shite at first, but it sort of grows on you after a while.”
Colin took the record and flipped it over to look at the front cover. With everything that had happened he had forgot all about lending it to Stiggy.
“Cheers, Stiggy. So how did you know we’d be in here?”
Stiggy shrugged. “Friday, innit? Where else would you be?”
“So where have you been then?”
“Here and there.”
Brian drained his glass and rose to his feet. “Anyone want anything from the bar?”
Kaz frowned. “Should you be drinking that much in your condition?”
Brian groaned. “Don’t you start as well. I’ve had me mam fussing round me ever since I got out of hospital. I’ve only had a few pints, it’s not like I’m going to get smashed out of my head and start a fight with a gang of skinheads.” He looked at Stiggy as he spoke. Stiggy’s face reddened.
“Yeah well,” Stiggy said. “That’s all sorted now. We—” Sally looked sharply at Stiggy and nudged him in the ribs. Stiggy looked away and took a sip from his cider. He sat down opposite Colin and cradled the glass in his hand. “Look, the thing is, we’re getting off in the morning. There’s some people after us, so we’re moving away.”
“What, for good?” Colin asked.
“Yeah.”
“Where are you going, like?” Brian asked.
Stiggy opened his mouth to speak, but Sally got in first. “Manchester.”
Colin frowned. “What the fuck’s in Manchester?”
Stiggy looked at Sally, then shrugged. “No idea, I’ve never been. But I reckon it’s a big city with loads of people, so it’ll be easy to lose ourselves there.”
“Blimey,” Brian said. “Fucking Manchester, eh? Well good luck with it, yeah?”
Stiggy nodded. “Cheers Brian. That means a lot.”
“You’ll keep in touch though?” Colin asked. “Send me your address when you get sorted so we can all come down and visit?”
“Yeah, of course I will,” Stiggy said, looking away.
“So,” Colin said, rising to his feet. He held his beer glass out in a toast. “Here’s to Stiggy. Cunt of the year, 1982.”
“Piss off,” Stiggy said with a wide grin.
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Trog felt the bed lurch to one side with a screech of rusty bedsprings, then bounce back up as Mandy climbed out. He moaned, still only half awake, and rolled over to occupy the space she had vacated. It was warm, and still carried her scent. Trog smiled and clutched the pillow, then drew it toward himself imagining it was Mandy as he breathed in the musky aroma. His eyes flickered open just in time to see Mandy bent over before him, picking up her bra and knickers from the floor. Trog grinned, suddenly wide awake.
“Fuck me, what a sight to wake up to.”
Mandy turned and smiled down at him as she clipped her bra on back to front around her waist.
“Go back to sleep, it’s still early.”
Mandy spun the bra around and lifted the cups over her breasts, then shuffled her arms through the shoulder straps. Trog yawned and stretched out his arms, enjoying the view.
“Why, what time is it?” he asked.
“Just gone six.”
“What? Well what are you doing up then? Get back in here.”
Trog pulled back a corner of the bedcovers and looked up at Mandy expectantly. When she didn’t respond he patted the mattress next to him, sending up a small cloud of dust.
Mandy sat down at the bottom of the bed, setting the springs off creaking again, and manoeuvred her feet into her knickers. She stood up and bent down slowly, giving Trog another quick flash before she pulled them up and snapped them into place around her waist.
“I can’t sleep, I’m too excited,” she said.
“Yeah well, you’re not the only one after that performance. Anyway, who said anything about sleeping?”
Mandy turned to face him. Her eyes lingered on Trog’s erection poking up through the bed covers and she smiled.
“Didn’t you get enough of that last night?”
“Does it look like it?”
“Yeah well, you’ll have to wait. I want to try on some clothes for Cleethorpes. I haven’t worn my skinhead gear for years now, and I need to check it still fits.”
Trog ran his hands across the short stubble over his crown and clasped them together behind his head. He propped himself up on a pillow to get a better view of Mandy posing before the full-length mirror on her wardrobe door. She was brushing out her feather-cut, the only part of the skinhead look she still kept from her youth.
“What made you give it up?” Trog asked.
Mandy glanced quizzically at Trog’s reflection in the mirror while she continued brushing. “Give what up?”
“Your skinhead gear.”
“You don’t think I’m too old?”
“Nah, don’t be daft. You’re only, what, twenny-five?”
“Twenty-six.”
“Yeah well, same difference. Anyway, you know what they say, you’re only as old as the man you feel.”
Mandy laughed. She put the hair brush down on a nearby dressing table and picked up a small cordless battery operated shaver. She flicked it on, and it buzzed in her hand like an angry wasp.
“So how old does that make me then?”
Trog’s face reddened. He had assumed Mandy knew how old he was, and hoped his answer wouldn’t put her off him. It had started out as a bit of a laugh when Mandy had first come onto him in the Black Bull, following a bust up with his girlfriend. Trog had been egged on by his mates, who taunted him that he would never be able to pull a fit old bird like Mandy. But over the few weeks they had been together he had grown quite fond of her, and didn’t want it to end just yet.
“Nineteen,” he said. He looked down at his toes and wiggled them under the bedcovers, then looked back up at Mandy to check her reaction.
Mandy’s eyes widened as she stared at him through the mirror. After a short pause, she shrugged and looked away.
“Put some music on, yeah? But not too loud, these walls are paper-thin and I don’t want the old couple in the next flat complaining to the landlord again. We probably kept them awake half the night as it is.”
Trog smiled to himself as the memories flooded into his mind. Mandy was certainly an energetic lover, and it was a toss up between which made the most noise, the rusty bed springs or Mandy’s yells and squeals.
It had been the first night Trog had slept over at Mandy’s bedsit, and it had been her idea for him to stay the night. It would mean they could make an early start for the trip to Cleethorpes, she had said. Not that Trog needed any convincing. He still couldn’t believe his luck that Mandy had chosen him out of all the other skinheads who frequented The Black Bull. It wasn’t as if he was anything special to look at.
He peeled back the bed covers and sat up, feeling self-conscious about his naked body in the cold light of day. He was a bit overweight, he knew that, with the beginnings of a beer belly threatening to take over his physique. But what he was embarrassed about the most was his lack of height. At just over five foot tall, he was shorter than everyone he knew – including Mandy, though she herself was only a few inches taller.
But Trog would never let his insecurity over his height show in public. To everyone else who knew him, and certainly to those who didn’t, he was a cock-sure skinhead who took no shit from anyone, and was always the first into battle when any trouble kicked off.
He spun his legs out of bed and pushed down on his penis with the palm of his hand, but his raging hard-on refused to go away. Watching the rear view of Mandy in her underwear as the shaver buzzed over the side of her head didn’t help. With a sigh, he pulled on his underpants, stretching the fabric out at the front to fit his manhood inside. He located his bleached jeans on the floor and struggled into them, then reached down for the attached pair of red braces and pulled them up over his naked chest.
“After you with that shaver, yeah?” Trog said. He walked toward a battered old turntable in the centre of the dressing table and thumbed through Mandy’s collection of singles, all old 45s by bands he had never heard of before.
“Haven’t you got any Cockney Upstarts?” he asked with a frown.
“You know I only like the old stuff,” Mandy said without looking away from the mirror.
“So what do you want me to put on then?”
“I don’t mind, really. You decide.”
Trog looked through the singles again. There was nothing of interest among the plain brown cardboard sleeves, so he turned his attention to a small collection of albums propped up against one of the legs of the dressing table. One with a photo of a group of skinheads posing by a brick wall caught his eye, and he slipped it out of its dog-eared sleeve. He put the record on the turntable and slid across the starting switch with his thumb, then sat back down on the bed while the record player clicked and whirred into action. The record popped and crackled like frying bacon as it began to play.
“Watta-watta-watta,” someone sang, and a slow ska beat started up.
Mandy squealed with delight. Her hips swayed in time to the music as she shaved herself. Trog folded his arms and watched, smiling. It was worth putting up with the awful music if this was the effect it had on her.
Mandy switched off the shaver and spun around gracefully like a ballet dancer. She held the shaver like a microphone and sang along to the record as she made her way slowly toward Trog. She ran her hand over his head, coming to rest on the back of his neck, and held it there. She thumbed on the shaver and smiled. Trog gazed up at her and smiled back. Mandy put the shaver to Trog’s scalp and started to shave him, moving the implement in straight lines over the surface of his head.
Trog’s spine tingled under the vibrations of the shaver and he let out an involuntary shiver. He felt an immense urge to reach out and grab Mandy, to draw her toward him and pull her onto the bed for a quick shag. He reached out, slipped an arm around her waist, and ran his fingers up her back. Mandy shuddered and bit her lip, but continued shaving him. When Trog’s fingers strayed down and slipped inside her knickers, caressing the apex of her buttocks, she sidestepped him and turned her attention to the back of his head.
When she finished, Mandy switched off the shaver and slid off its plastic guard. She blew short hairs from the blades, then put the shaver down on the floor by her feet. Trog reached out for her again, but Mandy was quicker. She placed a hand on his forehead and pushed him to a prone position on the bed, then climbed on top of him, setting off a new symphony of creaking bedsprings.
* * *
Trog handed a suitcase to the taxi driver and watched him toss it into the boot of the car. Without a word, the driver climbed into the cab and drummed his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. He looked out at Trog and Mandy standing on the pavement, and made a point of looking at his watch. Trog opened the back door of the taxi and gestured for Mandy to get in first, then slid himself in beside her.
After almost an hour of trying on different clothes and then discarding them, Mandy had settled on a black and white Ben Sherman plaid shirt and a short denim mini-skirt to show off the black fishnet stockings she wore beneath it. Her red braces hung down, their loops extending a few inches below the hem of her skirt, and from a strap around her wrist hung an old Praktika compact camera.
After finally choosing what to wear for the journey, Mandy had then spent another forty-five minutes deciding what else to take with her, and filled a suitcase to bursting point despite Trog’s protestations that they were only going for two days. Trog, meanwhile, only had the clothes he was wearing and a change of underpants and an extra shirt. Anything else he might need, he had said, he would be able to buy while he was there.
“Where to, guv?” the taxi driver asked. He pulled out without indicating.
“Train station, mate,” Trog said.
“Going anywhere nice?”
“Cleethorpes,” Mandy said. “There’s a ska festival on, we’re going to that.”
“Oh yeah? I quite like that Madness meself, driving in me car and all that. Well you’ve picked a good day for it, judging by the weather.”
“Yeah,” Trog said. He stared out of the window at a row of dilapidated terrace houses rushing by.
Mandy sought Trog’s hand and squeezed it. “This weekend is going to be fucking brilliant,” she said.
Trog turned to Mandy and smiled. “Well if this morning is anything to go by it definitely fucking will be.”
At the train station, Trog paid the taxi fare while Mandy climbed out and straightened her skirt. She looked around at a large gathering of skinheads, and nodded at a few faces she recognised from The Black Bull.
“All right, Mandster? Looking fucking good there,” one of the skinheads called out. Mandy smiled and waved to him.
The taxi driver retrieved the suitcase from the car’s boot and dumped it down by Mandy’s feet.
“Here you go, love. Have a good weekend.”
Trog picked up the suitcase and headed for the ticket office, with Mandy following close behind. There was a short queue, and when they reached the counter Trog ordered two first class tickets to Cleethorpes.
“First class?” Mandy asked, raising an eyebrow.
Trog shrugged, and pulled out his wallet to pay for the tickets. “Might as well do it in style. Looks like the train will be packed, and I don’t fancy standing up all the way there.”
“Yeah but don’t you need to save money to pay for your fine?”
“Nah, I just pay that a few quid a week, I’ll not even miss it. I got a good bonus this week, anyway. Fifty fucking quid on top of me wages.”
“It’s all right for some,” Mandy said. She looped her arm through his as they made their way to the station’s solitary platform.
“Trog, you fat bastard!” a voice boomed. Trog spun around, a wide grin on his face.
“Aye up, Stew. What the fuck are you doing here?”
“Going to Cleethorpes aren’t I, you soft get. Don’s here as well, he’s just gone off to buy some fags. All right, Mand? You scrub up well, didn’t recognise you with your clobber on.”
Mandy smiled. “Er … thanks. You don’t look too bad yourself, Stew. New flight jacket?”
Stew patted the sides of his jacket with pride. “Yeah, got to make an effort now and again, haven’t you?”
“So how come you and Don are going then?” Trog asked. “You don’t even like ska. Don calls it fucking bongo music.”
“Yeah, so? You don’t like it either, but you’re going.”
“Yeah but Mandy does, and that’s the only reason I’m going. So what’s in it for you and Don?”
“Mate, it’ll be wall to wall fucking skinbyrds the whole weekend. Who wouldn’t want a piece of that? Besides, there’s other stuff to do at Cleethorpes – arcades and shit. It’ll be a right fucking laugh.”
“What’s that then?” Don asked. He walked toward them with a lit cigarette bobbing up and down in his mouth.
Trog nodded. “All right, Don. Stew were just saying why you’re going to Cleethorpes.”
“Nowt else to do, is there? Anyway, look at you—” Don said, turning to Mandy. He looked her up and down, then whistled. “Fucking hell. Trog, you jammy bastard. How the fuck did an ugly cunt like you pull that?”
Trog smiled and put an arm around Mandy. She trailed an arm over his shoulder in return. Don’s eyes drifted back down to Mandy’s legs and he shook his head slowly.
“Fucking hell,” he repeated. “Jammy bastard.”
When the train arrived there was a surge of bodies toward the doors. There were only two carriages, and the train was already half full, so there was a lot of light-hearted pushing and shoving to get on in order to claim a seat. Most of the train’s occupants were other skinheads heading to the festival, with the odd family with young children out on a day trip looking bemused at the sheer number of shaved heads, boots and braces surrounding them.
Trog deposited the suitcase in a luggage rack near the train door and led Mandy by the hand into the front section of the lead carriage, set aside for first class passengers. It was partitioned from the rest of the carriage by a door with an ominous warning about the consequences of unauthorised use.
Unlike the over-crowded second class area with cramped seats and a mass of sweating bodies standing in the aisles, first class was deserted save for a middle-aged man in a dark blue pinstripe suit who was reading a copy of The Times. The man glanced up over the top of his newspaper when Trog and Mandy entered, and ruffled it to show his contempt before turning his attention back to whatever he had been reading.
“Cor, innit fucking posh?” Mandy exclaimed, looking around wide-eyed. “There’s doilies on the arm rests and everything. And look, curtains. Curtains on a train, that’s just fucking mental.” She tugged on a corner of the curtain and it swished across the window. Another quick tug and it swished back.
Trog sat down opposite the man with the newspaper, pleased Mandy was happy with his choice of tickets. The extra expense was definitely worth it to see the look of pure innocent joy on her face. He was quite surprised himself at how plush everything was compared to second class, but he didn’t want Mandy to know it was his first time travelling in style too.
“You know what?” Mandy said. She stood before Trog with her legs wide apart, and swayed with the movement of the train as it pulled out of the station. She pulled the camera strap off her wrist and dropped the camera down onto a nearby seat.
Trog gazed up at her and smiled. “What?”
Mandy smiled back and straddled him. She knelt down on the seat and lowered herself into his lap. She put her arms around Trog’s neck and drew his head into her chest. “I fucking love it in first class,” she whispered, and kissed the top of his head.
A faint cough came from the seat opposite, followed by a louder cough when the first was ignored.
“Excuse me,” the suited man said. He folded up his newspaper and leaned forward. “This is the first class compartment, you shouldn’t be in here.”
Trog leaned to one side so he could look past Mandy and glare at the suited man.
“What’s it to you, like?”
“I paid good money to be in here, I shouldn’t have to put up with the likes of you. Either get out or I’ll fetch the guard to throw you out.” He folded his arms over his chest and breathed loudly through his nose.
“Fuck off,” Trog growled.
“Right, well don’t say I didn’t warn you,” the suited man said, rising to his feet. He put the newspaper under his arm, picked up his briefcase, and stormed past.
“Fucking dickhead,” Trog said, loud enough for the man to hear as he stepped through the door and slammed it behind him. Mandy laughed, and sat down beside Trog.
A few minutes later the man reappeared with a train guard in tow.
“There they are. It’s a disgrace, that’s what it is.”
The train guard glared at Trog and Mandy in contempt. “Tickets please,” he said in a monotone.
Trog grinned as he pulled the two train tickets from his wallet and handed them to the guard with a flourish. The guard’s eyes bulged when he glanced at the tickets, then he punched holes in them and handed them back to Trog.
“Thank you, sir.” The train guard smiled and nodded at Mandy, setting her off laughing again. “Madam. Enjoy the rest of your journey.”
He turned to leave, and the suited man called out to him. “What, that’s it? You’re not going to do anything about these louts?”
The train guard paused halfway through the doorway and turned to face him. “Sir, they have valid first class tickets for this journey,” he said.
“Well that’s just not good enough. I shall be writing a letter of complaint about this, you mark my words.”
“As you wish, sir,” the train guard said. He rolled his eyes at Mandy and turned to leave.
Trog leaned forward in his seat and glared at the suited man until he unfolded his newspaper and hid himself behind it. There was a slight tremor to the man’s hands that made the newspaper rustle slightly, and Trog didn’t care whether it was due to anger or fear. He turned to Mandy and grinned.
“They let any old scum in here these days, don’t they?”
 



2
When the train pulled into Cleethorpes station, Trog and Mandy waited until the crush around the exit doors turned into a stampede toward the ticket barrier before they rose from their seats. The suited man had left at Grimsby, much to Trog’s amusement.
“Flash bastard’s probably just an office worker for some smelly fish factory,” he had remarked to Mandy, and neither of them could resist giving the man a few V-signs as he swaggered past the window on his way to work.
After they left the train, Trog showed their tickets to a guard at the ticket barrier. The guard raised an eyebrow, but made no comment before he let them through.
The cool sea air, a mixture of salt, fresh fish, frying chips, and candy floss, hit them as soon as they left the train station. The sea front was directly opposite the station, and screeching seagulls hovered overhead, occasionally diving down to the surface to pick up scraps of food people had discarded.
Scooters lined the road running alongside the sea front, and Mandy squealed in delight when she saw them. She headed straight for a gleaming Lambretta with a custom Union Jack design paintwork.
“Isn’t it great?” she enthused, walking around the scooter to take it in from all angles. She lifted up the camera and took a photo from the side.
Trog shrugged, and put down the suitcase. “It’s all right, I suppose.”
“All right? It’s a 1966 Lambretta in immaculate condition. Joe used to have one just like it, except his had a standard paint job. We used to go all over on it.”
Trog felt an irrational pang of jealousy at the mention of what he assumed was one of Mandy’s old boyfriends, and quickly shrugged it off.
“They’re for mods, aren’t they?”
Mandy wheeled on him, her nostrils flaring. “Don’t be daft. Lots of skins had scooters.” She turned her attention back to the Lambretta and raised the camera to take a shot from the front.
“You want to sit on it?” a voice called out from nearby.
Trog looked, and saw a young skinhead couple leaning against the railings separating the beach from the road. They were both eating from bags of chips, and had matching open-face crash helmets sporting the same Union Jack design as the scooter by their feet.
“Can I?” Mandy asked.
“Yeah, go for it.”
Mandy rushed over to Trog and handed him the camera.
“Here, take a photo of me while I sit on it.”
Trog lined up the shot while Mandy posed on the scooter. She leaned forward on the handlebars and grinned. Trog pressed the shutter and lowered the camera.
“And one like this,” Mandy said. She leaned back on the seat with her hands behind her, pushing out her chest. Trog took the photo, smiling. He wanted a copy of that one for himself.
“Thanks,” Mandy said to the young skinhead, and climbed off the scooter. “Have you had it long?”
“Couple of years,” the skinhead replied. “It used to belong to my uncle.” He screwed his chip wrapper up into a ball and drop-kicked it over the railings onto the beach. A seagull swooped down to inspect it. “You’re here for the festival, yeah?”
Mandy nodded. “Yeah.”
“I’m Doug, this here’s Sheila.”
“All right?” the girl said, popping a chip into her mouth. She was short and slim, about the same height as Trog, and looked to be about sixteen. She was dressed almost identical to her boyfriend, in bleached denim jeans held up with black braces, and a pale blue argyle Fred Perry sweater.
Mandy turned to the girl and smiled. “Mandy. This is Trog.”
“Trog?” the girl asked, looking up from her chips.
Trog smiled at her. “Long story. Anyway, I’m fucking starving.” He turned to Mandy. “We gonna go and get some of them chips or what?”
Mandy nodded, then looked back at the young skinhead girl. “Yeah. Bye then, Sheila. Probably see you around later?”
“Yeah, see you.”
The nearest chip shop was a blue building near the exit to the train station, and Trog led the way back across the road toward it. It had a seated area inside, with seven tables, three of which were occupied by groups of skinheads nursing mugs of tea and chatting loudly. Another table contained a family with young children, the mother of which was busy blowing on chips before stuffing them into the mouth of a two-year-old girl. The other family members had long since finished their portions, and looked on with a bored expression.
A fifth table was occupied by a group of bikers who were throwing chips around and shouting light-hearted abuse at one another. Trog glared at their long, scraggly hair and filthy clothes as he passed. He made his way to an empty table at the opposite side, near where the other skinheads sat. He didn’t want to have to put up with the stink of oil and grease from the bikers while he was eating, and preferred more civilised company. He put the suitcase down on one of the four seats. Mandy moved an overflowing ashtray to the next table and took up a seat opposite the suitcase.
“What you wanting then?” Trog asked.
“Fish and chips? Oh, and a mug of tea.”
“Cod or haddock?”
“Cod.”
Trog went to the counter, and returned a few minutes later with a wooden tray containing two plates of food and two chipped mugs of strong, steaming tea with the spoons left in. He slid the tray onto the table and sat down opposite Mandy.
Mandy wiped a glob of grease off the rim of one of the mugs with her thumb and took a tentative sip. She grimaced, and blew on its surface. Trog liberally doused his fish and chips in vinegar before adding salt. He skewered chips onto a wooden fork and shovelled them into his mouth like he hadn’t eaten for weeks.
Mandy smiled while she watched him eat. “So why do they call you Trog?”
Trog stopped chewing and appraised Mandy, looking for any signs of a wind-up. He shrugged when he didn’t see any, and decided to tell her the truth.
“When I were a kid I used to go caving with me dad.”
“Caving?”
“Yeah, you know. In Derbyshire? There’s all these like caves and shit you can go down. Anyway, me dad used to take me at the weekends.”
“So where does the Trog come from?”
“That’s what the kids at school used to call me when they found out. You know, troglodyte. It’s like a sort of cave-man.”
“And you didn’t mind?” Mandy asked, her eyes widening.
“I did at first, and I battered a couple of them when it first started, but after a while I just sort of got used to it. And now I work underground anyway, down the pit, so it still kind of fits.”
“So what’s your real name?”
Trog looked over his shoulder before replying. “Stephen. But don’t tell anyone.”
“Why not?”
Trog skewered another chip onto his fork and held it before his mouth, pointing the fork at Mandy. “Because it’s a fucking stupid name.”
Soon after they finished their meal and were getting ready to go, Don and Stew arrived accompanied by two young skinhead girls. The girls both looked around fifteen, with close-cropped hair, identical pink fringes, and matching short denim skirts with red braces dangling at the sides.
“All right Trog,” Don exclaimed when he saw them at the table, and strode toward them. He slid in opposite Trog and sat next to Mandy, while Stew and the two girls headed for the counter to be served.
“Fucking hell, you two don’t waste much time, do you?” Trog said, eyeing up the two girls from the rear.
Don grinned, following Trog’s gaze. “Yeah, not bad, eh? They got on the train at Scunny. Stew were the perfect fucking gentleman, giving one of them a seat on his knee. Couldn’t have him making me look common, could I? Anyway, we’re not stopping, we’re just getting a bite to eat then we’re off to look for a bed and breakfast for the night. You got anywhere sorted yet?”
Trog shook his head. “Nah, we’re doing that later. I were thinking of getting something a bit more upmarket, a hotel or something. Only the best for me bird,” he added, grinning at Mandy. Mandy smiled back.
“You don’t want to leave it too late,” Don said. “It’s getting pretty fucking busy out there.”
* * *
“We should have booked somewhere in advance,” Mandy said, looking up at yet another guest house displaying a No Vacancies sign in the window.
Trog sensed the sudden drop in Mandy’s mood and sought her hand.
“Don’t worry, we’ll find somewhere to stay. They can’t all be full. Come on.”
Trog led Mandy by the hand down a street full of guest houses. They both glanced hopefully at each window before moving on to the next. When they reached the end of the street, Trog looked up and down the intersection, unsure which direction to head in next, then headed left, further away from the shore and into the town centre.
They passed numerous gift shops whose windows were crammed to the brim with animal-shaped novelties made from sea shells, freeze-dried starfish and other equally unlucky sealife, home-made Elvis Presley merchandise, and a mountain of plastic goods made in Hong Kong sporting the phrase A souvenir from Cleethorpes. Outside were spinning racks festooned with postcards showing scenic views of the town’s pier and other local attractions, and humorous cartoons of fat women with large breasts and their short, skinny husbands.
“There’s some more down here,” Trog said, and pulled Mandy into a side street.
The first guest house they checked was full, as was the second, but the third proudly displayed a Vacancies sign in the window.
“See, told you we’d find somewhere,” Trog said. He swung open a wooden gate and stepped through it, then put down Mandy’s suitcase and rapped his knuckles on the door.
A few moments later the door opened, and a middle-aged woman in curlers and a hairnet peered out at them. A lit cigarette hung from the corner of her mouth.
“What do you want?” she asked, looking Trog up and down.
“We’re looking for a room for the night,” Mandy said, smiling.
“No skinheads,” the woman replied, and started to close the door.
“Hold on,” Trog said. He wedged the toe of his boot in the door frame before she could close the door fully. “What do you mean, no skinheads?”
“No skinheads,” the woman repeated, pushing against the door. She frowned when Trog pushed back.
“What, our money isn’t good enough or something?”
Trog’s fists clenched. He could feel the anger building up inside him. He pushed his way into the hallway and glared at the woman.
“We only want a fucking room for the night, you old bag.”
“Leave it, Trog,” Mandy said. She placed a restraining hand on Trog’s arm. “If we’re not good enough we’ll take our money somewhere else instead.”
“Yeah, but it’s not fucking right is it? Who the fuck does she think she is, the fucking queen or something?”
“I know, but there’s nothing we can do is there? And you don’t want to get arrested again, they won’t go so easy on you next time.”
Trog frowned, then nodded his head in surrender. The last thing he wanted was to be arrested in Cleethorpes when he was supposed to be at an Attendance Centre in Shefferham. He knew what the penalties were for not having a valid reason for taking his punishment. He glared at the woman as Mandy pulled him back through the door. The door slammed behind him, and he heard bolts being drawn on the other side.
“Fucking witch,” Trog said, picking up the suitcase.
While they stood in the front yard deciding what to do next, the woman placed a hastily scrawled cardboard sign in the window declaring No Skinheads.
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Later, they were walking along the beach parallel to the sea. Trog kicked an empty Coca Cola can ahead of him, while Mandy walked by his side staring down at the sand. They were both feeling down, but cheery nods and waves from skinheads they passed went a long way toward lifting the heavy gloom from their minds.
“Fuck it,” Mandy said. She looped her fingers around Trog’s forearm. “We’ll just have to sleep out somewhere. I doubt we’ll be the only ones anyway, so it’ll be a right fucking laugh.”
Trog came to a halt and dropped the suitcase down onto the sand next to him. He stared deep into Mandy’s eyes and smiled.
“Yeah, I guess. I just wanted it to be perfect, that’s all.”
Mandy slipped the camera strap from her wrist and placed the camera on top of the suitcase. She took hold of Trog’s braces, one in each hand, and drew him close.
“Listen, it will be,” she said. “Look around, what could be better than this? We’ve got the whole fucking town to ourselves, have you ever seen so many skinheads in one place? No fucking two-bit landlady is going to spoil this weekend for us.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Fuck it.”
Trog placed his arms around Mandy’s waist. His hands strayed down to fondle her buttocks as her mouth sought his and their tongues entwined. He broke away abruptly and bent down, put his shoulder to her waist and lifted her up. Mandy’s legs swung wildly before him, her arms flailing against his back.
“Put me down,” she screamed, amid bouts of laughter.
“No chance,” Trog said. He spun around on the spot and made her squeal even louder. “Let’s go for a fucking paddle.”
Trog strode toward the sea, holding tight onto the back of Mandy’s legs to stop her from squirming off his shoulder. When he reached the sea edge she squirmed even harder and cried out.
“No, put me down! I didn’t bring a towel.”
Trog waded into the lapping waves. He ignored the cold water rushing into his boots, and kicked up sprays of salty water with every step. He stopped and looked down at the murky water below. Scummy detergent bubbles floated on its surface.
“You want me to put you down?” he asked.
“You wouldn’t fucking dare.”
“Oh yeah?”
Trog jerked his shoulder to shuffle Mandy from it, but she clung on tight. He crouched down and fell hard onto his knees in the water, using the momentum to swing Mandy forward. She dropped on her arse with a big splash and screamed when she hit the water.
“It’s fucking freezing!”
Trog laughed. He planted his hands in the sea, scooped up water and splashed it into her face.
“Oh, you fucking bastard, I’ll get you for that!” Mandy laughed and kicked out her feet, sending a torrent of sea water surging toward Trog.
Trog crawled forward on his hands and knees in the water. He grabbed hold of Mandy’s thrashing ankles and held them still below the surface. He crept closer and prised her legs apart so he could crawl between them. His hands travelled up her fishnet stockings until they were round her thighs, then up beneath her denim mini-skirt toward her knickers. His fingers toyed with the elastic around her waist.
“I’m all wet now,” Mandy said.
Trog grinned and raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
His hands continued their journey up Mandy’s body, until she flung her arms around his neck and pulled him close. Laughing, she twisted violently and unbalanced him. Trog toppled over her leg into the water with a splash. He rolled over onto his back, his arms flailing in the water as he tried to keep his mouth above the surface. He spluttered when he didn’t quite manage it, and coughed violently when he got a taste of the foul liquid. Mandy stood up and ran back to the beach, still laughing.
Trog waded after her, water dripping from his outstretched arms. He was grinning when he reached her.
“Now look what you did. It’s all right for you, you’ve brought spare clothes with you.”
Mandy laughed. “Well you should’ve thought about that before you chucked me in the sea.” She pulled the cloying shirt out from her stomach and scrunched it up to wring water from it. “I’m fucking freezing now.”
Trog bent down and unlaced his boots. He kicked them off and tipped sea water out of them. He removed his socks, hopping from one foot to the other, and wrung them out. He slid his braces down and stepped out of his jeans, dropped them on the sand, and took off his shirt. Goosebumps erupted over his arms. He rubbed them to warm himself up.
Mandy bent down to the suitcase and laid it down flat, then put the camera down on the sand beside it. Her thumbs caught the clasps on the suitcase lid and released them with a dull thud. She lifted up the lid, reached inside, and pulled out a V-neck pullover. She held it out to Trog.
“Here, put this on,” she said.
Trog looked at the offered item of clothing and frowned. No way was he wearing that in public, he’d look a right cunt and would never live it down if Stew or Don saw him in it. He shook his head.
“It’s too small, it’ll not fit me.”
“It might, it’s quite stretchy.”
“Nah, I’ll be all right.”
“You sure?” Mandy asked, still holding out the pullover.
Trog nodded. He clasped his arms around his chest and shivered. Mandy shrugged, and dropped the pullover back into the suitcase. She straightened up and crossed her arms over the tails of her shirt. She lifted it over her head, then dropped it onto the sand.
“Wahay,” a young skinhead nearby shouted. His mates soon joined in with chants of “Off, off, off, off.” Trog glared at them.
Mandy smiled. “In your dreams,” she said. She bent down and took a new shirt from the suitcase and draped it over her shoulders, then fastened two of the buttons in the middle to hold it in place while she took off her bra. She dropped the bra on top of the wet shirt, then shuffled her arms into the sleeves of the new shirt and fastened the remaining buttons. Finally, she pulled down her denim skirt, peeled off her fishnet stockings, then frowned at the young skinheads who were still ogling her.
“Trog, can you come here a minute?”
“What’s up?” Trog asked.
“Can you hold that shirt up while I change my knickers?”
Trog smiled. “Yeah, no problem.”
He picked up Mandy’s discarded wet shirt and stretched it out before her while she slid out of her knickers and replaced them with new ones. He looked over the top of the shirt to get a good view for himself.
“Done,” Mandy said, snapping them into place. She bent down to the suitcase and reached inside for a pair of bleached denim jeans.
Trog frowned when he saw what she was planning to wear. They didn’t look anywhere near as easy to get his hands into as her earlier choice of clothes.
Trog stretched out his wet clothes on the sand and sat down beside them, hugging himself for warmth. Mandy sat next to Trog and wrapped her arm around him, drawing him close. Trog nuzzled his face against her chest, excited by the soft feel of her unencumbered breasts.
They sat for half an hour, watching the waves lap across the sand and listening to the seagulls argue amongst themselves over discarded food. When it came time to part, they did so reluctantly. Trog made no attempt to hide his erection from Mandy as he gathered up his clothes and struggled into them. They walked hand in hand along the beach, climbed a short flight of steps back up to the main road and soon came to the dome-topped Winter Gardens building.
The festival wasn’t due to start for another twenty minutes, but already a large crowd had gathered around its entrance, forming a disorderly queue. A paved pedestrian area opposite had become an unofficial parking space for dozens of scooters, and Mandy led Trog eagerly toward them. Dotted around the edges of the pedestrian area were several benches, all of them occupied by groups of skinheads waiting for the venue to open but unwilling to join the crush around its entrance door.
Doug and Sheila sat on one of the benches, with their Union Jack adorned Lambretta and similarly adorned helmets chained up nearby. They waved to Trog and Mandy as they approached.
“All right, mate,” Trog said. He walked up to them and took up a seat next to Sheila. Mandy joined him after another quick admiring walk around the scooter.
“Yeah, not bad,” Doug replied. “Just waiting for kick off. I want to hit the dealer desks before the first band comes on, fill in a few gaps in me collection.”
“What do you collect?” Mandy asked.
“Mostly late sixties Trojan, but anything interesting really.”
“I had to sell most of mine a few years ago,” Mandy said. “You know how it is when you’re skint. But there was a few I just couldn’t part with, no matter how bad things got.”
Trog sensed the sudden change in Mandy’s mood, and sought her hand.
“Maybe you could get some of them back in there?” he said, nodding toward the Winter Gardens.
“I can’t really afford to.”
“Don’t worry about that, I’ll pay for them.”
Mandy looked up sharply and smiled. “Really?”
Trog shrugged. “Yeah, no worries. They’re only old records, it’s not like they’re the fucking crown jewels or something.”
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Inside the Winter Gardens, after Trog paid their entrance fee and they had their wristbands attached, Mandy led the way to the dealer tables. The spring in her step, and the smile on her face, were back again as she glided toward the first table.
On a wall behind the table, the long-haired dealer had strategically placed his most sought after records, and Trog gaped in amazement at the prices. One of them was an album he had seen at Mandy’s bedsit earlier that morning, with a price that would probably pay for a week’s rent. Trog wondered why Mandy had never cashed it in.
To his relief, Mandy ignored the records on the wall after a cursory glance, and made straight for a cardboard box containing singles with an advertised price of £2 each. Even this seemed a high price to pay for old records to Trog, especially when brand new singles were less than half that price in the shops.
Trog took up a position next to her and put down the suitcase. He looked at the records she had selected and totted up the total in his head. His eyes drifted to a box of books, tattered old paperbacks with titles like Skinhead, Bootboys, Terrace Terrors, and Skinhead Escapes. He picked one up and flipped it over to read the blurb on the back.
“How much are your books, mate?” he asked, flicking through the book’s yellowed and dog-eared pages.
“Five pounds,” the dealer said, taking money from another customer.
“What, for all of them, like?”
The dealer laughed. “No mate, five pounds each.”
“Fucking hell, what a rip off. Here Mandy, have you seen these? Fucking five quid each, he wants for them.”
Mandy glanced at the paperback Trog brandished, and turned her attention back to the records. “They’re a bit far fetched anyway.”
“What, you’ve read them then?”
“Yeah, everyone did back then. I used to nick them from Woolworths when I were a kid. They’re probably still at my mum’s flat somewhere if she hasn’t thrown them away.”
“Might be worth having a look for them at that price. I wouldn’t mind having a read of them myself, but I’m not paying that much for an old book. It’s a right fucking rip off.”
“Yeah,” Mandy said, half-heartedly. She spread her selection of records out in front of her. She had five, and she slipped them out of their sleeves in turn and inspected them, blowing dust from their grooves.
“Is this many okay? You don’t mind buying me them all?”
Trog shrugged. “No, if they’re the ones you want, just get them. Here you are mate,” he said to the dealer. “Tenner for the lot, yeah?”
The dealer scooped up the records and counted them, then nodded. Trog handed him the money and pointed at one of the higher-priced records on the wall.
“Here mate, who’s that one over there by, the one that’s thirty quid?”
When the dealer turned to look, Trog slipped the paperback down the front of his jeans and pulled his shirt over the top to hide it.
“Harry J Allstars,” the dealer replied, turning back to Trog.
“Ah, okay,” Trog said. He turned away and picked up the suitcase. “Don’t like them, they’re crap.”
“You daft sod,” Mandy said as they walked away. “What if he’d seen you? It’s not as if you couldn’t afford to buy it, anyway.”
“Fuck him. Money grabbing hairy bastard, ripping skins off like that. It says thirty pence on the cover and it’s not even fucking new. So anyway, what are we doing now then? Get some drinks, or what?”
“Yeah, sounds like a good plan.” She handed Trog the records. “Here, stick these in the suitcase, I don’t want them to get broken.”
* * *
Everyone else must have had the same idea, because the bar was four-deep with skinheads and Trog needed to elbow his way to the front of the scrum around the solitary barman to get served. He held up a ten pound note and waved it like a flag until he caught the barman’s eye.
“Pint of lager and a pint of lager and black, mate,” he shouted over loud music blaring from speakers positioned either side of the stage area.
He took a drink in each hand and pushed his way out of the crowd around the bar, trying not to spill too much of the contents as he was jostled. He found Mandy sitting at a table, her head bobbing and her foot tapping in time to the music playing. Trog put the drinks down on the table and Mandy took a quick sip before turning to face him. She moved her mouth close to his ear so he would be able to hear her over the music.
“You fancy a dance?” she yelled.
Trog frowned and shook his head before shouting back, “Nah, it’s not really my sort of music, and I wouldn’t know how to dance to it. You can if you like, I’ll just stay here and watch.”
In reality, Trog just wanted to have a quick read of his new book, to see if it was worth going back for the others. But he wasn’t much of a dancer, except to Oi music. And from what he could see of the people dancing near the stage, their moves were a lot more intricate than the leaping around and shoulder-barging he was used to.
Mandy frowned and took another sip of her drink. She stood up, said something that Trog didn’t quite catch, and skipped off onto the dance floor, where she soon lost herself in the gyrating crowd. Trog took out the paperback and began reading. He folded back the cover so he could hold it in one hand while his other was busy with his pint glass.
When Mandy returned twenty minutes later, red faced and out of breath, she slumped down on a stool and took a long drink from her lager and blackcurrant.
“I’m fucking knackered,” she said, loosening the top three buttons of her shirt. She sighed, and wafted the shirt collar a few times to circulate air around her sweating face and chest. “I don’t think I’ll be able to keep this up the whole weekend.”
Trog finished off the paragraph he was reading, folded over the corner to mark his place, and put the book down on the table before replying.
“Why do you think I wanted to stay here? You should save your energy for when the bands come on.”
“So what do you think of the book?” Mandy asked.
“I’m just up to the bit where they go to the football match. That Joe cunt reminds me of Don the way he’s always going on about immigrants all the time. I thought you said they were far fetched? It seems okay to me.”
Mandy shrugged and reached for her drink. “Some are better than others. In one of them they had to fight this kung fu gang.”
“Yeah?” Trog smiled, and held up his hands in a Bruce Lee pose. “Hoo-wii-yah!” he exclaimed, and chopped a hand down on the paperback. “So did they win?”
“Can’t remember, it was years ago when I read it.”
“I bet they did. Just boot the Chinkies in the bollocks while they’re busy waving their arms about like a bunch of soppy cunts. That’s what I’d do anyway.”
Mandy laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure you would.”
A loud blast of feedback made Mandy spin around on her stool to face the stage. A band were getting ready to start, a six-piece with two black members; one on saxophone and the other on bass guitar. They started their sound check, and Mandy rose to her feet to get a better look at them.
They were young, not much older than Trog. The singer and lead guitarist were skinheads, the others all wore black suits and trilby hats. When they started to play, it was with a slow ska beat, and Mandy nodded her head in approval. Her arms started to swing, as if they had a mind of their own.
“Listen,” Trog said, shouting again to be heard. “I’m gonna go and stash this suitcase at the train station, there’s no point carting it around with us everywhere. We should’ve done that first really, now I think about it. I’ll come and find you when I’m done, yeah?”
Mandy smiled and gave him a thumbs up before skipping toward the crowd around the stage. Trog finished off his pint and picked up the suitcase. He squashed the paperback into the back pocket of his jeans and made his way past the dealer tables and out of the venue.
Back on the sea front, he was walking past the arcades when he saw Don and Stew playing on a pinball machine. It was Don’s turn, and Stew shouted encouragement while Don frantically pressed the flipper buttons. Trog crept up on them, and winked at Stew when he caught his eye. Stew grinned, and tapped on the glass to keep Don’s attention on the ball. In a swift movement, Trog stretched out Don’s braces from the back and let them snap back.
“Ahh, you cunt!” Don shouted, spinning around. His ball dropped between the flippers, and the pinball machine laughed at him, declaring that he was average.
“Where’s them birds you was with, then?” Trog asked.
Stew took his turn at the pinball table and pulled back the plunger to launch a ball.
“They’re at that fucking wog festival, aren’t they?” Don said. “That’s where I thought you’d be by now.”
“Got bored with it, didn’t I? Here, talking of wogs, look what I got.” Trog pulled the paperback from his pocket and showed it to Don. “It’s about this skinhead that goes to football matches and beats people up and stuff. He’s always going on about fucking wogs as well, so it’ll be right up your street.”
Don took the paperback and looked at the cover. He flipped it over, read the blurb, and handed it back.
“Fucking smart, mate. After you with it then, yeah?”
Trog nodded, and put the book back in his pocket. “You find anywhere to stay for the night? Everywhere were full for us, except for this one place that told us to fuck off.”
Don laughed. “What, Mrs Brindle’s at the back of the shops?”
“Yeah, that’s the one. You tried to get in there as well?”
“Not only tried, mate, fucking succeeded too. That’s where we’re staying. Well I am, anyway. I’m going to sneak Stew and them birds in after the old bag’s gone to bed. I can let you and the Mandster in as well if you like? As long as you don’t mind sleeping on the floor, it’s only got a single bed and I’m having that with one of the birds.”
“How the fuck did you manage to get a room in there? The fucking witch just slammed the door on me and Mandy when we asked for one.”
Don smiled. He tapped his forehead with his index finger. “You just need to use your fucking smarts, mate.”
“Bollocks,” Stew exclaimed. He wrenched the pinball table to one side and thumped on the glass. “I nearly had the fucking multi-ball then.”
“You joining in the next game?” Don asked Trog. He reached into his pocket for some more change.
Trog shook his head and picked up the suitcase. “Nah mate, I never was much good on them things. I’m just on my way to the train station to stick this in one of the lockers. You really think you can get us into your bed and breakfast okay?”
“Yeah, no worries. Meet us at the pier at half ten. That’s where we said we’d meet the birds.”
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After depositing the suitcase in a locker at the train station, Trog was walking back to the Winter Gardens when he saw five jeering bikers grouped around the scooters parked on the pedestrian area opposite. They were dressed in what looked to Trog like tattered rags, and were drinking from cans of Special Brew.
“Fucking mod bastards,” one of the bikers shouted. He launched an empty beer can at a Lambretta. It bounced off the side panel and clattered to the ground.
“Where the fuck are the cunts?” another asked, looking around as if expecting an army of mods to appear out of thin air.
“Probably fucking hiding from us. Bunch of fucking queers if you ask me.”
As Trog got nearer, one of the bikers dropped his trousers and started urinating on a scooter, waving his penis around to give it as much of a soaking as he could before his bladder emptied. This generated a lot of amusement among the other bikers, and soon they were all relieving themselves on the other scooters.
“Dirty fucking yeti bastards,” Trog said under his breath as he passed them by.
One of the bikers looked over his shoulder, still in mid-flow. “You say something, you baldy headed fucking midget?”
Trog stopped dead in his tracks and turned to look the man up and down. “I said dirty fucking yeti bastards.”
“Here Stan,” another biker said with a wide grin, swaying slightly from his inebriated state. “I think we’ve got some sort of fucking scooter lover here.” He kicked out at one of the scooters and sent it crashing to the ground. “What do you think of that then, scooter lover?”
Trog looked from one to the other of the bikers, weighing up his options. Two or three of them he would have no trouble with, they were all so drunk he would have them on the ground and sticking the boot in before they even knew what was happening. But five of them could pose more of a problem. He decided ‘flight’ was the better option, but couldn’t let the ‘baldy headed midget’ comment go unpunished.
Trog ran at the biker while he was busy pulling up his filthy leather trousers, and barrelled into him. The biker stumbled back a few steps, lost his balance and tumbled to the ground. One eye on the other bikers, who stared at him dumbfounded, Trog launched his boot at the man’s bloated stomach and heard a satisfying “Oof!” when it landed on target.
“Come on, let’s get the cunt,” one of the other bikers shouted when Trog swung back for another kick. They lurched toward him, beer cans still clutched in their hands. Trog felt a hand on his shoulder and spun around, his fists rising.
“You fucking cunt,” the biker shouted. Spittle flew from his mouth and splattered into Trog’s face.
Trog punched the biker in the stomach. As the biker bent forward groaning, he brought his knee up and smashed it into his face, sending him reeling backwards. He grinned at the remaining bikers, who seemed hesitant to approach, stuck up two fingers to them, then turned and ran across the road to the Winter Gardens entrance.
Seeing him flee galvanised the bikers into action and they gave chase, but Trog reached the Winter Gardens door before they even made it half way across the road. Trog flashed his wristband at the bouncers and charged through. Safely inside, he stood and grinned through the window at the huffing and panting bikers while they argued with the bouncers on the street outside. He gave them a slow wanker sign when they waved their fists at him through the glass. This made the bikers surge forward with renewed effort, but the bouncers held them at bay with linked arms. Trog turned his back on the still yelling bikers, and made his way into the concert hall.
On the stage, a very fat skinhead stook his tongue out at the audience while Trog made his way to the deserted bar. “Fatty reggae,” the fat skinhead roared. The audience roared back their approval, drowning out Trog’s order to the barman, and he had to shout to be heard over the music that started to play. Pint of lager in hand, Trog made for the table where he had seen Mandy last, sat down, and took the paperback from his pocket.
* * *
When the band finished playing, some thirty minutes later, Trog looked up from the book to see if he could spot Mandy among the large crowd heading for the bar. As the crowd thinned from the stage area, he saw her with Doug and Sheila and waved to get their attention.
“You’re back then?” Mandy said, smiling. She lifted up her shirt tails and wiped her face and neck with them.
“Looks like it,” Trog said, grinning back. He rose to his feet and gave her a quick hug. She smelled of cigarette smoke and stale sweat.
“All right, mate,” Doug said to Trog when Mandy peeled herself away from him. “Your bird here certainly knows some good moves.”
Mandy laughed. “Yeah, and I’m gonna get Trog on that dance floor with me before the end of the night, even if I have to drag him there.”
“You’ll need to get the DJ to play some fucking Oi first. Here Doug, you’d best check on your scooter mate, there was a bunch of fucking yetis messing about with it earlier.”
“What? They’d better fucking not be.”
Doug bolted for the crush around the bar and repeated the story to people on the outer edges. Word soon got around. A group of twenty skinheads rushed to the exit, closely followed by Sheila and Mandy. Trog rose to his feet, picked up his paperback, then followed them out.
Outside, Doug looked in horror at his prized possession lying on its side. Its wing mirrors were shattered, its plastic side panels were splintered, its seat was slashed open. Sheila started to cry, and Mandy hugged her. The other scooters hadn’t fared any better, and the pedestrian area they had been parked on was littered with the wreckage of once gleaming machines.
Doug turned to Trog. His fists were clenched by his sides. “What did they look like?”
Trog shrugged. “Like yetis. Long scraggly hair, dirty clothes.”
“Would you recognise them again?”
“Of course.”
“Well come on then, let’s find the cunts.”
Doug marched off, the group of skinheads following close behind. Trog turned to Mandy and Sheila. “You coming, or are you going back into the festival?”
Sheila wiped her nose with the back of her hand and set off after the skinheads without replying. Mandy looked at the mangled scooters in dismay and shook her head.
“Why would they do this?”
“Dunno,” Trog said, turning away. “They were pissed up, said something about mods.” He watched the skinheads storming down the main road, shouting and baying for blood. He turned back to Mandy and said, “You coming then or what?”
“Too fucking right I am.”
As the angry skinheads marched up the road, day-trippers stood to one side to watch nervously as they passed, or ducked into nearby gift shops or amusement arcades to get out of their way.
When they arrived at the arcade Trog had seen Stew and Don playing pinball in earlier, he glanced inside to see if they were still there. He saw them by a fruit machine. Don shovelled ten pence pieces into a slot while Stew stood by the side and watched the reels spin.
“Have you seen any yetis?” Trog said, walking up to them.
Don looked up from the fruit machine and grinned. “All right, Trog. No, why?” he added, when he saw the large group of skinheads gathered at the roadside.
“They smashed some scooters up, this lot wants a word with them about it.”
“Scooters?” Stew said with a sneer.
“Yeah well,” Trog said with a smile. “I don’t get it either, but there’s a rumble in the offing if you’re up for it?”
“Now you’re talking my fucking language,” Don said, rubbing his hands. He turned and strode to the exit.
Trog winked at Stew, and they both followed him outside and rejoined the other skinheads.
Opposite the pier, on the corner of an intersection leading off the main road, Trog saw a pub in the distance with motorcycles parked outside it. He counted fifteen of them in total, and pointed in their direction. Doug nodded, and quickened his step toward the pub. When they got closer they saw a group of eight bikers lounging on a wooden picnic table.
Doug glared across the road at the bikers. “Is that them?” he asked. The other skinheads stood around, waiting for their cue.
Trog squinted across the road, trying to remember any distinguishing features. He remembered the one he had stuck the boot into was a fat bastard with long scraggly brown hair, but that was about it. That description fit at least three of the people he was looking at.
Trog shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe.”
“Come on then, let’s get the bastards,” Doug said, and stormed across the road.
The rest of the skinheads followed him. One shouted, “You fucking cunts,” and they ran headlong at the bikers.
The bikers looked up from their drinks. Their initial interest at the sudden yell quickly turned into blind terror when they saw a huge mob of skinheads hurtling toward them. Five of the bikers ran into the pub seeking sanctuary, while another made straight for his bike. The remaining two bikers just sat there, wide-eyed and open-mouthed as the skinheads swarmed over them. They dragged them off the bench by their hair, punched them to the ground, then kicked them mercilessly.
The skinheads split into two groups. Most ran into the pub, while four went after the lone biker feverishly pulling on a crash helmet that had been perched on his motorcycle’s handlebars. He straddled the bike and tried to kick-start it. The engine only just exploded into life when the skinheads reached him. They barrelled into the side of the bike and sent it crashing to the ground.
The biker cried out as he fell. His helmet flew off his head when he landed heavily on the tarmac, and rolled into the centre of the road. The skinheads were on him immediately, reigning down blow after blow on any part of his exposed body they could reach as he curled himself into a ball.
Trog watched for a few seconds and debated with himself whether to join in or not, but the other lads seemed to have it covered. Trog didn’t care much for mob violence, there was no skill involved and therefore nothing much to brag about later. He much preferred a fair fight, and four onto one seemed a bit over the top, so he followed the larger group of skinheads into the pub.
Inside, bedlam reigned. Day-trippers and bar staff looked on in horror as the five bikers ran through the lounge. They overturned tables and sent drinks crashing to the ground in their wake as they were chased by angry, shouting skinheads. The skinhead advance slowed when they were forced to climb over the upended tables and crunch over broken glass. Quickly running out of space to run, the bikers turned to face them as they backed up toward the toilets. One picked up an empty beer bottle from the bar and brandished it over his head.
“Come on then, you fucking bald cunts. Who wants it first?” he growled. The other bikers followed his lead and armed themselves with bottles and glasses.
The skinheads halted to take in the situation. A few picked up beer glasses that had survived their fall and hurled them at the bikers. Most of the glasses shattered harmlessly on the wall behind them, but one landed on target and bounced off a biker’s arm just as he raised it to protect his face. The biker yelled out in pain and launched a bottle in retaliation. He searched for another projectile to replace it with, but he was too far away from the bar and there was nothing within his immediate reach. He looked around and saw an emergency fire exit to his right. He started to back up toward it, crouched low to avoid the barrage of glasses the skinheads were throwing.
Trog saw where the biker was heading and pointed it out to Don and Stew.
“One of the cunts is going to get away.”
Mandy, who was close behind Trog with Sheila, nodded. “This way,” she said, leading them back out through the main door.
Outside, the four skinheads had turned their rage toward the bikers’ motorcycles. They gouged deep scratches in the paintwork with keys, and stamped down on plastic mudguards and side panels to shatter them. The lone biker lay where he had fallen, blood pooling around him from multiple cuts on his arms and face. Trog quickly filled the skinheads in on what was happening inside the pub, and directed them to the emergency exit just as it started to open.
Trog got there first and slammed the door back on its hinges. He reached inside for the startled biker and grabbed a handful of filthy clothes. He dragged the man outside and spun him around to send him crashing against the pub wall. The other skinheads ran past Trog with a roar, into the pub to take the remaining bikers by surprise from behind.
Still holding the biker pinned to the wall with one hand, Trog drove his fist into the man’s fat stomach. The biker doubled up and slid to the ground when his knees gave way beneath him. Before he could recover, Trog took a step backwards and launched a boot at the side of his head, knocking him to a prone position on his side.
Trog’s leg swung back for another kick, aiming for the man’s blubbery stomach. But before he could deliver it he felt a hand grab his shoulder. He spun around, his fist rising instinctively to lash out. It was Mandy.
“No, Trog,” she said.
“What? You saw what they did, you can’t let them get away with it.”
Mandy smiled. “I wasn’t going to.” She turned to Sheila, who was standing behind her watching, then gestured at the biker. “Here you go, Sheila.”
Sheila walked up to the dazed biker and spat in his face. “Fucking cunt,” she screamed, and bent down to pummel his face with her tiny fists. Mandy joined her, and Trog stood back to watch her put the boot in, grunting with the force behind each kick that sent the biker’s fat stomach rippling.
That’s my fucking girl, Trog thought, welling up with pride. Two-tone sirens sounded in the distance. “Coppers!” he yelled. “Fucking leg it!”
Sheila and Mandy stopped their beating of the biker to listen for themselves. When they heard the sirens Sheila ran into the pub. “Coppers!” she shouted above the carnage inside.
The pub drew quiet as everyone listened, and then a mass of skinheads swarmed through the emergency exit to scatter in all directions.
“Come on,” Trog yelled. He grabbed Mandy by the hand and pulled her across the road toward a nearby miniature crazy-golf course just as the first police car screeched to a halt in front of the pub.
They vaulted over a wall protecting the golf course from unauthorised use and ran through its grounds, heading for a gated exit on the next street. A man in the ticket office near the gate shouted after them as they ran through. They continued running, oblivious to the angry horns of passing motorists as they darted across roads without looking, until they reached the gift shops on the edge of town and slowed to a casual walk amidst the crowds of day-trippers.
Mandy was looking around, as if searching for something, and eventually steered Trog toward a small pub in the town’s centre. It was a small, dingy pub with a sticky wooden floor that didn’t look like it had seen a mop and bucket in years, and had a yellow, nicotine-stained ceiling. There were no decorations on the walls, and the only occupants were an old man sitting in a corner nursing a half-pint glass of beer, and a middle-aged barman who glared at the skinhead couple as they entered.
Trog was about to head for the bar when Mandy tugged on his arm. “Come on, I need a piss,” she said, and headed for the toilets. Trog glanced at the barman, shrugged, then followed her.
“Wait there,” Mandy said, and pushed through the door marked ladies. She emerged again a few seconds later and pulled Trog through the door and into one of the cubicles. She closed and locked the door behind them and unclipped Trog’s braces, then fumbled with his jeans to unfasten them. Trog took the hint and tugged at her shirt, pulling it out of her jeans. She flinched as Trog’s rough, cold hands swarmed inside the shirt.
Mandy broke away and lifted the shirt over her head to give Trog better access. She dropped it on the floor and leaned back against the cubicle wall while Trog peeled down his jeans and underpants, leaving them tangled around his ankles when he couldn’t get them over his boots. He waddled across to Mandy and put his face between her naked breasts, then squeezed them together around it.
Mandy reached down and gripped Trog’s penis. She pushed him against the wall and sought his mouth with hers. She reached down to unfasten her own jeans, and pulled them down with a quick tug. She spread her legs as best she could with her ankles encumbered by the jeans, by crouching down slightly and bending her knees outwards until she could direct the tip of Trog’s penis where she wanted it. Trog started to gyrate his hips slowly, rubbing himself against her wetness. She moaned softly.
Mandy pulled away again and sat down on the toilet seat. She lifted up her legs and held her ankles with both hands. Trog smiled and shuffled toward her, crouching down to get the right angle. It wasn’t easy with her feet in the way, and after a few attempts he gave up and unlaced one of her boots so he could remove it and tug the jeans from one leg to get better access. Mandy gasped when he thrust into her violently. The toilet rocked on its anchorings, and Mandy’s head banged gently against the cistern behind her until she reached up and clasped her hands behind her head to protect it.
When Trog spurted into her he withdrew and wiped himself on some toilet paper. He passed the roll to Mandy and she took it. She stretched her arms out at the sides and arched her back, urinating into the toilet. She tore off a few sheets of toilet paper and wrapped it round her fingers, then used it to wipe herself dry.
“What we doing now then?” Trog asked, pulling up his jeans.
“Back to the festival?”
“Don’t you want to get a drink in here first? It’s not really fair using the facilities and then not buying anything.”
Mandy laughed. “Fuck that, it’s a right dump. I’d rather get back and watch a few more bands.”
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At Mandy’s insistence, they made their way back toward the sea front. She said she wanted to take the scenic route along the beach to the Winter Gardens, even though it would add at least ten minutes to their journey. But Trog suspected she really just wanted to see what was happening at the pub where the trouble had kicked off.
When they got there, the road leading down to the pub was blocked off by two police cars parked at right angles either side of the road. A burly police officer stood between the cars and regarded Trog and Mandy as they approached.
“What’s up, cuntstable?” Trog asked the officer, standing before him.
The policeman looked Trog up and down with obvious contempt, but if he had heard Trog’s deliberate mispronunciation he chose to ignore it.
“Bit of bother in the pub. I don’t suppose you two know anything about it?”
Trog shook his head and smiled. “Nah mate, we’ve just come out of the ska festival for a bit of a breather. What’s happened like?”
The policeman glanced over his shoulder at the pub, where someone was taking photographs of the wrecked motorcycles. He turned back to face Trog.
“There’s been a violent assault and criminal damage, we’re still piecing it together.”
“Oh no,” Mandy said, wide-eyed. She raised her hand to her mouth in shock. “How simply awful.”
Trog snorted, stifling a laugh, and the policeman glared at him. He faked a coughing fit, and the policeman grunted before turning back to Mandy.
“Yeah well, this road’s closed so you will need to go a different way.”
“Yes of course, officer,” Mandy said. She looped her hand through Trog’s arm. “I hope you catch whoever was responsible.”
The policeman frowned. “Don’t worry, we will.”
Mandy slapped Trog on the arm when they were out of earshot. “You daft bastard,” she said, “What did you have to go and laugh for?”
“I couldn’t help it. Your little miss fucking innocent routine cracked me up. You think the copper sussed anything?”
“Nah, he wouldn’t have let us go if he did. Anyway, fuck him. Let’s get back to the festival.”
At the Winter Gardens they found several police cars and riot vans parked outside. Dog handlers stood by, while uniformed officers lined skinheads against a wall and searched them. As Trog and Mandy approached there was a short scuffle and a young skinhead was handcuffed and dragged toward one of the vans. He yelled abuse at the three policemen who held his arms stretched out behind him, forcing him to stagger along bent almost double. One of the police officers slammed the youth’s head against the side of the van, pinning him in place while the others unlocked the back door. Still dazed, the skinhead was bundled into the van and the doors slammed behind him.
“Let me out you cunts, I haven’t done nothing,” he shouted from inside the van.
The police swaggered back to the crowd of skinheads lined up outside the Winter Gardens entrance.
When Trog and Mandy walked up to the entrance door a scowling policeman directed them to stand against the wall with the other skinheads, with their legs apart and hands flat against the wall.
Trog’s search was thorough, with no concession made to his dignity as rough hands covered every inch of his body. He jumped when he felt the policeman’s hand glide over his testicles, fearful for their wellbeing, but the hand soon travelled back down his leg. The search was over within a few minutes, and Trog waited while Mandy had her turn.
The policeman reached forward from behind Mandy and gripped her breasts, one in each hand, and gave them a vicious squeeze before palming them in slow, circular motions. His hands then travelled down her sides to come to a rest on her buttocks. He smiled as he ran the palm of his right hand up and down Mandy’s butt-crack a few times, making her squirm.
Trog stepped forward to intervene, but another policeman pulled him back and pushed him against the wall. He held him there with his hand on Trog’s chest.
“I only need a fucking excuse,” the policeman growled, staring into Trog’s eyes.
Trog clenched his fists by his sides, but had no choice but to watch while the other policeman crouched down and gripped Mandy’s left leg with both hands. He started at her ankle and made his way up toward her inner thigh. The right leg got the same treatment, and then his hands travelled up her sides to come to a rest at her armpits, before reaching forward to her breasts again.
Trog wished he had a chance to pummel the dirty bastard, and made a mental note of the policeman’s identity number, just in case he got a chance later.
“Okay, you can go now,” the policeman said, standing back and grinning at his colleague.
Trog struggled against the hand pinning him against the wall, but he was held tight. His captor stared deep into his eyes, as if daring him to say something, then released him. Trog immediately reached out to Mandy and hugged her, then asked if she was okay.
“Yeah,” she replied. “Come on, let’s go in.”
“That fucking cunt,” Trog spat, loud enough to be heard from outside when they walked through the door. “Dirty fucking bastard, they shouldn’t be allowed to do that.”
Mandy shrugged. “No big deal, you get used to it. It used to happen all the time in the old days.”
“No big deal? He had a right fucking grope. I would’ve flattened the cunt if that other bastard hadn’t stopped me.”
Mandy smiled and looped her arm through his. “Ah, that’s so sweet.”
“Fuck off,” Trog said, grinning as he felt his face flush. “Any bloke would’ve.”
“Yeah well I’m glad you didn’t. Scum like that aren’t worth it, and I’m not worth getting arrested over either. Come on, let’s go and see some bands. And this time you’re coming on the dance floor with me, no fucking excuses.”
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Later that night, after the last band had finished playing and the bar had dispensed its final drinks for the evening, everyone reluctantly shuffled out of the Winter Gardens. A heavy police presence gave the area an oppressive atmosphere, but did little to dampen the high spirits of the festival-goers as they flocked to the nearest fast food outlets that were still open.
“Any ideas for where to stay the night?” Mandy asked, shivering in the cool evening sea breeze.
“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you,” Trog said. “Don’s got a place to stay, he said he could sneak us in. Shit, what time is it?”
Mandy glanced at her watch and twisted it toward a nearby streetlamp for illumination. “Just gone half-eleven.”
“Bollocks, we were supposed to meet him at half-ten by the pier. I hope he’s fucking waited for us.”
“Where’s he staying?”
“That place we tried with the old bag with the curlers, the one that told us to fuck off.”
“How did he manage that?”
Trog shrugged. “Dunno, he wouldn’t tell me.”
“Come on then, we’d best hurry up.”
When they reached the pier it was deserted. The pier itself, and the amusement arcade next to it, were both closed for the night, shutters drawn. Trog and Mandy walked along the sea front, hoping to find Don and Stew somewhere nearby, but there was no sign of them.
“Fucking cunts, wait until I get hold of them,” Trog said through clenched teeth.
“I’m fucking freezing,” Mandy said, huddling up against Trog. “Let’s go and get some more clothes and find a late night café or something. Anywhere to get out of this cold.”
“Yeah okay. Train station’s not far, maybe the waiting room’s still open? We could probably sleep in there.”
When they reached the train station Trog was surprised to find three police officers standing in a line across its entrance. The last train had already departed almost an hour ago, and he wondered why they would still be there.
“Move along, please,” one of the policemen said when Trog approached.
“I’ve left me stuff in one of the luggage lockers,” Trog said. “I just need to get something.”
“Station’s closed.”
“I just need to get into me locker. Look mate, it’s just over there, it’ll only take a minute or so.”
The policeman took a step toward Trog and glared at him. “I said the station’s closed. Now move along or I’ll nick you.”
“What for?” Trog said with a sneer. The last he heard there were no laws against accessing a locker you had paid to use.
“For disobeying a police officer’s direct orders. Now fuck off. This is your last warning.”
“Come on, Trog,” Mandy said, and started to walk away.
Trog glared at the policeman, who stood his ground and glared back. He frowned and turned his back on the policeman, then followed Mandy back onto the sea front.
“Fucking cunt. Now what do we do?” he said, catching her up.
“Can you remember where that bed and breakfast was, the one Don’s staying at?”
“Back of the gift shops, wasn’t it? Why?”
“Well if we can get his attention he might still be able to let us in.”
“Yeah, I guess. Worth a try, anyway.”
It began to rain, a light drizzle, and they hugged the shop fronts for shelter, darting across open space to reach new overhangs when they were forced to cross roads.
At the bed and breakfast, the No Skinheads sign was still displayed defiantly in the window. Trog looked up at the second and third floor windows. Both were in darkness, their curtains drawn.
“Don!” he shouted, cupping his hand around his mouth. When he received no reply he turned to Mandy and said, “Let’s try round the back.”
They counted the number of houses to the end of the street, and walked around the corner, coming to a back alleyway that ran adjacent to it. Counting the houses back, they came to a green wooden gate set flush into a high brick wall that ran the full length of the alleyway. Trog tried the latch on the gate but it was bolted from the inside and wouldn’t open.
A large metal dustbin stood to one side of the gate, overflowing with foul-smelling rubbish. Trog climbed onto it and looked over the wall. The building looked dilapidated from the rear, in contrast to the more enticing view from the front.
An extension had been haphazardly built onto the rear of the building, taking up most of the back yard, and its sloping roof was made of corrugated metal. There was no guttering on the extension, and rainwater flowed down it to fall in sheets on the concrete below
Trog stared up at the building, looking for any signs of life. “Don, you cunt!” he yelled. A dog somewhere in the distance started barking.
A light was on in a room on the second floor. Stew, stripped to the waist but still sporting a pair of red braces, drew back the curtains and looked out. He waved when he saw Trog’s head poking over the top of the wall. He struggled with the latch to the window and lifted it up, leaned out and spat onto the concrete below.
“All right, Trog. Where were you then? We waited half an hour, but then some bastard coppers told us to move on or they’d do us for loitering.”
“Got delayed, didn’t we? You going to let us in then or what? It’s fucking pissing it down out here.”
“Yeah, yeah, no worries.” He turned away from the window, looking into the room. “Oi Don, put her down a minute. Trog’s outside.”
Don appeared in the window and looked out, leaning his hands on the windowsill. Close behind him stood a young girl, her shirt flapping open in the breeze as she looked over his shoulder. She shivered and drew the shirt around herself, then wandered back into the room out of view.
“Go round the front, I’ll open the door for you,” Don said.
Trog jumped down from the dustbin as giggles came from the room above, followed by a light hearted “Piss off” from Don before the window slid shut.
Trog and Mandy walked back to the front of the guest house and stood impatiently by the entrance door. Trog crouched down and lifted up the letterbox flap to peer inside. Don was walking through the hallway in a plain white T-shirt and faded jeans, no sign of his standard issue braces.
“About fucking time,” Trog said when Don opened the door and let them through into the hallway. Don closed the door behind them and led the way upstairs. The uncarpeted wooden stairs creaked under their feet with every step. Inside the apartment, Stew was lying on top of the only single bed in the room with one of the girls, his arm draped around her.
“Oi, get off me fucking bed you cunts,” Don growled.
“Piss off, me and Shaz were here first,” Stew said without looking up in Don’s direction.
“Were you fuck,” Don said.
Don strode across to the bed and gripped the covers, then pulled them out sideways like a conjurer tugging on a tablecloth. Stew and Shaz travelled with the bed covers and landed with a loud thump on the floor. They swore at Don as he stepped over them and jumped onto the bed.
“Oi Annie, I’ve saved you a space,” he called out to the other girl, who was sitting in an armchair playing with her fringe and watching with a smirk on her face. She got up and plodded over to lay next to Don. Don drew the girl toward him, his groping hands going to work immediately.
A knock on the door made everyone jump. “What’s going on in there?” a female voice asked.
“Fuck,” Don said under his breath. “Nothing,” he called out. “Um … my suitcase fell off the bed, that’s all.”
“I could hear voices. Have you got someone in there with you?”
“No. I … erm … I was listening to the radio.”
“It didn’t sound like no radio. Open the door, I want to see for myself.”
Don got off the bed and looked around the room nervously.
“Open the door,” the voice repeated. “Now!”
“Hold on a minute, I’ll need to get dressed first, I’ve got nothing on.”
Don pointed toward the bed, and Stew and Shaz crawled beneath it. Mandy joined them under the bed, while Annie climbed into a wardrobe and crouched down, holding her knees in her hands. After a quick glance in the wardrobe and deciding there wasn’t enough room for them both, Trog curled up next to the bed on the side furthest away from the door. He peered through the gloom at Mandy, who had her hand over her mouth trying desperately not to laugh. Don picked up the bed covers and threw them back onto the bed, draping them over one side to cover up Trog.
The door creaked open and footsteps padded across the room. Trog held his breath when they came close to where he lay.
“Where’s the radio?” the woman asked.
“I packed it away in my suitcase. That’s how it fell.”
“Where’s the suitcase?”
“Under the bed.”
The woman grunted. “I can’t remember you having no suitcase with you when you took the room.”
“No, I left it at the train station and went back for it later.”
“Oh. Well keep the noise down, there are other guests you know. This is a respectable establishment.”
“Yeah, yeah, will do. I was just going to sleep when you knocked anyway.”
“And tidy this room up before you come down for breakfast, it looks like a bomb hit it.”
The door slammed shut and Don sighed. “Fucking hell,” he whispered.
Trog peeled back the bed covers and sat up, just in time to see Don pull something off his head and hide it behind his back. Trog motioned for Mandy and the others to come out from under the bed, and Annie opened the wardrobe door and climbed out.
Don held one finger over his mouth, his other hand still held behind his back, and turned toward the door. Trog got a glimpse of something brown and furry in Don’s hand before it spun around to the front, out of sight again. Don placed his ear against the door.
Mandy sat down on the edge of the bed. It creaked loudly beneath her. They all looked at Don, until they heard footsteps leading away from the door and clomping back down the stairs.
Don relaxed and sighed. He edged toward a dressing table in the corner of the room and slid out a drawer. He was about to put something in the drawer when Trog ran up behind him and snatched it out of his hands.
“What the fuck’s this?” Trog said, holding it out at arm’s length between two fingers, as if it was something disgusting or contagious that he didn’t want to touch.
The others laughed when they saw the hairpiece, a mass of brown curls that wouldn’t look out of place perched on top of a young Shirley Temple’s head.
Don snatched it back and stuffed it into his back pocket. “Yeah yeah, big fucking joke. Now shut the fuck up before that old biddy comes back.”
“Stick it on then,” Trog said, grinning.
“No fucking chance.”
“Aw, go on,” Annie said.
“Yeah, go on, Don,” Mandy said. “I bet it makes you look really cute.” Trog saw her wind on her camera’s film behind her back and flick the switch to turn the inbuilt flash on.
Don hesitated, staring at their eager faces as they egged him on. He sighed, and pulled the wig from his back pocket. He perched it on his head at an angle and spun it around until it faced the right way. Before he knew what was happening, Mandy had the camera held out in front of her and clicked the button. The camera flashed, freezing Don’s horrified expression.
“Too fucking late,” she laughed when Don ripped the wig from his head and threw it on the floor.
Trog picked it up and wiggled his fingers inside it, making it appear alive, then threw it onto the ground with a cry of mock fear before stamping on it with his boot.
“Oi you cunt,” Don cried, bending down to pick it up. “That cost me three fucking quid. You’ve got it all dirty now.”
“Shhhhh,” Mandy hissed loudly, holding a finger over her mouth.
“Fuck off,” Don said, throwing the wig at her. He reached out to a giggling Annie and pulled her toward the bed.
“Off!” he said, jerking his thumb at Mandy. She stood up, looking around the sparse room. Apart from the bed and the dressing table there was only the armchair, and Stew had already claimed that, pulling Shaz onto his knee.
“Where are we supposed to sleep?” Mandy asked.
“Don’t care,” Don replied. He picked up the bed covers and spread them over himself and Annie. “My room, my bed.”
“The floor’ll be fine,” Trog said. “I’m not that tired anyway.”
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Trog was startled awake by the sound of someone banging on a metal gong downstairs, punctuated by a screeching voice announcing “Breakfast!” Mandy was curled up next to him with her head resting on his chest. She murmured in her sleep when Trog jumped at the sudden noise, but she didn’t wake. He stroked the stubble on the side of her head and she murmured again.
“Mmmmmm. You’re up early,” she said, yawning.
“What time is it?” Trog asked.
Mandy glanced at her watch. “Just gone seven.”
She sat up and stretched her arms out behind her. Trog stared at her naked breasts, grinning. She held the pose longer than she really needed to, and smiled down at him. Trog noticed his own chest was wet, where Mandy had drooled on him in her sleep, and he wiped it away with his hand.
“Breakfast!” came the yell from downstairs again, followed by more frantic banging on the gong.
Trog laughed. “Fucking hell, how can those cunts sleep through all this noise?”
He sat up, stretched, and looked over at the bed where Don and Annie were both snoring away. Stew and Shaz were still entwined horizontally across the arms of the chair at what looked like an uncomfortable angle.
Mandy started to get dressed, and Trog felt a mild pang of sorrow to see her covering herself up so soon. He had been hoping for a quick shag before the others woke up.
He stood up, stretched again, and bent down to pick up his clothes. Struggling into them, he turned to Mandy, who was sitting on the edge of the bed lacing up her Doc Martens.
“We’d best wake Don up before that old bag comes looking for him,” Trog said.
Mandy stood up and smiled. “Put your boots on, we’ll do it together.”
Trog grinned back. He slid his feet into his boots and walked toward her. “What have you got in mind?”
Mandy took his hand and climbed onto the bed. She stepped daintily over Don’s snoring body and pulled Trog up after her. They stood in the gap between Don and Annie and started to jump, gently at first, then built up momentum until the entire bed was bouncing up and down with them, the springs groaning their complaint and the headboard banging against the wall.
“Fuck off,” Annie mumbled. She shuffled herself to the very edge of the bed to escape the worst of the turbulence. Another bounce made her fall out of bed with a thump. She rubbed her head, then curled up on the floor and went back to sleep.
Don moaned and rolled over in his sleep. His arm flailed across the bed, his fingers grasping at the undulating covers as Trog’s boots rose into the air once again to come crashing down on the back of his hand. He screamed and sat up with a start, looking around him in confusion.
“You fucking cunts,” he yelled when he saw Trog and Mandy grinning down at him.
“Your breakfast’s ready,” Trog said. “She’s been banging on a gong for fucking ages, I’m surprised you didn’t hear it.”
“Yeah well,” Don said. He swung his feet out of bed and reached for a pack of cigarettes. “Didn’t get much sleep last night did I?” Trog and Mandy started jumping again. Don looked around. “Where’s the bird?”
“Down there,” Mandy pointed. “She’s gone back to sleep.”
“I don’t fucking blame her,” Don said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and lit up a cigarette. He took a deep drag and sighed as he exhaled. “What the fuck time is it anyway?”
“Quarter past seven.”
“Fucking hell, who has breakfast that early?”
Trog laughed. “Mate, I’m usually down the pit by six when I’m on days. Breakfast for me is at five. I’ve probably done half a day’s work and had me dinner before you get out of bed.”
Don shrugged and looked around for his clothes. “Yeah well, you get paid fucking shed-loads for doing it though. All I get is dole money. Anyway, we’re on fucking holiday.”
“You still need to go down for breakfast though. She’ll be up here looking for you if you don’t.”
“Nah, fuck that. It’s too early for eating. Anyway, she’ll be wanting paying after breakfast and I’m fucking skint. Me giro doesn’t come until Monday and I spent most of me money on the train fare down here and that fucking wig.”
Mandy laughed. “What, you’re doing a runner?”
Don grinned around his cigarette as he pulled up his jeans and snapped his braces into place. “Got no fucking choice have I?”
“We could all club together?” Mandy said, looking at Trog.
Trog shook his head. “Nah, she had her chance to get money from me. Fuck her, I say we all leg it.”
After they woke Stew and Shaz by tipping over the armchair they were sleeping on, Don slid open the window and looked out.
“I reckon we can get out here okay,” he said.
Trog squeezed in beside him and looked for himself. There was an old, corroded metal drainpipe running down the wall, and the unforgiving-looking concrete below looked impossibly far away.
“No chance,” Trog declared. “You’d break your fucking neck if you jumped down there.”
Don pointed to the corrugated metal roof of the extension. “Not if we got onto that first. I reckon if we hold onto the drainpipe we can make it across that ledge easy.”
Trog shrugged. “Why make it harder than it needs to be? Just go downstairs and walk out the fucking door. It’s not as if anyone could stop us, especially that old biddy.”
“Mate, where’s your sense of adventure? Anyway, if we get out without being seen she won’t be phoning the coppers just yet, will she? We’d be long gone before she even fucking noticed we were missing.”
Trog nodded. “Yeah, I guess. What do you reckon, Mandy? You think you could make it onto that roof okay?” He stepped away from the window to make room for Mandy.
Mandy looked out, taking in the condition of the drainpipe and the width of the ledge Don was proposing they walk across. It only jutted out a few inches from the wall, barely wide enough to fit your toes onto, and the drainpipe in the middle was the only handhold they would have the entire way.
“I don’t know, maybe,” she said.
“Right well that’s sorted then,” Don said, stepping out onto the narrow ledge. He held onto the edge of the window frame and stood upright, flattening himself against the wall. “Wish me luck.”
Trog joined Mandy at the window and watched as Don reached out for the drainpipe with his right hand. He shuffled his toes along the ledge until he could clasp it firmly, then paused. One hand on the drainpipe, the other on the window ledge, he looked down, then closed his eyes and swore under his breath.
“Go on Don, you can do it,” Trog said.
Don opened his eyes and shuffled his feet closer to the drainpipe. He let go of the window ledge and inched closer until he could grip the drainpipe with both hands. He swung his right leg around the drainpipe and found his footing, then slowly inched his way across the ledge until he reached the opposite side. He continued at the same steady pace, clinging onto the drainpipe with his left hand. He looked down again and paused. There was still another two feet to go, and he would need to let go of the drainpipe to cover that distance because there were no other handholds available to him.
Mandy covered her eyes with her hand. “I can’t watch this,” she said, and turned away.
Don inched his right foot along the ledge, crouching down. He turned his boot sideways and swung himself forward, letting go of the drainpipe at the same time. He yelled out and jumped, both hands outstretched before him. His boots hit the corrugated roof with a loud clang and he stumbled and fell to his hands and knees, crying out in pain. He righted himself, then turned to Trog.
“Piece of fucking piss. You coming or what?”
As Don clumped across the metal roofing, a door opened below the window.
“What’s going on out there?” a woman yelled, running out into the yard. It was the owner of the bed and breakfast, holding a frying pan in her hand.
Don jumped down from the roof and ran to the gate. He threw back the bolt as the woman ran at him screaming abuse. She raised the frying pan above her head and swiped at him, but Don was through the gate long before she could hit him.
“Oi, come back here,” she yelled, running through the gate after him.
Trog laughed. “Fucking hell, I hope Don’s got his running shoes on, that old bag means fucking business.”
“Come on,” Mandy said. She headed to the bedroom door and unlocked it. “Now’s our chance to get out through the front door.”
Stew and Shaz bolted through the door and down the stairs, closely followed by Annie. Mandy stood in the doorway, waiting for Trog.
Trog shook his head and grinned at her. “This is fucking mental.”
By the time they made their way down the stairs and out through the front door, Stew, Annie and Shaz were long gone so Trog and Mandy headed back to the alleyway running behind the guest houses in search of Don. Trog was half expecting to find Don being pummelled by the old woman with the frying pan, but there was no sign of either of them.
“What do you fancy for breakfast?” Trog asked.
“Not fussed really,” Mandy said with a shrug. “I could do with a change of clothes and a wash though. I must fucking reek.”
“Nah, do you fuck,” Trog said, smiling. He pinned her against the wall and kissed her.
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After a fry-up breakfast in a nearby café, Trog and Mandy walked along the sea front road, hand in hand, heading for the train station. While not as heavy as the previous night, there was still a visibly increased police presence within the town. Beat coppers walked in pairs up and down the main road, while police vans containing growling dogs and their scowling handlers were placed at strategic points along the sea front. A large prisoner transport van was parked outside the pier, its bored-looking driver ready to spring into action wherever needed.
Trog and Mandy ignored the glares of contempt aimed at them from within the police van as they passed it by. They were lost within their own thoughts, cocooned within their own little world where nothing else really mattered.
“You love it here, don’t you?” Trog said when Mandy stopped by the seafront to watch the waves crashing onto the beach. They left behind a scummy grey detergent-filled residue on the sand.
“Yeah. I used to come here all the time when I was a kid, we had a little caravan.” She turned her head and smiled at Trog as he leaned over the railings and spat onto the beach below. “I’d wake up one day and Mum would be making sandwiches in the kitchen while Dad was outside hooking up the caravan to his car. They’d never tell me we were going until the day we went, they always left it as a surprise.” She sighed, and looked down at her boots for a few seconds before continuing. “It was the main thing I missed after Dad died. We never came here again after that.”
“How come?”
“Dunno. Couldn’t afford it, I guess. Mum sold the caravan first, then the car a few months later. Said we didn’t need them any more. After that she started drinking a lot, and didn’t go out much. Then I think she must have fallen behind with the rent or something because we moved into this really grotty flat on the other side of town. She’s been there ever since.”
“Sounds like you had it fucking rough,” Trog said, placing a hand on her shoulder.
Mandy shrugged and turned to face him. “Yeah well, you can’t change the past. Anyway if we hadn’t moved there I wouldn’t have met the other skins and we wouldn’t be here now. I’d have probably ended up being a bank clerk like my Dad.”
Trog laughed. “A bank clerk? Fucking hell, you had a narrow escape there.”
Mandy smiled and punched him on the arm. “Oi, there’s nothing wrong with being a fucking bank clerk. I bet I would’ve been good at it too.”
“If you say so,” Trog said, grinning. He darted back to avoid another swipe from Mandy’s fist.
A police car drove by slowly. Its passenger-side window wound down, and an officer glared out at Trog. Trog locked eyes with the policeman and stared back until the car passed him by.
“Are we going?” he asked Mandy, watching the police car pull into a side road.
At the train station, Trog opened the luggage locker and handed Mandy the suitcase. She took it into the ladies’ toilet and emerged twenty minutes later wearing a new outfit.
“What do you think?” she asked, spinning slowly before him.
Trog was pleased to see she was back in a short denim skirt, and even more pleased by the green fishnet stockings that sprouted from it. But all he could think of to say was “Yeah.”
Mandy handed him the suitcase. “I put your stuff on top if you want to get changed?”
Trog took the suitcase and smiled at her. “Are you coming in to help me?”
Mandy laughed and shook her head. “I’m sure you’ll manage on your own.”
“Spoilsport,” Trog said. He took the suitcase into the gents’ toilet and stripped down to the waist before a cracked mirror. He washed himself down with freezing cold water, wondering if Mandy had done the same thing. He imagined her standing there covered in goosebumps and wished he had thought of going in there and warming her up.
He splashed water onto his face and shivered, shaking his head like a dog, then looked around for something to dry himself with. The paper towel dispenser was empty, and when he checked the toilet cubicles he found no toilet rolls either. With a frown, he rubbed himself down with the shirt he had been wearing and put on a clean one. He changed his pants in one of the cubicles, pulled his jeans and boots back on, and rejoined Mandy outside.
“What do you want to do now?” he asked. He put the suitcase back in the luggage locker and slammed the door.
“Go on the beach? But don’t get me wet this time, I haven’t got anything else to change into.”
* * *
Sitting on the beach, Mandy sifted sand through her fingers while Trog read his book. Nearby, a group of skinheads were playing cricket with a tennis ball and a piece of driftwood, using an empty cigarette packet perched on top of a pile of sand for stumps. Mandy watched them, idly.
As the morning progressed, they heard the heavy growl of motorcycles riding up and down the road above. Trog’s stomach started to rumble in sympathy with the bikes, and he put down the book.
“I’m fucking starving, let’s go get some chips.”
Mandy nodded and rose to her feet. “Yeah, okay.” She held out her hand to Trog and pulled him up.
When they climbed up the stone steps back to road level they saw the motorcycles. They were huge, with extended front forks making them look even bigger. Their leather-clad riders were all in their thirties or early-forties, and sat at what looked to Trog like an extremely uncomfortable angle with their arms and legs stretched out at ninety degrees to their bodies. They tore up and down the road, some pulling wheelies to shouts of encouragement from other bikers standing by the roadside clutching bottles of beer.
Police officers looked on from the safety of their vans, uninterested in spoiling the bikers’ fun. Beat coppers were conspicuous by their absence, preferring to police the town centre’s shoppers instead.
“All right, darling,” an overweight biker in filthy jeans and a black leather jacket covered in patches said to Mandy when she crossed his path. “You want to sit on my cock?”
Trog tensed up and let go of Mandy’s hand, readying himself for a fight. Mandy grabbed his hand and pulled him away across the road. “No thanks,” she said over her shoulder with a wry smile.
The other bikers jeered at her and made obscene gestures with their beer bottles. “Fuck you later then,” one of them called out. “And that pet midget of yours too, of course.”
This generated a good deal of laughter from the bikers, and a low murmur of agreement. “Too fucking right,” one of them agreed.
“Fucking yeti bastards,” Trog growled under his breath.
“Fuck ’em,” Mandy said. She clenched Trog’s hand tighter so he couldn’t break away and steam into them.
Another group of bikers were sitting on benches outside a pub. Their parked bikes took up most of the pavement area in front of the pub, forcing pedestrians to veer into the road to pass them. More and more bikers were arriving all the time, a steady stream of small convoys of motorcycles circling around the roundabout and riding down onto the main seafront road.
“This doesn’t look good,” Trog said. “You think they’re here because of yesterday?”
Mandy shook her head. “I doubt it, they would’ve done something by now if they were. It’s probably just a coincidence.”
“I hope you’re right, there’s some right fucking bruisers among them.”
Trog and Mandy headed into the town centre, away from where the motorcycles were congregating, and found a chip shop sandwiched between an amusement arcade and a large gift shop. Inside were three skinheads sitting at a solitary table picking over the remains of their meal. Trog told them about the bikers, but they didn’t seem interested. He bought fish and chips for him and Mandy, and they took them across the road to a small public garden with park benches. They sat near another group of skinheads sitting on one of the benches, and between mouthfuls of food Trog repeated his tale about the bikers on the sea front.
A long procession of motorcycles rode past. Their loud engines drowned out Trog’s words, and he had to repeat himself after the noise had died down. “They’re all down by the beach, fucking hundreds of the cunts.”
“Yeah, so?” a skinhead girl piped up. She flicked a cigarette end into a nearby flowerbed.
“Didn’t you hear what happened yesterday? A bunch of yetis got twatted, they might be here for revenge.”
The girl shrugged. “Nothing to do with us. Anyway there’s coppers everywhere today for some reason. I can’t see anything happening, the police wouldn’t let it. Just stay away from them if you’re worried.”
Trog raised his eyes and shook his head.
Mandy threw a chip at a seagull perched on a wall surrounding one of the flowerbeds. The seagull squawked at her and scooped the chip up in its beak, then swallowed it down in one gulp. The seagull squawked again and padded closer. Mandy smiled and threw it another chip. Soon the air was thick with hovering seagulls, all demanding to be fed. One came so close she could have reached out and hand-fed it. But then another motorcycle roared past and the seagulls all scattered away in fright.
After they finished eating, Mandy scattered their leftover chips on the ground for the seagulls and tossed the screwed up papers in a nearby bin. Trog licked the roof of his mouth, savouring the thick coating of lard that had congealed there. He stretched his arm around Mandy’s shoulder and pulled her close. Her lips were smeared in grease and had a vinegar tang to them that he relished.
After a few minutes, Mandy pulled away and stood up. “Come on,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “The festival will be starting again soon.”
Trog sighed and turned to the group of skinheads on the next bench. “Are you lot coming?”
The girl shrugged and flicked her head back to clear a long purple fringe away from her eyes. A skinhead to the right of her glanced at his watch and shook his head.
“Nah, no point. They always put the crappy bands on first, the best ones won’t be on until tonight.”
“Fair enough,” Trog said. He stood up and stretched out his braces. “See you then.”
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Trog and Mandy joined a large crowd that had gathered outside the Winter Gardens, and waited with them for the doors to open. Mandy leaned against the wall and scraped the toe of one boot idly through a small pile of sand that had blown in from the beach. Trog stared across the road at three bored-looking police officers glaring back with their arms folded, and spat in contempt. They didn’t look so threatening now they didn’t have the strength of numbers and dogs to back them up. He wondered if one of them might be that dirty bastard from the previous day who had felt Mandy up, but they were too far away to check their numbers and they all looked the same to Trog in their stupid piggy helmets.
Trog heard a low rumble in the distance, the harsh tones of a motorcycle engine being revved. It was soon joined by the splutter of more bikes being kick-started, forming a continuous, cacophonous wall of sound. Trog stepped into the road and glanced in the direction the noise was coming from. Near the pier, dozens of motorcycles filled the road, three or four abreast, reaching back as far as Trog could see. Their riders were just sitting there revving their engines, as if waiting for some signal.
“What is it?” Mandy asked. She stepped into the road and cupped her hand over her eyes to see for herself.
The roar of the engines was joined by a loud blaring of horns that increased in intensity as more and more joined in. Then the motorcycles rolled forward as one.
“This doesn’t look fucking good,” Trog said. He pulled Mandy back into the crowd.
Skinheads around them surged into the road to see what the commotion was about for themselves. Trog used the opportunity to inch him and Mandy toward the Winter Gardens doorway. He rapped his knuckles on the glass door to get the attention of one of the three bouncers inside. The bouncer shook his head, then pointed at his wristwatch and held up five fingers. Trog slapped the window with the palm of his hand in frustration. He needed to get Mandy off the street, right now. In another five minutes it might be too late.
The roar of the bikes’ engines, and the blaring of their horns, became more and more deafening the closer they got. The police glanced nervously at each other and stepped back away from the roadside as the motorcycles approached.
The first wave of bikes roared past inches away from the crowd of skinheads, who had to jump back onto the pavement to avoid being run down by them. Some of the motorcycles had pillion passengers, and Trog watched as they thundered past and came to a halt further down the road. They dismounted their bikes, leaving them parked haphazardly across the entire width of the road, and stood by them. Trog looked in the opposite direction and saw they had done the same thing there too, effectively blocking off both sides of the road leading to the Winter Gardens.
The skinheads looked at each other in silence. Everyone knew what was coming and psyched themselves up for battle. Some of the younger ones edged away toward the entrance door, hoping to escape into the venue before it was too late. But the bouncers must have seen what was happening outside, and were pulling down the metal shutters. The police were on their radios, frantically calling for assistance. The bikers standing either side of the Winter Gardens waited in silence.
After a minute of this, one of the bikers straddled his bike and kick-started it. Another biker climbed on the back, pulling something from inside his leather jacket that glistened in the sunlight.
A horn blared again, three short bursts in rapid succession, and the motorcycle pulled away from the others. As it approached, Trog’s eyes widened when he saw the pillion rider swinging a thick chain with a heavy duty padlock on the end.
Trog pulled Mandy back against the wall, sheltering her with his body as the biker flicked the chain out into the crowd by the roadside. Trog twisted his head just in time to see the padlock smash into a skinhead’s jaw with a crack loud enough to be heard over the deafening sound of the motorcycle’s engine. Broken teeth flew from the youth’s mouth as he fell to his knees, screaming. Everyone around him scattered in panic, desperate not to suffer the same fate as the chain slashed through them once more.
An overweight skinhead in his early twenties directly in the motorcycle’s path ducked low and shouted a warning to those around him. The chain whistled over his head into a young girl standing nearby. The chain coiled around her neck and pulled her off her feet. She stumbled toward the motorcycle. The bike hit her side on and she was sent spinning in the opposite direction, back into the crowd. She collided with other skinheads and knocked them off their feet like dominos before she went down herself.
A roar came from the bikers on either side of the Winter Gardens and they rushed into battle wielding chains and spanners. The skinheads ran to meet them, shouting abuse.
Trog looked at Mandy, unsure what to do. Every instinct told him to fight, to get in there and stick the boot into as many of the hairy bastards as he could before they overwhelmed him by sheer weight of numbers. But at the same time he felt an overwhelming desire to protect Mandy. He knew she could handle herself, but there was no telling what might happen to her if he left her unguarded. He glanced across the road at the police, who were just standing there nervously watching the battle. No help from that quarter, not that Trog had really been expecting any.
Mandy lurched toward the road, seemingly eager to join the fray when the two groups clashed in a flurry of fists and boots, chains and spanners. Trog grabbed her arm and pulled her back.
“Don’t go out there,” he said. “We need to protect the little kids.”
Mandy struggled in his grip for a few seconds. She stared into his eyes, her own eyes blazing in anger, her fists clenched. Trog shook his head slowly and repeated his statement about needing to protect the children. Mandy frowned, then nodded and returned to the Winter Gardens entrance. Trog stood before them all while he watched the battle unfold around him.
A lucky boot to a biker’s groin from a heavily built skinhead had the older man bent double, grasping his bollocks in gloved hands. Three skinheads were on him immediately, and pulled him to the ground by the long hair hanging out of the back of his helmet. One skinhead wrestled with the helmet, triying to pull it off so he could do the man’s face some damage, while the others kicked out at his prone body. The helmet was fastened tight, and even when he put his feet on the biker’s shoulders to get better leverage to tug harder, it refused to come off. Giving up on that idea he ripped the visor from the front of the helmet and used its hard plastic edge to slash down at the biker’s face. The biker screamed, his hands shooting up to protect his face. The skinhead slashed down on the back of his hands instead.
A girl bent down to help a fallen skinhead back to his feet. A chain-wielding biker grinned wildly out of an open-face helmet decorated with a spray-painted swastika and slashed out at her back. She screamed and fell to the ground.
A few of the bikers returned to their motorcycles and kick-started them. They rode into the battle like jousters on horseback, swinging chains in their left hands. A skinhead, his face covered in blood, ran headlong into the side of one of the motorcycles as it passed him by and pushed out at its startled rider with both hands. The bike careened wildly off course into another motorcyclist riding close beside it. Both bikes went down as their handlebars clashed and their riders lost control. A pillion rider on one of the bikes was thrown clear, and rolled to one side as the bikes continued their journey in a shower of sparks. The riders themselves weren’t so lucky, and went down with their bikes. The rough tarmac made short work of their worn denim jeans, ripping skin from their arms and legs like a grindstone.
Trog heard police sirens in the distance, and for the first time ever in his life he was glad to hear them. He knew they would all be arrested, and probably extremely brutally at that, but those hairy bastards weren’t taking any prisoners. They were out for blood. Bodies on both sides of the conflict littered the road. Some rolled around groaning, some sat nursing broken limbs. Others were out for the count, blood pooling around them.
When the police sirens drew closer, the bikers split and ran back to their motorcycles. A few surviving skinheads ran up side streets to get away. The riot vans approached from the pier side and screeched to a halt behind the parked motorcycles blocking off the road. Dozens of police jumped from the vans brandishing truncheons and lashed out at the bikers as they tried to make their getaway. The bikers fought back, swinging chains and spanners at them, and managed to bring a few officers down before they were overwhelmed.
Trog backed Mandy into a corner as the bikers ran past, shielding her from any possible attack. The youngsters huddled together close by, pressing themselves against the Winter Gardens door. Most of the bikers ran straight past without noticing them, desperate to get away before the police figured out they should have approached from both sides of the road instead of just one.
Two bikers stopped in their tracks and looked directly at Trog. “Well, look what we have here,” one of them said, grinning. “A bunch of fucking cowards.”
The other biker laughed and pulled out a knife with a vicious-looking serrated blade. He tossed it from hand to hand, like a stereotype hoodlum from a 1960s biker movie. Trog raised his fists, his eyes following the knife.
The first biker took off his helmet, revealing a long jagged scar down his cheek. He held the helmet in his hand by the strap and bared his teeth in a grimace.
“Look at you without a fucking scratch on you,” he said to Trog. “Too scared to fight, so you thought you’d hide out here with all the little babies?”
“Fuck off,” Trog growled.
The biker with the knife laughed. “You going to stand for that, Tom? Little fucking midget baby telling you to fuck off like that?”
Trog saw red. Head down, he charged at the biker with the knife. The biker’s eyes bugged in surprise. Trog barrelled into him and the biker went down heavily, his head snapping back on the pavement with a loud crack that would have split it open if it wasn’t for the open-face helmet he wore. Trog went for the knife hand, grabbing it by the wrist and twisting. The biker held onto the knife, refusing to let go. Trog knelt on the biker’s chest and pulled up the hand, then slammed it back down onto the pavement.
The biker twisted his body and Trog felt a sharp burning pain in his ear when a gloved fist struck him. His ears rang. Trog gripped both the biker’s wrists, put his full weight on them, and lifted his knees off the man’s chest. He shuffled his feet backwards and brought both knees crashing down on the biker’s stomach.
Winded, the biker’s fingers uncurled from the knife’s handle and Trog jerked the hand upwards away from it. It came away from the ground easily, instinct causing the man to want to clutch his stomach with both hands. Trog twisted the biker’s hand up into the man’s face. It struck him on the helmet’s peak, and the biker cried out in pain. Trog drove his fist into the biker’s nose and felt something crack within it. Blood spurted, coating his fists, but he didn’t stop punching until the man lay still.
Trog stood, panting, and kicked the unconscious biker in the bollocks by way of a farewell gesture, before turning his attention to the remaining biker. He had been expecting the other man to join in the fight at any minute and drag him off so the two bikers could both give him a kicking together. But when he turned, he realised why that hadn’t happened. Mandy straddled the biker, the man’s helmet in her hand. She lifted it over her head, then slammed it down into his face.
“Mandy, we need to get fucked off!” Trog yelled.
Mandy didn’t seem to hear him. The helmet crashed down once more into the biker’s bloody face. The youngsters had all gone, no doubt having scarpered during the fight.
“Mandy!” Trog shouted. He stepped toward her and grabbed her wrist when the helmet swung up for another blow.
Mandy’s head swivelled toward him, a look of fury on her face. Her nose was bleeding, and a fresh wave of anger flowed through Trog. Mandy’s expression softened and she stood up and hugged Trog. The helmet dropped from her hand and bounced on the pavement by her feet.
“He hit me,” Mandy said with a sob. “The fucking cunt hit me!”
Trog held her tight. A solitary tear rolled down his cheek. Over his shoulder he could see the police had fought their way through the remaining bikers and were now spread out across the road, lashing out at both skinheads and bikers who lay injured in their path.
“Mandy, we really need to go right now,” he said.
Mandy pulled away and looked into Trog’s eyes. She smiled, wiped her nose with the back of her hand, and nodded. Trog saw Mandy’s camera lying on the ground near the doorway and bent down to pick it up. He pushed it into his front pocket.
“Oi, you two,” a voice called out. “Stay there, you’re under arrest.”
Without bothering to look, Trog took Mandy by the hand and dragged her in the opposite direction, away from the police. They ran down the first side street they came to, and then another, and another, until they came to a residential area made up of dilapidated-looking terraced houses with an occasional arched passageway between them giving access to the rear of the properties.
Trog vaulted over a wall into the garden of one of the houses. Mandy followed him, out of breath, and climbed over gingerly. Trog held out his hand to help her jump down into the garden, then pulled her into the passageway.
They stood with their backs against the wall for a few minutes while they caught their breath, then Trog pulled her into the back yard. The yard was strewn with rubbish; old discarded household appliances, a car tyre, and other assorted junk.
A rickety-looking lattice fence was at the bottom of the yard, separating it from the back yard of another house in the next street. Trog ran up to it and started to climb over. Mandy held him back.
“We should stay here. It doesn’t look like there’s anyone home.”
Trog stepped back down off the fence and looked at the rear of the house. The curtains were all drawn. He glanced at the adjacent houses to either side, expecting to see angry residents brandishing telephones to summon the police, but the windows were all empty. He nodded, and walked back toward the house. An old baby bath, cracked and stained green with moss, had collected rainwater. Trog dipped his hands into it to rinse the blood from them. Mandy took out a handkerchief and soaked it in the water, then used it to wipe the dried blood from her face.
Trog tried the back door, but as he expected it was locked. He was about to put his shoulder to it and force the flimsy-looking lock when Mandy stopped him.
“We need to keep quiet,” she whispered. “Wait for the coppers to lose interest. Then get back to the train station and get the fuck out of here.”
Trog nodded and slumped down against the door. He sat on a small stone porch with his knees raised before him. Mandy sat down next to him and held her head in her hands while they listened to the police sirens all around them.
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Later, Trog heard a door slam and the sounds of a man and woman shouting abuse at each other from inside the house. He looked at Mandy, and she nodded. Without a word, they rose to their feet and made their way back through the passageway between the houses, ducking low as they passed a side window.
Out on the street, Trog looked in both directions to get his bearings, then led Mandy through the back streets toward the town centre. The main road through Cleethorpes was blocked in both directions with stationary vehicles, drivers sounding their horns impatiently. Trog watched as seven police officers mounted a bus and dragged off two young skinheads in handcuffs. He pulled Mandy away, onto the sea front, before the police had a chance to notice them.
The arcades and gift shops along the sea front were all closed and shuttered, bemused day-trippers forced onto the beach by sheer boredom. Police surrounded the train station, only letting people through one at a time, and a long, winding queue had formed. Other police officers patrolled the queue, searching out anyone dressed in skinhead attire and arresting them. Two officers dragged a young skinhead girl to a riot van parked nearby. She screamed abuse at them as they hurled her inside and slammed the doors.
Mandy frowned. “Why are they arresting skins? We were the ones who were attacked, they should be going after those fucking bikers, not us.”
Trog sighed and shook his head. “Fuck knows, but we won’t get past those cunts. We’ll have to walk it out of town, then get a bus to Grimsby or something.”
“But all my clothes are in there,” Mandy said, pointing at the train station entrance. “And my new records.”
Trog shrugged his shoulders and sighed again. “Not much we can do about that, we’ll have to come back for them another day.”
“Fuck that, we haven’t done anything wrong.” She smiled. “How much money have you got left?”
“About eighty quid, why?”
“Remember what Don looked like when he had that wig on?”
“Yeah, he looked like a right fucking soppy cunt. What’s that got—” Trog stopped mid-sentence and laughed. “Fucking hell Mandy, now I know why I love you so much. That’s just fucking brilliant.”
Mandy gaped at him, her eyes wide.
Trog frowned. “What?” he asked, when she didn’t say anything.
Mandy smiled and threw her arms around Trog’s neck, then pulled him in for a quick kiss. “Nothing, nothing at all. Come on, let’s go shopping.”
* * *
“What do you think?”
Mandy twirled in front of the changing room curtains. A long yellow summer dress flared out from her ankles with the momentum of her spin.
Trog laughed. “Fucking horrible. And it doesn’t go with those boots either.”
Mandy looked down at her Doc Martens and frowned. “Shit, I never thought of those. I’ll need some new shoes as well.”
“What size do you take? I’ll go and get some for you.”
“Seven. But don’t get anything too girly or I’m not wearing them.”
“I’ll try,” Trog said, grinning over his shoulder as he left. “But I know fuck all about women’s shoes so I’ll probably just pick the cheapest.”
He returned a few minutes later brandishing a pair of brown sandals. Mandy looked at them in disgust.
“Sandals? Do I look like a fucking hippy or something?”
Trog smiled mischievously. “Well yeah, you do a bit in that stupid yellow dress. But isn’t that the whole idea?”
Mandy frowned and held out her hand. “Give us them here then.”
She went back into the changing room and sat down on a stool, leaving the curtain open. She unlaced her boots and kicked them off. Trog watched in amusement as she slid her foot into one of the sandals and buckled it up at the side. She twisted her ankle around, examining it from all directions, and then stood up to put her weight on it.
“It feels funny. It’s too light, and the sole is too hard.”
Trog laughed. “You’ll get used to them. Stick the other one on and try walking around in them. That’s what me mam always used to tell me when I were buying shoes for school.”
Trog reached into his pocket for Mandy’s camera. He held it behind his back until she stepped out of the changing room once more.
“Don’t you fucking dare,” Mandy screamed when she saw the camera pointing at her. She raised both hands to cover her face just before the flash went off.
Trog laughed again when she thumped him on the arm and made a grab for the camera. He spun around, guarding the camera from her clutches with his body.
“Oh, you fucking wait until it’s your turn to look like a silly cunt. I’m going to enjoy choosing your clothes for you. And I’m destroying that fucking photo as soon as they’re developed.”
* * *
Trog emerged from the shop feeling self conscious and foolish. The clothes Mandy had chosen for him were the most ridiculous-looking ones she could find in the entire shop. The brightly-coloured baggy shorts and thick green and pink striped jumper might have looked at home on a golf course, but anywhere else they would just single him out as a fucking idiot with no fashion sense whatsoever.
He stared down at the pavement as he walked, imagining the smirks on the faces of everyone he passed. He had got his own back on Mandy by topping her off with a long, blonde, crimped-hair wig that made her head look massive. But then Mandy had retaliated with a stupid-looking brown hairpiece with a side parting that reminded Trog of his old chemistry teacher.
They carried their real clothes in two carrier bags provided by the shop, eager to change back into them at the first opportunity presented. But first they had to run the gauntlet of the police line around the train station.
Mandy sought Trog’s hand when they joined the end of a long, winding queue running down the side of an amusement arcade, outside the train station, and onto the sea front. Trog could feel her hand trembling against his, and he fought down the rising panic in his own mind.
A young woman with a small child turned to Trog and Mandy. Her eyes widened when she took in Trog’s unusual attire.
“Do you know what the hold up is?” she asked Mandy. The young child stared at Trog and giggled. Trog felt his face redden.
“No idea, but I hope we don’t miss the train because of it,” Mandy said.
When they reached the front of the queue, Mandy was asked for her name and address. She gave an address in Shefferham, and a policeman wrote it down. He asked if she had seen anything of the trouble that had occurred earlier. Mandy shook her head. The policeman said they would be in touch if they needed any further details, and waved her through the barrier.
When it came to Trog’s turn, the policeman frowned and stared at him thoughtfully.
“Don’t I know you from somewhere?” he asked.
Trog’s heart skipped a beat, and he felt his face flush. “Don’t think so?”
He glanced at the policeman’s stern face, felt a slight glimmer of recognition himself, and looked away quickly toward Mandy who was waiting for him on the other side of the barrier. He hoped she would have the sense to disappear if he was rumbled.
“Yeah, I’m sure I’ve seen you somewhere before,” the policeman said. “Where are you from?”
Trog gave the same address in Shefferham that Mandy had used, and the policeman grunted as he wrote it down.
“What’s in the bag?”
Trog looked down at the carrier bag in his hand, and subconsciously moved it behind his back. “Um… nothing. Just my beach clothes.”
“Let’s have a look then.”
Trog held out the bag in both hands, resigned to his fate. He was sure this was it; that he would be carted off to the cells for a kicking. The policeman bent forward to look inside the bag and saw a crumpled white shirt with a pair of faded jeans underneath it. He frowned, and looked Trog up and down, then waved him through the barrier.
Trog looked heavenward and sighed as he walked through, thankful that the policeman hadn’t seen anything suspicious in the bag, and hadn’t thought to search it more thoroughly. It was purely by chance that the shirt had been on top. He hadn’t given any thought to packing the bag, just thrown everything in when he got changed. He gave Mandy a quick squeeze, and strode up to the luggage lockers to retrieve their suitcase. He rejoined her on the platform, and they lost themselves in the crowd waiting for the next train to arrive.
Mandy put her arms around Trog and stared into his eyes. She bit her lip. “I’m sorry,” she said.
“What for?” Trog asked. He circled his arms around Mandy’s back and sought out her familiar bra strap through the strange yellow material.
“This weekend. It was supposed to be something special, but it ended up being a fucking disaster.”
Trog laughed. “Don’t be daft. I haven’t had this much fun in ages. But next time you want to go to something like this …” he trailed off, grinning.
“What?” Mandy asked, smiling back.
“We bring a fucking army with us.”
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So I’m in the local night club with my mate Shaz, yeah? The Zone, it says on the big neon sign above the door, but most people call it The Meat Market. It’s the sort of place you go to if you want to find random people to fuck without having to worry about any of that soppy romance bollocks. I’m sure you know the sort of place I mean; you’ve probably been to one yourself a few times, right? Low lights so you can’t see how ugly everyone is, loud music so you can’t hear how fucking boring they are. The perfect pick-up joint for freaks of all ages, yeah?
Anyway, we’re checking out the studs lined up along the bar, trying to decide which ones are worth bothering with. Most of them are fat bastards in their thirties with huge beer guts flopping down over their belts like an old woman’s tits, so there’s not much to choose from. There is one reasonable looking guy at the end of the bar though. Not that he would win any beauty contests, mind. He’s dog fucking rough in the face department, and his clothes look like he’s slept in them for a month, but he does have this massive bulge sticking out of the front of his trousers that catches my eye.
“See anything you fancy?” Shaz yells in my ear.
Shaz is the same age as me, but she looks a few years older. We grew up on the same council estate and went to the same shitty schools together, so we’ve known each other pretty much forever. My dad calls her a trollop and says she’s a bad influence on me, but he doesn’t know the half of it.
“That one’s quite cute,” I shout back, nodding my head toward bulge-guy. It’s like he can hear me over the loud thumping music or something, because he looks straight at me and winks.
Shaz shakes her head and sighs. “Fucking hell Abby, try looking beyond his cock. He’s fucking skint, you can tell that a mile off. You’d be lucky to get a drink out of him, never mind anything else.”
“Well what about that one then?” I point at one of the fatties, choosing him at random.
“Are you kidding? Look at his shoes. Fucking Hush Puppies? Get real, Abby.”
“Well which one would you go for?”
Shaz smiles, and points her finger at one of the other fatties. “Armani suit, not cheap in that size. You need to get them made especially, you can’t just pick one up off the fat cunt rail in Tesco. See those shoes? Paul Smith brogues, three hundred quid a pop. And look at the way he’s standing, you can tell he’s used to ordering people around. Probably middle management at least, but more likely some sort of fucking company director. Either way he’s fucking loaded.”
“Right,” I say. I’ll have to take her word for it, I know fuck all about men’s clothes and the way this one’s standing doesn’t look any different to the way all the other fat bastards are standing. “So who’s having him then, you or me?”
“You can have him, I’ll pick one of the others.”
“Right, okay. See you later then, yeah?”
I walk up to the bar and squeeze myself in next to the one Shaz pointed out for me. The barman looks at me and nods, asking if I need serving. I shake my head and he walks away to serve someone else. The fatty on my left looks in my direction and smiles, thinking he’s in with a chance. I scowl at him and he looks away sharply. His face turns the colour of a slapped arse.
I turn my head to look at the over-stuffed Armani suit on my right. He stares straight ahead at the optics behind the bar but it’s obvious he knows I’m here from the way his hand shakes when he picks up his drink. Great, he’s one of those fucking shy bastards. That means I’ll have to make all the moves instead of just standing here looking pretty. I nudge him with my elbow and watch the rolls of fat ripple for a few seconds until they settle down again.
“Hi,” I yell when he doesn’t look in my direction. No reply. I can see sweat breaking out on his forehead. Fucking hell, he’s not going to make this easy for me, is he? I stroke the back of his hand with my fingertips. He jumps as if I’ve just fucking scratched him or something, and turns toward me.
“Hi,” I yell again. I flash him my warmest smile and hope he doesn’t make a run for it. If he does I’ll have to go back to Shaz and start the selection process all over again.
“Um… hello. Do you come here often?” he says.
I laugh. Well at least he can fucking talk, even if what he does say is corny as fuck. “Yeah, I come here all the time. You going to buy me a drink then or what?”
“Um… sure, what’ll you have?”
“A pint of Guinness and a whisky chaser.”
He pulls out a brown leather wallet and I can’t help noticing how stuffed full of money it is when he plucks out a tenner and waves it at the barman. There must be a few hundred quid in there, easy. I turn and give Shaz a double thumbs up while he’s distracted with the barman. She smiles back at me in that smug bastard way people do when they know they’ve been proven right.
He buys my drinks and I down half the Guinness in one go, then wipe the froth from my mouth with the back of my hand.
“So, um, what do you do for a living?” he asks. As if he gives a fuck what I do or who I do it with. But I might as well humour him, it’s only polite.
“I work the till in a burger joint. How about you?”
“I’m a stockbroker.” He says this as if I’m supposed to be impressed, but I’ll be fucked if I know what one of those is. Probably something to do with warehouses, or making sure a supermarket’s shelves don’t run empty.
“Oh yeah?” I shout. “That’s nice.”
“My name’s Alan.”
I shrug and pick up my Guinness, drain the rest of it. The whisky follows it down, and I get a warm glow spreading down my throat and into my chest.
“So what’s yours?” he yells.
“I’ll have another pint of Guinness, Alan.”
“No, I mean, um, what’s your name?”
“Abby.”
“Pleased to meet you, Abby.”
He holds out his hand. I look at it. Who the fuck wants to shake hands when they’re picking up some random woman at a bar? He holds it there a few more seconds, then takes the hint and reaches for his wallet. He orders himself an alcohol-free beer, obviously worried whether he’ll be able to perform or not when the time comes.
The fat cunt on my left peels himself away from the bar and waddles off to the toilets like a hippo that’s just learnt how to walk on two legs, so I put a bit of space between me and my new friend Alan. He’s sweating like a pig, but it’s not the nice, heady aroma of a proper man. It’s the sort of greasy chips and curry stench you always get from fat blokes. I lean back against the bar and take another long drink.
“So, um, you fancy going somewhere a bit quieter, Abby?” Alan asks my tits.
I answer on their behalf. “Nah, I like it in here. Besides, I’m barred from most of the pubs in town.”
“I, um, wasn’t really thinking of another pub.”
Here it comes. Two measly fucking drinks I’ve had from the cunt and he already thinks he’s fully paid up. What the fuck is it with men these days? I’d need at least ten pints before I even considered having that lard-arse pounding on top of me. I’d need the anaesthetic for when he crushes my fucking ribs.
“Maybe later,” I yell. “The night’s still young and all that.” I drain the rest of my pint and hand the glass to Alan. “Your round, yeah?”
While he gets the drinks in I look to see what Shaz is doing. The bulge-guy is sitting with her, yelling something into her ear. Shaz is laughing. I frown. All that bollocks she came out with about him being skint, and all along she just wanted him for herself.
“Is something wrong, Abby?” Alan must’ve picked up on my annoyance with Shaz, so I smile to reassure him everything’s fine.
“Nothing at all, Alan.” I raise my pint glass toward him. “Cheers.” He picks up his alcohol-free beer and chinks my glass, smiles back.
I look back at Shaz, try to catch her eye to show her how fucking pissed off I am, but she’s too busy throwing herself at bulge-guy. His arm is round her shoulder, and her hand is resting on his thigh, brushing the tip of his bulge with her thumb. He leans in for a kiss and gropes her tits. I hope it’s just a fucking rolled up sock he’s got stuffed down his pants, it’d serve Shaz right for lining me up with this fat sweaty bastard and keeping the best guy in the whole fucking place for herself.
I turn back to the bar and try to think of something to say to Alan. I mean, what do you say to someone you have absolutely nothing whatsoever in common with, and who makes your fucking skin crawl just thinking about him? I can’t think of anything, so I just ask the obvious question.
“So, Alan, have you got any rubber johnnies on you?”
Fuck it, straight to the point, that’s me. Well it certainly gets Alan’s attention anyway. He stares at me with his mouth open as if he can’t believe what I’ve just said. His face flushes red, his hands start to tremble. He fiddles with the knot of his tie.
“Um, no. But I could, um, get some from the machine in the toilets?”
I smile and wink at him, and a huge soppy grin spreads over his face. Like a little kid on Christmas day who’s woke up to a room full of presents, or a twelve year old boy who’s just lost his virginity.
“Yeah, you do that. And make sure they’re ribbed, yeah? Oh, and get those strawberry flavoured ones too if you can. I don’t like the taste of rubber.”
I never thought it was possible for a face to go as red as his. I wouldn’t be surprised if his head just fucking exploded right there in front of me.
“Oh. Um, yes, I– of course I will.”
I smile to myself as he scoots off to the toilets to buy the johnnies. I lean back on the bar to watch, and shake my head at the comical way he walks. I look for Shaz to give her an update, but she’s not there. And neither is bulge-guy. Great, just my fucking luck.
Alan strides back. He pats his breast pocket and grins like a fucking loon. “I got them, Abby,” he says. “Where do you want to do it?”
“Hold your horses, lover. How about another drink first?”
My head’s starting to get comfortably mashed from the Guinness, but a few more won’t hurt. I wonder if Shaz is having a good time with bulge-guy, whether he’s one of those fumble and shoot types or if he’s one of those fucking marathon-men who last for hours. I hope it’s the former.
Alan gulps down his alcohol-free beer. I take my time and sip my Guinness, all the while keeping an eye out for Shaz. She’s taking her fucking time, she’s had long enough now to bang the entire fucking night club never mind just one bloke. Lucky cow.
I’ve still got half a pint left when Alan starts talking to my tits again, telling them it’s time to go somewhere quiet. Fuck it, might as well make my move. Shaz can’t be much longer, surely.
“Hundred quid,” I say. The look of pure innocent shock on his face is fucking priceless. I wish I had my phone ready so I could take a photo, but it’s too late now.
“Um… sorry?” he says. He looks at me wide-eyed.
“Hundred quid. In advance, yeah?”
“But I bought you all those drinks,” he splutters.
“Yeah, and?”
“Um… okay. Just so that we’re clear, what does a hundred pounds buy me?”
I shrug, playing it cool. I’d been expecting him to haggle, or maybe even just tell me to fuck off when he found out it wasn’t going to be free. But the glint in his eye tells me he’s definitely interested. I give him a coy smile. “Whatever you want it to buy you, Alan.”
I can practically hear those cogs in his head grinding against each other. He grins and reaches for his wallet, peels off five twenty pound notes and thrusts them into my hand. I pull out my low-cut top and stuff the money inside my bra for safe keeping. Alan leans forward to get himself a good look at his investment.
“Wait there, I need to go to the toilet,” I tell him. “This Guinness has gone straight through me.”
He’s obviously not as daft as he looks, because he follows me to the ladies. “I’ll wait for you here,” he says when I push open the pink door. “Don’t be long, will you?” I can feel his eyes burning into my arse as I let go of the door and it swings shut on him.
Both the cubicles are full, and I have to stand there with my legs crossed so I don’t piss myself while I wait. It takes fucking ages, but eventually I hear a bolt slide open on one of the cubicle doors. Some middle-aged tart with smudged makeup staggers out and heads toward the mirror.
I’m in the cubicle like a fucking shot. I hitch up my miniskirt and pull down my knickers before I’ve even got the door shut. I don’t bother locking it, there isn’t enough time. I squat down on the toilet and sigh in relief while the piss gushes out of me.
I look for some toilet paper to wipe myself with, but the bog-roll dispenser is empty, just a cardboard tube to taunt me with. Fucking great. I bounce up and down on the toilet seat to shake off as many drops as I can, then use the palm of my hand for the rest. I pull up my knickers and open the cubicle door. I go to the sink and turn the tap on, rinse my hands under the cold water.
The old tart is still here, standing in front of the mirror trying to repair her makeup. But she’s so fucking pissed she just makes it look even worse than it did before. She looks like something from a fucking horror movie, and I pity whichever poor sap has to bang that monster tonight. With a final pout at the mirror, she staggers past me toward the exit. Alan holds the door open while she walks through it. After she’s gone he stares in at me.
“Are you going to be much longer, Abby?”
I look at my reflection in the mirror and sigh. “Another five minutes and I’ll be all yours, yeah?”
I splash cold water onto my face and hear the door thump shut. I spin round, expecting to see Alan with his pants round his ankles waddling toward me with his cock out, but I’m all alone in here. I rub the water off my face and shake my hands over the sink. There’s no paper towels, and the electric dryer has an Out of Order sign on it, so I’ll need to drip-dry.
I go back into the cubicle and lock the door behind me. I put the toilet lid down and sit on it, then take out my phone. I unlock it and prod Shaz’s picture in my contacts, put the phone to my ear.
It rings out to voicemail.
I shake my head, hang up, and try again. This time she answers, out of breath. I can hear loud, rhythmic grunting sounds in the background.
“Where the fuck are you, Shaz?”
“I’m– ah! Harder! I’m a bit– ah! Busy at the moment Abby, can you call back later?”
“Are you fucking someone?”
“No. Ah! I mean yes, faster! That’s it, you fucking bastard.”
“For fuck’s sake Shaz, I’m ready to go with that fat bastard and I need you to watch my back. Where the fuck are you, anyway?”
“Ah! Ah! Hold on Abby, I won’t be long. I’ll come and find you when I’m done.”
“Yeah well tell your fucking stud to hurry up, I can’t wait forever.”
I look at my phone as it grunts and squeals at me. I hear a slapping sound and Shaz cries out. Her stud moans, shooting his load, and I put the phone back to my ear.
“Shaz? Have you finished?”
It’s a while before she answers, and she’s still out of breath. “I’m on my way Abby, where are you now?”
“I’m in the women’s toilets. You need to get here now, I don’t think he’ll wait much longer.”
“I’m only next door in the gents, I’ll make my way outside now and wait for you there.”
In the gents? Fucking hell, you wouldn’t catch me doing it in there. Those cunts are just fucking animals the way they piss all over the floor.
“Right,” I say. “Let me know when you’re outside, yeah?”
“Will do, Abby. See you, Steve.” I hear a man’s voice mumble something, then the sound of someone pissing into water fades into the background. “Just on my way out the door now, no sign of your friend though. Maybe he changed his mind?”
I end the call and open the cubicle door. Alan stares in at me. He takes me by surprise, but it doesn’t take me long to compose myself.
“Sorry I took so long,” I say. I smile and loop my arm through his.
“That’s okay Abby, you’re here now.”
I lead him out of the night club and steer him toward the back alley that runs behind it. Shaz watches us from across the road. Her face looks flushed under the orange glow of the streetlamp she leans against.
Alan stops abruptly. “I have a car just down the road, it’s got a really comfortable back seat.”
Shit, think fast. No way am I getting in a fucking car with him, he could be some sort of fucking psycho for all I know.
I spin around and stick my tongue down his throat to give myself a bit more thinking time. Fuck me, when was the last time he brushed his teeth? His mouth tastes fucking rank, like he’s been eating dog shit or something.
“I like it rough, and I want you to fuck me down here,” I say, pointing toward the alley. “Away from the cameras, yeah?”
“Ah, okay. Good thinking.”
He follows me eagerly now, and when I reach the alleyway I glance over at Shaz to make sure she’s still there. She gives me a thumbs-up in reply. I take Alan a few yards into the alley and find a good spot behind a large industrial-size dumpster and pull him toward it.
He pins me against the wall and gropes my tits while his mouth goes to work on my neck. It feels like a slug crawling across me, and I shudder in revulsion. Alan takes that as a sign I’m ready for action, and pulls down his trousers. He hitches up my miniskirt and smears cock-snot all over my thighs while he yanks at the elastic on my knickers. I snap my legs together and push him away with both hands.
“Put a johnny on, yeah?”
He blinks at me for a few seconds and nods. He pulls one out of his breast pocket and bites the seal open, spits out a sliver of silver foil. He plucks the rubber out and grins when he shows me it. It’s bright fucking red and there’s a smiley face on the end of it with the little spunk-bubble forming the nose. It looks like something a fucking clown would wear to an orgy, and I can’t help wondering if it will squeak if I squeeze it hard enough. He sticks it over the end of his cock and rolls it down with his thumb and forefinger.
Shaz creeps up behind him like a pantomime villain, up on her toes with her arms outstretched at the sides for balance.
“Is that you Abby?” she says quietly.
Alan jumps and spins around in shock. Shaz’s eyes drop down to the bright red rubber-coated cock smiling at her, and her eyes widen in disbelief. Alan pulls his trousers up and spins back to me. His face turns the same shade of red as the cock poking out of his fly.
“All right Shaz,” I say, unable to keep the grin off my face. I love this part.
“Is this pervert bothering you?” she says with a straight face. I don’t know how she does it. Practice, I suppose, but I know I wouldn’t be able to manage it without sniggering. She must be in a good mood about something if she wants to play this line instead of just kicking the fuck out of him and taking his wallet. It’s been a while since we’ve used it, and I’m probably getting a bit too old for it now, but I might as well play along.
“No, he’s my fella.”
Alan turns to Shaz and nods his head vigorously. Shaz looks him up and down with a sneer. Her gaze lingers on his cock. “You do know she’s only fourteen?”
Alan looks at me and his mouth gapes open. “Um… god, no, I didn’t. Are you sure?”
“Hey baby,” I say. I reach out for his cock and give it a gentle squeeze. “What difference does my age make? I’ve still got all the right parts, and they’re all in full working order.”
Alan looks at me as if I’m some sort of fucking monster, and his cock shrivels up. He stuffs it into his trousers and zips up, then backs away from me with his hands held out to ward me off. I bet if he had a fucking crucifix he’d be holding that up too. Get thee behind me foul wench of Satan, or some bollocks like that.
“Look, I’m, ah… I think I should just go,” he says.
“Not so fast, Romeo,” Shaz says, heading him off. She takes out her phone and makes sure he sees it. “I should really report this to the police.”
“No, no,” he says quickly. “There’s no need for that, I’ll be on my way.”
“We can’t have fucking pedos walking the streets and raping little kids, it’s not right.” She thumbs the digit nine on her phone.
Alan looks like he’s about to shit himself. “No, please, my wife will kill me,” he whines. He reaches for his wallet and pulls it out. “Look, I’ll pay you anything you want, just don’t call the police okay?”
Shaz’s thumb hovers over the phone, ready to dial the next number. “I don’t know about that, it’s my public duty to report a crime when I see one taking place.”
Alan pulls notes from his wallet and holds them out to Shaz at arm’s length. His hands are shaking so much I can’t even see what denomination they are, but there’s a fucking lot of them. Shaz hesitates, and then sighs. A bit theatrically if you ask me, but Alan is too relieved when she takes the money to notice.
“Thank you,” he says, and turns to leave.
I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a really fat man run, but it’s pretty comical to watch and I can’t help laughing as he shambles away with his arms flailing.
Shaz waits until he’s out of sight before she shares out the takings. I don’t tell her about the hundred quid I’ve got stuffed inside my bra, I deserve a bit extra for all the worry she put me through when she left me on my own. All in all, my share comes to a hundred and ninety quid, not bad for a couple of hours work. That’s a lot better than what I make working at the burger joint for a whole fucking week.
“So what do you want to do now?” Shaz asks. “Back in The Meat Market and get tanked up?”
I shake my head. I’ve already had enough booze, all I want now is a bag of chips to soak it up and then fuck off home to bed. “Nah, I’ve got work in the morning. I need to get some kip or I’ll be like a fucking zombie all day.”
“You fucking lightweight,” Shaz says with a sneer. “Go on, one more drink won’t hurt.”
I sigh. Fuck it, she’s right. Just one drink though, and that’s my lot. After that it’s straight home to bed.
“Go on then,” I say. “So what was that guy like that you were fucking? Was his bulge genuine, or was it just for show?”
Shaz smiles and taps on her phone. “God, yeah. I’ve got a photo of it here, see for yourself.”
She tilts the phone toward me. I look at the screen and frown. Great, just my fucking luck.
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I can’t be arsed going to work. My head’s banging and I feel like fucking shit. My throat’s as dry as a granny’s cunt and my stomach feels like I’ve done ten rounds with Mike fucking Tyson. There must’ve been something wrong with that bag of chips I ate last night, because it obviously hasn’t agreed with me. Maybe I should grass the chip shop up and see if I can claim some compensation, I’ll look into that later. Meanwhile I’ll get my mum to phone in sick for me and go back to sleep. I’ll go in tomorrow if I’m feeling any better by then. If not, fuck it. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. In a minute or so. I’ll just rest here a bit longer first.
The next thing I know the BBC News music blares up through the floorboards. Fucking parents, they’ve got no consideration for invalids like me. I think about yelling at them to turn the fucker down, but I’m already wide awake so I might as well get up now.
I swing out of bed and put my bunny slippers on, then pad across the landing to the bathroom in my nightie. I put my mouth to the cold water tap and turn it on, gasp when the cold water hits me. I drink my fill and splash some on my face, then rub it off with the grimy towel hanging over the side of the bath. I try not to think about where else the towel’s been since it last got washed, some things you’re better off not knowing.
After a quick shit I wash my hands, put my tracksuit on, and go downstairs. The news is in full swing by now, something about terrorists in Libya or wherever. You know, boring crap like that. Dad’s watching it, riveted to the TV set as if it’s something fucking important. “You need to keep up with current affairs,” he always says when I ask if I can change the channel. Fuck knows why he wants to know what’s going on in the world, though. He never leaves the fucking house, he just sits there all day while my mum goes out to work and then expects her to clean up after him when she gets back.
He’s a bit of a cunt too, always has been. My earliest childhood memories are of my dad shouting and screaming all the time. He never hit me, in fact he never really had much to do with me at all while I was growing up, but I learnt to hate him from a very young age. It wasn’t until I started school that I found out all dads weren’t like that. I guess I was just unlucky. Story of my life, yeah?
“Good afternoon, Abigail,” dad says. “So what time did you roll in last night? Or was it this morning?”
“Dunno,” I say. Which is true. Mum and dad were snoring away when I got home, and mum must’ve unplugged my clock to use the hoover while I was out because it was just flashing 12:00 at me and I couldn’t be arsed setting it from my phone.
“You’re not at work today, then.”
“Well duh,” I say, and flop down on the settee. Clouds of dust fly up and make me sneeze.
“Day off or are you just twagging it?”
I shrug. “What difference does it make?”
“Yeah well, you’d best not lose that job. There’s the rent to pay, remember. We can’t afford to keep you for free, you know. We’re not a charity.”
Can’t afford not to sponge off me, he means. You’d think he’d be proud of me getting a job, it’s not like there’s many of them to go around, and I don’t think he’s ever worked in his entire life. It might be just minimum wage but it’s a fuck sight better than the alternative. But no, all dad cares about is the handouts he gets off me every pay day. “To pay for your board and keep,” he says, then sends my mum off to the shops with it for a crate of beer.
“Are you listening to me?” dad yells.
“Yeah, yeah.”
Like fuck I am. It’s always the same bollocks from him. Fat waste of space that he is. Fuck knows why mum puts up with him the way she does, I know I wouldn’t if I had the choice. One day I’ll get together a deposit for a bedsit, then I’ll be straight out of the fucking door. Let’s see where he gets his beer money from then.
Dad’s still nagging away when the weather forecast comes on, but I’ve had enough so I get my boots from the hallway and put them on.
“And where do you think you’re going?” he demands to know.
“Out,” I say.
“Where to?”
“Don’t know yet, just out.”
“What about my dinner?”
“What about it?”
“I haven’t had nothing all day and your mum forgot to make me something before she went out to work.”
“Can’t you just make a sandwich or something?”
Dad shakes his head. “There’s no bread left. Can you get me some from the shops?”
“Go on then,” I sigh. Anything for a quiet life.
“And a packet of fags from Mike down the road. Oh, and a bag of chips to go with the bread.”
“Anything else?” A stupid fucking question I know, and I regret asking it the minute it rolls off my tongue.
“A couple of cans of Special Brew from the offy would go down a treat.”
“And I suppose you want me to pay for it all?”
“You’re a good ’un, lass.”
Yeah, right. When I’m splashing the cash. Any other time he’s always moaning about what a fucking disgrace I am. The lazy cunt’s never done a day’s work in his entire life, but I’m the fucking disgrace? Yeah, whatever.
Well I get him his stuff, because I’m soft like that. I go round to Mike’s house for the knockoff ciggies, then down the chippy, then call in at the beer-off on the way back for the booze and bread. The ungrateful bastard doesn’t even say thanks when I hand them to him, just shuffles off into the kitchen with a grunt. I don’t know why I fucking bother.
The cunt’s got me all worked up now, so I need to let off a bit of steam. I leave the front door open, hoping some mad axeman will take the hint and do my dad in, and make my way to the gym. It’s a bit of a fucking dump, just your average back street dive, yeah? All peeling paint and graffiti on the outside, a stink of blood and sweat on the inside. Just my kind of place.
I push through the door and nod toward Big Al, the owner. He grunts at me and turns his attention back to the two lads sparring in the ring. They’ve got those stupid padded helmets on and they’re just standing there taking turns to hit each other, like they’re fucking robots bolted down to the canvas or something. No real flair for the sport, you see. Unlike me. I reckon I could take them both on at once, no fucking bother.
I head into the changing room at the back of the gym. I open up a locker and strip down to my sports bra and pants. I stuff my street clothes into the locker and pull out a vest and shorts. I slip them on, then bang the locker door shut and turn the key.
When I turn around Big Al’s standing in the doorway, watching me. Fuck knows how long he’s been there, but if he wants to perv over me I couldn’t care less. That’s probably the only thrill he ever gets these days, since his wife died, so I don’t begrudge him it. As long as he sticks to just looking, anyway. If he ever touches me I’ll break his fucking arms and legs. I frown at him as I brush past, just to drive the point home, and his face goes red.
I go straight to one of the punch-bags and smack the fuck out of it, imagining it’s my dad that I’m whacking. Dad lurches back with each blow, then swings toward me on his chain. I dodge out of his way and punch him in the face again.
“You up for a bit of sparring, Abby? Show these lads what you’re supposed to do?”
I hit the leather bag one more time and turn toward Big Al. He holds up a pair of boxing gloves. I look at the two lads playing patty-cake in the ring and smile.
“Yeah, can do.”
I take the boxing gloves and put them on, turn back to the punch-bag to try them out for size.
“Go easy on them Abby, it’s their first time,” Big Al says.
“Yeah, no worries,” I say, walking up to the ring.
“Aren’t you going to put a helmet on?”
I turn back to Big Al and smile. “Yeah, like I’m going to need one of those.”
“Okay listen up, lads,” Big Al says. He thumps the palm of his hand down on the boxing ring’s canvas to get their attention. “Abby here is going to show you how it’s done.”
The two lads stop what they’re doing and look at me. One smirks to himself. I step through the ropes into the ring and take up my boxing stance. Gloves up, skipping from one foot to the other, I glide toward the centre of the ring and show them a few moves by punching the air just short of their faces. They look at each other, suitably impressed, and one raises his gloves in front of his face. I dart in underneath them and punch him in the stomach. He folds over, groaning. I dance back, looking at his mate. He stands there with his arms by his sides and stares at me wide-eyed.
“Go on son, she won’t bite,” Big Al says.
But the lad doesn’t look too convinced about that. He backs away toward the ropes, shaking his head. It’s the other one that comes for me, his eyes blazing. He takes a swing and I duck beneath it. He stumbles forward when his fist hits nothing but thin air, and I dart around behind him. In a street fight I’d whack him on the back of the neck and send him sprawling, but in the ring it’s different rules. I hop from one foot to the other and wait for him to turn to face me again.
He lurches forward, takes another swing. I block it with my left and jab with the right. His padded helmet takes most of the impact, but I can tell from the look on his face that I hurt him. He steps back, gloves raised. I dance toward him and feign another blow to the stomach. The gloves drop, his upper body leans forward, and I take advantage of the opening he’s given me to get a few quick jabs into his face before he realises his mistake.
“Okay, that’s enough Abby,” Big Al says just as I’m starting to enjoy myself. “Now listen up, lads. Did you see the way she kept moving the whole time? That’s what I want to see you doing. And use your gloves for defence, not just attack. Thanks Abby,” he adds when I climb out of the ring and hand him the boxing gloves.
There’s someone watching me with a dopey-looking smile on his face. He’s about the same age as me, maybe a few years older, but his clothes look like something out of a fucking 1980s documentary about skinhead street fashion. Bleached denim jeans with red braces hanging down the sides, massive fuck-off boots that go half way up his legs, and a white T-shirt with the words Argy Bargy printed on it. He’s got short-cropped hair, and a blue borstal spot tattooed on his cheek. There’s some proper tattoos on his arms, naked women and bulldogs, that kind of thing, and a spidery home-made one on his neck that’s probably supposed to be barbed wire but just looks like a scribble.
I can feel his eyes follow me across the gym as I return to the punch-bag. I’m not angry any more, I’ve already worked that out of my system, so I just slap it around half-heartedly for something to do.
“Cool moves for a chick.”
I spin around to pummel the cheeky bastard and he backs away with his hands raised, that same dopey smile still on his face.
“You ever think of doing it professionally?” he asks.
Well that’s the lamest fucking pick-up line I’ve ever heard, and I can’t help smiling at how bad it is. But he must think I’m smiling at him, the daft cunt, and he holds out his fist for me to bump. Predictably enough, it’s got HATE tattooed on the knuckles in shaky blue ink.
“I’m Dave,” he says.
I shrug and look him up and down. “Yeah, so?” Like I give a fuck what he calls himself.
“Aren’t you going to tell me your name?”
I turn back to the punch-bag and start smacking it around again. “What’s it to you?” I say between grunts.
“I could make you some serious money.”
I stop punching the bag and turn back to face him. I mean, come on, who the fuck can ever resist those magic words? I’ve been skint my whole fucking life, yeah? I grew up with fuck all, and now I’m working my dad pinches half my wages so I can’t even afford a decent piss up more than once a week. Not without the little extras I make with Shaz at The Meat Market, anyway. The idea of making some serious money, even some fucking silly money, is very enticing.
“Doing what?” I say, suddenly suspicious.
“Doing what you do best.”
I scowl at him. “Fuck off, I’m no prossie. And even if I was I wouldn’t work for no fucking pimp.”
“No, no,” he says quickly, palms facing me. “I mean fighting.”
“What, like amateur boxing you mean? I looked into that once but it pays fuck all unless you turn pro.”
He laughs. “No, I mean fighting. I know a guy who pays three hundred quid per fight, win or lose.”
I look at him for any hint that this is just some sort of fucking wind up, but I can’t see any. I mean, three hundred quid? That’s a lot of fucking money, I could get a deposit on a bedsit for that much. But it all sounds too good to be true.
“What sort of fight would pay that much?”
He grins. “Not here. Meet me at the café on the corner of James Street in an hour if you’re interested.”
I shrug. “Yeah, okay.”
“Laters then,” he says, walking away. As he reaches the door he calls out over his shoulder, “So what’s your name then?”
I ignore him and go back to punching the bag. I’ll listen to what he’s got to say, but if he turns out to be full of shit I’ll kick his fucking head in for wasting my time.
* * *
The skinhead’s already at the greasy spoon when I get there, scoffing down a plate of egg and chips. He looks up and waves at me like an excited kid who’s just seen the fucking queen or something, and I make my way to his table. I slide into the bucket seat opposite and snatch a chip from his plate.
“Oi, that’s me dinner,” he whines, but he doesn’t make any attempt to stop me pinching another.
A waitress comes over in an apron covered in stains from fuck knows what and I order a cheese and tomato sandwich and a mug of strong tea. I sit back and look at Dave while I wait. His table manners are worse than my dad’s. He slides his fork under the fried egg and lifts it up to his mouth, but it falls off halfway there and splats down onto the table. There’s runny yolk all over the table when he picks it up with his fingers and puts it back on his plate. He picks up a chip and rubs it around in the yolk on the table.
My sandwich arrives wrapped in clingfilm, and I tear it open. I lift off the top half of the bap to have a look, there’s about twenty strands of grated cheese inside, and one measly slice of soggy tomato. There’s probably more margarine smeared on the side of the cracked mug she plonks down beside me than there is on the sandwich, but at least the tea looks strong enough.
“You gonna eat that or just stare at it all day?” Dave asks.
I put the lid back on the sandwich and take a bite. The soggy tomato comes out whole and flops down my chin, hanging from my teeth. I pull it out of my mouth and put it back inside the sandwich where it belongs, and wipe the seeds off my chin with the back of my hand. Dave smirks, but he’s got no need to talk with egg yolk all over his face. But I guess we do make a good pair of slobs between us, so I can’t help smiling.
“So what’s this about fights then?” I ask after I’ve swallowed down the cheese and bread.
Dave leans forward. “Mate of mine organises them,” he says. “He’s always looking for new talent. You interested?”
“What kind of fights are they?”
He shrugs. “The unregulated kind. You know, the ones that don’t exactly get advertised anywhere?”
I don’t know what he’s going on about, for all I know he’s just making it all up to get in my knickers, but I decide to play along just in case.
“What, and they pay three hundred quid even if you lose?”
“Yeah. Win or lose, that’s what you get. Three hundred quid.” He leans back and grins at me. He can probably tell from the look on my face he’s already reeled me in. But it still sounds a bit too good to be true.
“So where do these fights take place?” I say, picking up my sandwich. I bite down on it hard to make sure the tomato doesn’t fly out again.
“In a barn.”
“Where?”
“That’s a secret.”
“Well how am I supposed to get there if I don’t know where it is?”
“So you’re interested then?”
“Dunno. Maybe. I’d need to know a bit more about it first.”
“I can take you to one of the fights, if you like? Then if you’re up for it I’ll introduce you to the boss and you can take it from there.”
“So what’s in it for you?”
He flashes his teeth again. “What, you mean other than having a pretty girl on my arm for the evening?”
Christ, what a fucking slimeball. Does he really think lines like that actually work on women? I smile. “Yeah, apart from that.”
“I get a finder’s fee. That’s what I was doing in the gym, looking for fresh talent. I reckon you’d be a natural, certainly better than those two clowns in the ring. They were just shite.”
I laugh. “Yeah well, you’re not wrong there. But you haven’t even seen me fight, have you?” I show him my fists. “You fancy going a few rounds, see how good I really am?”
“Nah,” he says. He leans back and smiles. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” Christ, there he goes again. He certainly loves himself, that’s for sure.
“So are you paying for dinner then, lover boy?”
His grin falls. He looks around for the waitress. She’s behind the counter wiping cups out with a dirty towel. “Well actually,” he says, barely a whisper when he turns back to me, “I were just going to do a runner.”
I smile and shake my head. “Nah, fuck that. I’m knackered from my workout in the gym, I don’t fancy having to leg it. Tell you what, I’ll pay the bill. You can pay me back when you’ve got the money.”
“Sounds good to me,” he says, the grin back in place. “There’s a fight this Saturday, I’ll pay you back then if you come with me. Give me your address and I’ll pick you up in my motor.”
“What, you’ve got a car?”
“Yeah, a Cortina.” He says this like it’s a fucking Rolls Royce or something, and I can’t help smiling. He leans forward, waiting for an answer from me. “So what’s your address then?”
“I’ll meet you outside the chippy on Sandalwood Road. What time’s the fight start?”
“Eight o’clock. It’ll take about half an hour to get there, so be there at half-seven?”
“Yeah, will do.”
Half an hour to get there? That means it must be pretty far away. Say an average fifty miles an hour once you get out of town, that makes it at least twenty miles away. And if it’s in a barn it must be in the countryside somewhere, so it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out where it is.
“Right, well,” I say. I stand up and stretch my arms. “I’m gonna get off then. I’ll see you on Saturday, yeah?”
I go to the till and pay the waitress. It turns out Dave was on his second plate of egg and chips when I arrived so it costs a bit more than I expected it to. When I turn to leave, Dave’s standing behind me and I almost bump into him.
“You still haven’t told me your name,” he says.
“Abby.”
“Cool. I’ll see you on Saturday then, Abby.”
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“What time do you call this?”
That’s my boss, Mr fucking Blunt, the rhyming slang manager of the burger joint I work at. Sarcastic bastard, he knows full well what time it is, it’s ten past nine. So I’m a bit late, big fucking deal. Better late than not turn up at all, yeah? I could’ve easily took another day off sick, Mr Cunt wouldn’t be able to do fuck all about it.
But instead of being grateful I’ve dragged my arse into work he’d rather moan about me being late. It’s not like I haven’t got a good excuse either. My mum didn’t come home last night, and my dad was frantic this morning. Said he’s worried sick about her, but more likely he’s wondering who’s going to do the shopping, cooking and cleaning for him.
“Sorry Mr Blunt, it won’t happen again.”
“Yes well, young lady, you see that it doesn’t. There’s four million people who would do anything to have your job, and don’t you forget that.”
As if he would ever let me. Everyone else I was at school with is on what they laughingly call training schemes now, doing jobs just as shitty as mine, except they don’t even get paid for it. Thank fuck for the anti-obesity lobby that got fast food joints excluded from that particular scheme, yeah?
Blunt flounces off to his office, no doubt to write a report about me being late to send to head office, and I force my mouth into the regulation happy-face expression when a customer approaches the counter.
“Yes sir, how may I serve you this fine day?”
They make me say that, it’s in the staff handbook and it’s a sacking offence if I don’t. I’ve said it that many times now I don’t even smirk when I say it anymore. I just play it deadpan, like I actually fucking mean it.
The man, a big fat bastard in a suit with grease stains down his shirt and tie, scowls at me. “Big Mac triple cheeseburger, large fries, and a diet Coke,” he says.
“Certainly, sir. Will you be dining here or would you like them to go?” That’s another one from the staff handbook. As if stuffing your face with grease-and-gristle-burgers could be classed as dining, for fuck’s sake. Mr Blunt even refers to the plastic seats and tables as ‘the restaurant’ if you can believe that?
“To go,” he says. “And make it quick, I’ve got an important appointment to get to.”
“Certainly, sir, no problem.”
The customer is always right, apparently. Even when they’re an ignorant fucking cunt like this one. I resist the urge to curtsy, and make my way to the serving hatch. Colin’s on the griddles today. He only works part time, two days a week, he’s at college the rest of the week doing a course in car mechanics. He’s a decent enough bloke, but with all those spots and boils his face looks like someone’s taken a lump hammer to him. Put it this way, it’s not by accident he works in the kitchen, hidden away from the customers. No fucker would want to eat here otherwise, they’d be too busy puking on the floor.
“Big Mac triple cheeseburger and large fries,” I yell through the hatch. “Make it a special, extra quick.”
Colin grins at me and sticks his finger up his nose, twirls it about in there. I take a cardboard cup and pour out a diet Coke, put the plastic lid on and shove a straw through the hole while I wait for the rest of the order.
“One Big Mac triple cheeseburger, extra special, and one large fries,” Colin says, passing me a tray through the serving hatch. I smile when I take it, this one genuine rather than painted on. I put the diet Coke on the tray and take it to the lard-arse standing by the counter. He’s looking at his watch, as if he’s been fucking timing me or something.
“Here you are, sir, enjoy your breakfast and have a nice day.” Guess where that line of pure fucking bollocks comes from?
He grunts and takes out his wallet, hands me a ten pound note. I ring it up in the till, pushing the buttons with the right pictures on them, and give him the change the till says he should get. He takes a bite from his burger and turns to leave. Colin watches through the serving hatch, and we both laugh when we look at each other.
“What are you two laughing at?” Sally says, walking out of the toilets with a mop and bucket.
“The bloke who just left, we gave him a special.”
Sally smiles and shakes her head. “Fucking hell Abby, if Blunt the Cunt catches you doing that he’ll have both your arses on the grill.”
“Nah, fuck him. He’s busy in his office, wanking off to animal porn. Anyway, we’ve got to do something to relieve the boredom, haven’t we? So are you all right then, Sally? Did you miss me yesterday?”
“Oh, were you not in then? Can’t say that I noticed.”
“Very funny. I just pissed myself laughing.”
“Someone did miss you though.”
“Oh yeah? Who’s that then?”
Sally shrugs. “Dunno, he didn’t give a name. Just asked for you, then when I said you weren’t in he said he’d call back another day.”
“What did he want?”
“Well duh. He wanted you, of course.”
“What did he look like?”
“A fat bloke in his thirties. Nice clothes, no grease stains down them, so not like the usual bunch we get in here.”
I mentally tick off the fat men I know, trying to work out who it might be. The nice clothes and lack of grease stains rules my dad out straight away, and I can’t think of anyone else who would come here looking for me.
“So where were you yesterday then?” Sally asks.
“At home, sick.”
“What, sick of work you mean?”
I laugh. “Yeah, something like that.”
* * *
At knocking off time I’m first through the door. Blunt looks at his watch and scowls at me. Fuck him, I’ve done my sentence for the day, now it’s my time. I go down to the gym and spend half an hour punching his fucking face in, at least in my head. One day I’ll do it for real and wipe the floor with that sarcastic smug bastard, but for now the punch-bag makes a good enough substitute.
The sweat’s pouring down me now, and my arms are tired, so I call it a day and towel myself down in the changing room.
“See you, Al,” I say as I leave. Big Al grunts his farewell and I make my way home.
Dad’s watching Countdown when I get there, and when he turns toward me his eyes are all red and puffy. The scars on his wrists, the result of an accident at the park when I was a little kid, look inflamed. Must be his allergies playing up again, but it’s his own fault for not taking his antihistamines.
“Your mum’s still not back yet,” dad says. His voice is croaky, like he’s got a sore throat or something. Maybe he’s getting a cold. He’d better not give it to me.
I slump down on the settee and sigh. “Did you have another argument?”
Dad shakes his head. “No. I don’t think so, anyway. I was watching telly when she went to work, Bargain Hunt was on. You know I like that one.”
“And you haven’t heard anything from her since? She hasn’t phoned or nothing?” Dad shakes his head again. “Did you phone her work and ask if she’s there?”
“Don’t know where that is.”
Oh for fuck’s sake. How can he not know where his own wife works? Yeah well, I don’t know where she works either, just that it’s some factory or other. But there’s never been any reason for me to know, has there?
“Have you told the police?” I ask.
“What for?”
“What for? She’s been missing for two days now, what do you think what for?”
“I don’t want no coppers in my house,” he says. He scratches his fingernails up and down his arm. They leave white lines criss-crossing the scars on his wrist.
“Well go down to the station then if you don’t want them here.”
“Can you do it, Abigail? You know I don’t like coppers.”
Yeah well, I’m not too keen on them myself either, but fucking hell this is my mum here. It’ll make a change for the Bastards in Blue to do something useful instead of just sitting around on their arses all day watching the CCTV cameras looking for an easy collar to pull.
“Tell you what,” I say. “If we’ve not heard anything from her by tomorrow I’ll go down there after work. Have you had anything to eat yet?”
“No, your mum’s not here is she?”
I shake my head and sigh. Fucking lazy bastard, I bet he hasn’t moved from that chair since I went to work this morning. “So what do you want for tea?”
“Dunno. What is there?”
Well how the fuck should I know? Mum usually does all the cooking. I get up and go to have a look in the kitchen. There’s not much in the cupboards, just a couple of Pot Noodles, a box of Oxo, and half a bag of sugar. My mum’s peppermint teabags are conspicuous by their absence, that’s the one thing she always keeps well stocked. There’s half a loaf in the breadbin, lying open on its side with a few stale slices hanging out. I push them back in and seal it up. I look in the fridge but there’s fuck all in there either; three eggs, some margarine, half a pint of milk that’s starting to smell, and something green and furry on a plate that could literally be anything.
Scrambled eggs is the logical choice, but I can’t be arsed making that so I reach for one of the Pot Noodles. I put the kettle on and grind the dried noodles up with a fork while I wait for it to boil. I don’t bother stirring them before I take them in for dad, he can do that himself. The Channel Four news is on, so it’s a while before he looks at what I’ve put down on the arm of his chair.
“Pot Noodle?” he says. “Isn’t there anything else?”
“That’s all I could find, if you don’t want it I’ll take it away.”
“I didn’t say I don’t want it,” he says, and grabs hold of the pot so I can’t take it off him.
“You need to go down to the shops, dad. There’s hardly any food at all in the house.”
Dad stirs his Pot Noodle with the fork I left in it. “Your mum’ll do that when she gets back.” He shovels some noodles into his mouth, then spits them back into the pot. “Ow, that’s too hot.” He blows on the surface of the noodles, then looks at me. “You not having anything, Abigail?”
“I’m going out in a bit, I’ll get something then.”
“Where are you going?” he asks.
“Just out.”
“Oh. But you’re coming back later?”
“Of course I am, why wouldn’t I?”
“Dunno. Just wondered, that’s all.”
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I’m sitting in The Black Swan, waiting for Shaz to turn up. It’s still early, and Shaz is always late anyway, so I’ve got a bit of time to kill. I sip my first Guinness of the night and play Angry Robots on my phone while I wait.
I look up when I hear the door open, and see a bunch of loud-mouthed hooray henrys pile in. I can tell they’re already pretty tanked up by the way they sway from side to side while they stand at the bar waiting to be served. They’ve probably been drinking all day, judging by the state of them.
They give the barmaid a bit of stick, calling her a ‘fucking dyke’ when she refuses to give one of them a kiss, but she takes it in her stride like a true fucking professional. If it were me I would’ve just fucking glassed the cunt.
One of them pays for all the drinks, some sort of fucking cocktails would you believe? All multi-coloured shite with little umbrellas sticking out of the top. They look around for somewhere to sit and pose with them, and one catches my eye and smiles. I fold my arms and glare back, but he doesn’t take the hint. He walks over and sits down opposite me, puts his lime-green drink down on the table.
“Is anyone sitting here?” he asks.
I shrug and pick up my phone, go back to shooting robots out of a canon. “Just some fucking posh cunt with a glass of snot.”
“Ooh, a feisty one. I like a challenge.”
The others watch from the bar for a while, sipping their drinks through straws like a bunch of kids at a jelly and ice cream party watching a clown perform. Then they glance at each other and stagger over, fencing me in on all sides when they sit down around the table. The stink of deodorant coming from them makes me gag. Give me the honest smell of sweat and toil any day over this fucking girly-man stench.
“Who’s your friend, Tarquin?” one asks. He’s a tall, lanky fucker with a massive nose and a pigeon chest. He’s got that posh cunt accent with a nasal twang to it that grates on your nerves and makes you want to smack him one just to shut him up.
“I don’t know, Kevin. She looks like a Brenda to me. What do you think, Stephen?”
The one called Stephen looks at me, then ducks under the table to look at my legs. I snap them shut. I wouldn’t want him spunking all over the inside of his nice trousers, would I? What would his mummy have to say about that?
“She certainly looks like a Brenda to me,” he announces. “The red knickers are a dead giveaway.”
“So where are you from then, Brenda?” Tarquin asks.
I put my phone away, down the rest of my Guinness, and stand up to leave. I’ve had enough of these fucking pricks, it’s time to go somewhere else.
“Shift,” I say. I jerk my thumb at the lanky bastard when he doesn’t move out of my way. He just sits there gormless as fuck, staring up at me, so I grab a handful of suit and show him my fist. “Fucking move, you cunt.”
The sudden look of fear on his face is fucking priceless. He shuffles his chair back and I barge past, ever so accidentally knocking his girly pink drink over with my elbow. He watches it drip onto the floor, but he doesn’t say anything.
“Where are you going, Brenda?”
It’s that Tarquin cunt again. He stands up, tries to block my way. I get this sudden urge to boot him in the bollocks, but then I notice the barmaid is watching. I can’t afford to get barred from another pub, there’s not many left now I can still drink in and I quite like the peaceful atmosphere in The Black Swan. When it’s not full of fucking spoilt rich bastard mummy’s boys like these, anyway.
I look Tarquin up and down and curl my top lip up into a sneer. “What’s it to you like, you fucking ponce.”
He laughs, more like a piggy snort than anything else, and that winds me up even more. “Chillax, Brenda, I’m just being friendly. Here, let me buy you a drink.” He reaches into an inside pocket and pulls out a leather wallet with gold embossed initials on it, waves it in my face. “Some sort of black stuff you were drinking, I believe?”
I swat the wallet out of my face with the back of my hand and he flinches and drops it. I puff myself up, stretch up onto my toes so we’re the same height, and position my face inches away from his. “Listen carefully, you cunt,” I say slowly. “Just so that we’re fucking clear. If you talk to me again I will fucking deck you. The only reason you’re still standing now is because I’m in a good mood. You fuck with me again and that will change. Got it?” He nods. “Good. Now move out of the fucking way and let me past.”
Tarquin stands to one side and gestures at the opening with his hand, like he’s a fucking gentleman letting me on the bus first or something. I want to smack this cunt real bad, wipe that smug fucking grin off his face, but the barmaid is still watching so I just walk out without another word. I hear one of them say “Rough totty” as I open the door, followed by peels of laughter.
Outside I punch the door and look around for something to kick, but there’s never a drunk around when you need one. I think about waiting around outside, then laying into them when they leave to see if they’ll piss themselves, but that would just be a waste of good drinking time.
Fuck it, I’ll go down to The Black Bull. It’s rough as fuck in there, but at least I’ll be among my own kind of people. Tarquin and his gang of ponces wouldn’t last five seconds in there. It used to be a skinhead hangout when my mum and dad were my age, and it’s always had a bit of a bad reputation ever since. When I first started going out on the piss with Shaz my mum warned me to stay well away from that place. Said she used to go out with the landlord there when she was my age and he was a right bastard to her. Reckons he smacked her in the face when she found out he was two-timing her.
So of course The Black Bull was the first pub me and Shaz ever went in. Just to see what mum’s old boyfriend looks like, yeah? The way she always goes on about him I expected some sort of fucking monster. He’s a bit rough-looking for an old geezer, not someone I’d expect my mum to go for, but he seems sound enough to me.
That first time at The Black Bull was a bit of a let down if I’m honest. Not one single fight the whole time we were there, and every fucker in there was at least twice my age. I did meet a bloke there, so it wasn’t a complete waste of time. He worked on a construction site or something, and we had a drunken bunk up round the back at closing time. Built like a brick fucking shithouse he was, muscles the size of footballs, but his cock was a bit of a let down.
I send Shaz a text to let her know about the change of plan. I don’t bother telling her about the ponces, I’ll save that for when I see her. She’ll only want to smack them around, and I can’t be bothered with that tonight. I just want to get pissed up and have a good time. I’m not even looking for a shag, never mind a punch up with a bunch of fucking toffs.
There’s a bald guy in his early fifties standing outside The Black Bull, puffing away on a cigarette. “All right, darling,” he says in a gruff voice as I walk past. I’ve seen him here plenty of times, so I nod and smile. I think he’s one of the old-time regulars or something, I know he’s a mate of the landlord anyway, so he’s one of the people you don’t piss off if you want to carry on drinking at The Black Bull.
I push through the door. There’s something rowdy playing on the jukebox and the place is half full of people. There’s all ages in tonight, from youngsters hovering around the pool table to more bald blokes in their fifties, like the one outside, sat at a table near the door. I look around for Shaz, but she’s not here yet.
The landlord nods toward me when I approach the bar. He walks over with a limp.
“Pint of Guinness,” I yell over the music. He nods again and picks up a glass, fills it from a bottle. He’s got tattoos on his arms, everything from bulldogs to dragons all mingling together to cover every inch of skin. On one side of his neck there’s a love-heart with a blood-soaked dagger stabbed through it with the name Mandy in a scroll underneath.
He puts the Guinness down on a soaking wet bar towel and holds out his hand, I give him the money and wait for my change. The baldy from outside must’ve finished his fag because he’s walking toward the bar when I turn to leave. He nods at me, I nod back. I can feel him staring at me as I walk away.
“Now then Trog, you fat bastard,” I hear him say to the landlord. “We having a fucking lock-in or what?”
I take my drink to an empty table and sit down, watch the door for Shaz. It’s not long before some chancer comes over on the pull.
“Hi,” he shouts, and sits down opposite me. He’s not too shabby looking, so I don’t tell him to fuck off straight away. “Abby, right?”
I look at him a bit closer, wondering where he knows me from, and nod.
“Remember me?”
I take a sip of my Guinness and study him over the rim of the glass. “No, sorry,” I say, and shake my head.
“It’s Bob,” he says. He points at his chest and smiles. “We were at school together.”
“Oh yeah, I remember.”
But I don’t really. Bob? Bob who? But he starts going on about some of the teachers, and those fucking bastards I definitely do remember. I laugh when he recounts the tale of when Mr Jenkins flipped out and started crying because we were all making a humming noise and he couldn’t work out where the fuck it was coming from. If this Bob, whoever he is, knew about what we did to Old Jenkins, then he must have been in the same class as me? So who the fuck is he then? I think back and start to tick off all the boys’ names in my head while he prattles on.
It’s Shaz who fills in the blanks for me when she arrives. “Bobby Tatlock, fucking hell you’ve lost a lot of weight haven’t you?”
The guy beams at Shaz and rises to his feet, gives her a hug. This startles Shaz, and she gives me a funny look over his shoulder. She breaks away, holds him at arm’s length, and looks him up and down. She grins. “You’re looking good there, Tatty.”
Fatty Tatty! No wonder I didn’t recognise the cunt, he’s about a third of the size he was when we were at school. He must have gained a lot of confidence too, there’s no way he would’ve been brave enough to do anything like that back then. He always just sat at the back of the class, never saying a word to anyone. He was probably the only lad in the entire fucking school who never got to finger Shaz in the nearby woods at some point or other too. In fact she probably would’ve fucking decked him if he ever so much as looked at her when we were at school. But here she is now, all over him like he’s a fucking stud or something.
“You getting the drinks in then, Tatty?” Shaz asks. She sits down and gives me a wink.
Tatty nods. “Um… yeah, sure. What do you want?”
“Double Pernod for me.”
Tatty looks at me and raises his head. I drain my glass and ask for another Guinness. He wanders off to the bar and I turn to Shaz.
“What’s with the fucking Pernod? You usually drink lager.”
She shrugs. “That’s just when I’m paying for it. I always go for Pernod when someone else is picking up the tab.”
Tatty comes back from the bar with our drinks and puts them down in the middle of the table.
“Cheers Tatty,” Shaz says. She picks up her double Pernod and downs it in one gulp. She puts the empty glass down and looks up at Tatty expectantly.
Like a daft cunt, he says, “You want another one of those?” Shaz nods, and off he goes again. I shake my head at Shaz. Shaz laughs.
“Fuck it, why not?” she says. “He did offer, it’s not like I had to twist his fucking arm.”
“Poor kid, he’s probably as skint as we are.”
I tell Shaz about the posh cunts in The Black Swan, and like I expected she wants to go down there and smack the fuck out of them.
I shake my head. “Nah, they’ll be long gone by now.”
“Who’s that then?” Tatty says, back with another Pernod for Shaz. She sips this one, so Tatty sits down next to her. His wallet gives a sigh of relief.
I shrug. “Nobody important. But that reminds me,” I say to Shaz, “I met a guy the other day.”
Shaz sits up and leans over the table. “Oh yeah? What’s he like?”
“He’s a skinhead, but he seems quite nice.”
“A fucking skinhead? Can’t see him having much money then.”
“Oh, I don’t know. He’s got a car, so he must be pretty well off, yeah? Petrol costs a fucking bomb.”
Shaz’s eyes widen. “A car? Fuck me, he must be loaded. So what does he do for a living?”
“Dunno, I didn’t ask. He’s taking me out on Saturday, to some fight or something.”
“What about The Meat Market?”
My eyes flick toward Tatty, but he doesn’t seem to have picked up on anything. I give Shaz a look that I hope says ‘watch what you fucking say while he’s here’ and take a sip of Guinness before I reply.
“We’ll have to skip it this week, yeah?”
Shaz folds her arms and glares at me.
* * *
It’s closing time and Shaz is pissed out of her fucking head, slumped over the table with her head resting on her arms. She got Tatty buying her drinks all night like a daft cunt, fuck knows what was going on in his head. He probably thought it was the start of some big fucking romance or something, but Shaz played him good and proper, using him as a source of free Pernod. She hardly even spoke to the guy, except when she was telling him she needed another drink. I hope he’s not on the dole, he must’ve spent at least twenty-five quid on her tonight. He fucked off at half-ten, said he needed to catch the last bus. Shaz didn’t even say goodbye.
I nudge Shaz’s arm with my elbow. She looks up at me as if she doesn’t know where the fuck she is. “Whu..?” she says. She sits up and rubs her eyes. She looks around for her drink, but the landlord’s already whisked it away along with all the empty glasses we’ve been accumulating through the night. “What the fuck time is it?”
I take out my phone and stare at the screen long enough to get it into focus. “Ten past twelve.”
Shaz frowns and shakes her head, like she’s trying to get her thoughts sorted into the right order. The landlord glares at us, it won’t be long before he comes over to turf us out. The old guys at the table by the door have got fresh drinks though, so it looks like they get preferential treatment. They’re arguing about some band or other I’ve never heard of, whether they were racist or not. It seems to be getting quite heated, with a lot of fists banging down on the table top.
“Fuck me,” Shaz says, “I feel rough as fuck.”
“Yeah well, it’s time to get fucked off home. You coming?”
Shaz nods, and pulls herself up to her feet with the help of the table. “I need a piss first, you coming?”
“Nah, don’t need one. I’ll wait here for you.”
Shaz staggers into the toilet and I load up Angry Robots while I wait. But I can’t get my fingers coordinated enough to play it properly, so I give up and put the phone back in my pocket.
“We off then?” I say when Shaz gets back. She nods, and we stagger to the door together.
“Night,” the landlord says from the bar. Shaz raises her hand and waves. I nod at him. One day I’ll tell him who my mum is, see if he remembers her. Not tonight though.
I look at the three old-timers sat by the door, envious as fuck as I watch them drink their lager. “Fuck off Don, you nazi bastard,” one shouts. His nose is bent out of shape and he’s got scars all over his face. He looks a right fucking cunt, someone even I wouldn’t want to mess with, but the guy he’s arguing with doesn’t back down. “Fucking commie,” I hear him reply as we walk through the door. The landlord locks and bolts it behind us.
Shaz bends over and pukes into the gutter. A couple of passers-by point and laugh when the liquid vomit bounces off the road and splatters up her legs. Shaz doesn’t seem to notice, which is just as well for the passers-by because if she did they wouldn’t be laughing for long when she smacked them in their mouths.
I wait for Shaz to finish spewing, and take out my phone to order a taxi. While I’m dialling the number Shaz announces she’s fucking starving and wants some chips. Now that she mentions it I wouldn’t mind some myself. There’s a chip shop just down the road, at the other side of the market, so we make our way there, arm in arm, leaning against each other for support.
There’s the usual long queue you always get at fast food joints when everyone gets turfed out of the pubs at the same time and has the exact same idea as everyone else. Someone points at one of the goldfish swimming around in a tank by the side of the till and says he wants that one in batter. The old woman in a white hat and overalls behind the counter smiles politely, as if she’s never heard that one before.
I buy a tray of chips, Shaz gets chips and gravy. She gets a free plastic spoon with little prongs on the end of it, I have to make do with a flimsy wooden fork. We’re walking out of the shop eating our chips when I hear a voice from the other side of the road.
“I say Tarquin, isn’t that your rough totty over there?”
“It certainly is, Nigel. And look, she even has a friend for you. What do you say we go over and give them a tug?”
I look over, it’s two of those posh cunts from The Black Swan. I ignore them and carry on walking, looking for a wall to sit on while I have my supper.
“Hey Brenda, wait up.”
I hear footsteps running behind me and I stop and spin toward them. Shaz must have heard them as well because she turns to face them too.
“Who’s this pair of cunts then?” Shaz asks.
The two ponces slow their pace when they see we’re waiting for them.
“Two of them posh fuckers from The Black Swan,” I tell Shaz.
I look around to see how many cameras are covering the area around the chip shop. There’s a few private ones bolted to the walls of nearby shops and houses, but those are only interested in their own security so they won’t have the right angle to take in the whole street. There’s no police cameras, it’s too far away from the town centre for those and it’s a low-rent area of town anyway so they probably don’t care about any of the people who live or work here.
“Here, hold my chips for me,” I say, and hand Shaz my polystyrene chip tray. She balances it in the palm of her free hand and grins at me.
“Don’t take too long about it, my chips are going cold,” she says.
I nod and walk toward Tarquin.
“Hello Brenda, couldn’t keep away from us, could you?” Tarquin says, a smug grin on his face. He points at Shaz. “Who’s your cute friend over there?”
I close the gap between us in two strides, my fists clenched and ready. He doesn’t see it coming. One second he’s standing there grinning at me, the next he’s lying on the floor clutching his mouth and looking up at me in shock. His mate stares at me wide-eyed as if he can’t believe what’s just happened. You’d think smarmy bastards like these two would be used to people punching their fucking faces in by now.
I straddle Tarquin and drop down onto his stomach with my knees. His head jerks up and his face goes purple as he struggles for breath. I lean forward and smack him in the mouth again a couple of times. His head jerks to one side and blood flies out of his mouth. There’s no loose teeth in the blood though, which is a shame. I clasp my hands together and give him a hammer-blow in the ear and he cries out with this fucking pathetic-sounding wail like a kicked puppy.
I feel something wet on my ankles and stand up to see what it is. The dirty fucking bastard has only gone and fucking pissed on me hasn’t he. Well that does it, yeah? I’d just about vented my fucking rage on the cunt, now it’s boiling up inside me again. I lift my boot and stamp down on his leg. He cries out again and rolls himself into a ball. I kick him up the arse a few times and his body jerks forward each time. Shaz joins me, a tray of chips held in each hand, and kicks out at the hands covering the bastard’s face. She grins at me while she kicks away at him, and I stand back to watch.
I remember his mate, and spin around to face him. He’s trembling by the side of the road, like it’s the middle of fucking winter or something. His eyes are wide and staring, and when I walk toward him he backs away. I lunge forward and he screams like a fucking girl in a 1970s horror movie. I grab him round the waist, bend my head down, and push him over. He falls flat on his arse, I land on top of him, and his head cracks back onto the pavement with a dull thud. I raise my fists to pummel his face, but he’s already unconscious. I give him a smack in the mouth anyway, something for him to remember me by, and head back to Shaz to get my chips. All this exercise has made me fucking starving.
I seem to have drawn a bit of a crowd. People are staring, open-mouthed like strangled goldfish. One of them seems to be enjoying the spectacle though, and he gives me a round of applause. I smile, and bow in his direction. My tray of chips is perched on the kerb, next to Shaz’s chips and gravy. I walk over and pick them up, stuff a handful in my mouth. I’m too hungry to bother with the little wooden fork.
Shaz rolls Tarquin onto his back and checks his pockets. She pulls out a wallet and hands it to me. I flip it open with one hand, it’s stuffed full of money and credit cards. I put it in my pocket and get another handful of chips. Shaz walks over to Nigel, pulls out his wallet and waves it at me, grinning like she’s just won the jackpot.
“We’d best get fucked off,” I say, “one of those cunts will have probably called the coppers by now.”
Shaz looks at the small crowd of wide-eyed gawpers outside the chip shop. She shrugs. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
We cut through an alleyway round the back of the chip shop to get off the main road, and take a few turns at random until we end up in a run-down residential area. I pull out my phone and order a taxi, giving the name of the road. The bored-sounding Asian guy on the other end of the phone says it’ll be here in fifteen minutes.
We sit on a wall and share out the money while we wait. The credit cards are no use to us, they’re too easy to trace if you use them, so we drop them down the drain along with the wallets.
I can hear sirens in the distance. I feel sorry for anyone who’s daft enough to wait around to give a statement to the police. Their reward for being a good citizen will be a night in the cells while they sober up, followed by relentless grilling in the early hours of the morning when their hangover is at its worst. If they’ve got any sense they will have scarpered soon after me and Shaz did.
A car pulls up and a young Asian guy looks out at us. “You order mini-cab?” he asks.
I nod, and we jump down off the wall and pile into the back seat, laughing. We’ve both got lots of extra cash in our pockets when all we were expecting was a good piss up. So it’s been a pretty good night out, all things considered.
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The closer it gets to Saturday the more excited I get. I’ve never really been out on a proper date with a bloke before, at least not with one I’ve never even fucked. Yeah, I’ve had guys coming back for second helpings, taking me to the cinema to live out their fantasy of shagging someone on the back row; or getting naked on top of a multi-story car park or whatever. I’ve also had guys take me to the pub to show off their latest conquest to their mates. But never anything as romantic as an underground fight in a barn on the outskirts of Homefirth. Yeah, I found out where it is the other night, it took me about ten fucking minutes of looking through Google Maps on my phone. So much for top secret locations, yeah?
Shaz phoned me last night, and tried to talk me out of going to the fight. She made me feel really fucking guilty about not going to The Meat Market with her. Said she needed me to be there, and she couldn’t do it by herself. I told her with all the money we’ve made this week it wouldn’t really matter if we skipped it just this once, and promised I’d go with her next week. Then Shaz asked if she could come to the fight with me and Dave instead. I told her it was invite only and that I’d see if I could get her an invite for the next one. I don’t know if Dave would mind a plus-one or not, the truth is I just don’t want Shaz to be there. Don’t get me wrong, I love her to fucking bits, but she’s not the best of company when you’re out with a guy. She tends to show off and command all their attention, while I just get sidelined into the background.
Saturday morning I wake up early to birds twittering somewhere. I can hear dad snoring away when I walk past his room to the toilet, so I bang down the wooden seat as loud as I can just to pay him back for all the times he’s woke me up in the past. I go downstairs in my bunny slippers and nightie trying to make as much noise as possible, and switch on the TV. It’s tuned to some boring twaddle, so I change it to one of the music channels and turn up the volume so I can hear it from the kitchen while I have my breakfast.
I had to do a shop the other day, dad couldn’t be bothered as usual, so I’ve stocked the fridge with all the things I like. I take out a peach yoghurt and rip the lid off, lick it clean while I get a spoon from the drawer.
I smile to myself when I hear dad thumping around upstairs. I expect him to be in a mood when he comes down, and I prepare myself for a blazing row, but he seems more miserable than anything else. He turns down the volume on the TV, but doesn’t change the channel.
In the absence of an argument I make him a mug of tea and take it in to him. He grunts when I hand it to him, his gaze riveted on the TV. There’s some new boy-band prancing around half-naked on the screen, miming along to the words of the song. Dad’s cheeks are wet, and I watch a tear roll down one. I get him an antihistamine tablet from the kitchen and he pops it in his mouth without looking at it.
“Are you okay, dad?”
He looks up at me, cradling the mug in both hands. “It’s been nearly a week now and we’ve still not heard nothing.”
“I’m sure she’s okay. The police would’ve told us by now if anything had happened to her.”
“Yeah but she’s not here is she? And you’re out at work all day, and then out all hours at night. I’m just stuck here by myself.”
“Maybe she just needs a bit of time by herself?”
“What for?”
“Dunno. Don’t we all, sometimes?”
I must admit, I’m starting to get a bit worried about mum too. I can understand her being fed up with dad, he’s not exactly easy to live with, but she could’ve at least let me know she was okay. The police weren’t interested when I reported her missing. No real surprise there. They said they would be in touch if anything turned up, which I took to mean if they found any dead bodies matching her description. But since mum was an adult there wasn’t much else they could do, they said. In other words, they couldn’t be fucking bothered.
I make dad a few sandwiches for later, wrap them in cling-film for him so they’ll stay fresh for when he wants them, then go upstairs to get dressed. I take out all my best outfits and lay them down on the bed, trying to decide which one to wear for tonight. What’s the dress code for an underground fight in a barn? Nothing too fancy, I’d guess, but I don’t want to look like a complete skank. I settle on a short denim skirt and a black top, and put all the other clothes back in the wardrobe. I hang the skirt and top I’ve chosen on the outside of the wardrobe door so I can change into them later, and put on my tracksuit and trainers.
“Abby, can you make me something to eat?” dad says when he hears me coming down the stairs. There’s some gardening programme on the TV, so he must’ve got bored with the music. Fuck knows why he chose gardening though, all we’ve got is a concrete yard full of junk. You couldn’t even grow weeds out there.
“Yeah, okay.”
“What are you doing with yourself today?” dad asks as I walk into the kitchen.
“Dunno, haven’t really thought about it. I’m going out tonight though.”
“Huh. You’re always going out,” I hear him grumble. “Can’t you spend the day here instead? It’s not like you’ve got work today or anything.”
Christ, I can’t think of anything worse than staying here all day with him. I know he only wants someone to feed him, but I’m his fucking daughter not his wife. Besides, I need to do something interesting otherwise the day will just drag and it’ll seem like forever before I get to the fight.
“I could stay until dinner time, if you like?”
“Well don’t put yourself out on my account.”
I unwrap his sandwiches and take them to him. He lifts up a crust, peers inside to see what’s in them. They must meet his approval because they don’t last long. He burps his appreciation and scratches his balls through a hole in the front of his pyjamas.
“Another cup of tea would go down a treat,” he says, sniffing his finger.
“Right. Well tell you what, you go and get dressed and I’ll make you one, yeah?”
“Can’t,” he says. “I got sick on my clothes last night, and I don’t like the way they smell.”
“Well can’t you put some clean ones on?”
He shakes his head. “Your mum usually gets my clean clothes out for me.”
Oh for fuck’s sake. Nobody’s that fucking useless, he has to be putting it on for attention. “Fine,” I say in a tone that I hope conveys my disgust, “I’ll go and pick some clothes out for you then, shall I?”
“Thanks, Abigail. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”
I clump upstairs and walk into his and mum’s bedroom. It stinks of acrid vomit, with a faint whiff of stale piss and spunk coming from the unmade bed. I draw the curtains and open the bedroom windows to let a bit of air in, but it doesn’t really help much. It’s too muggy outside, and there’s no wind today. With the light from outside I can see it’s not just the crumpled clothes on the floor my dad has been sick on, his duvet is covered in it too.
There’s an empty Special Brew can by the side of the bed. I pick it up and throw it out of the window. It clatters down on something out there and next door’s dog starts to bark. It’s not long before I hear my neighbour yelling at the dog to shut up.
I open the wardrobe door and look at all the empty coat hangers. My dad’s clothes are still in there, but that’s about it. A few old dresses my mum got too fat for years ago are at the end of the rail, but everything else of hers is missing. Along with the old suitcase that only ever used to come out at holiday time when I was little and we still went away once a year. Bollocks, wherever the fuck mum is it looks like she’s gone there prepared for a long stay. I pick out some clothes for dad, knowing in advance that he’ll grumble about them whichever ones I choose, and take them downstairs for him.
“I don’t like those, they pinch too much,” dad says, but I don’t stay around to listen. I go back upstairs to get the dirty washing. I’ll put it in the machine and go down to the gym while I wait for it to wash. Hopefully next door won’t have started a fire by the time I get back so I can peg it out to dry.
I hope mum comes back soon, I shouldn’t have to deal with stuff like this.
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Saturday night at fucking last, and I’m standing on the corner of Sandalwood Road eating a bag of chips. It’s quite windy tonight, and I wish I’d put a pair of thick tights on under the denim skirt because my legs are fucking freezing. I probably should’ve put a jacket on as well because I’ve got goosebumps on my arms the size of fucking marbles. Oh well, too late now. Maybe Dave will be a fucking gentleman and wrap a coat around me, but I’m not holding my breath on that one. That sort of bollocks only happens in the movies. I’ll be expecting him to sing next.
It’s twenty to eight according to my phone, and there’s still no sign of the cunt. I got here early so I know I haven’t missed him. A car approaches me slowly and pulls up opposite. The tinted passenger-side window rolls down smoothly with a hum, but it’s not Dave inside, it’s some fucking prick in a suit.
“Are you looking for business?” the prick says, leaning across with his arm draped over the back of the empty passenger seat.
“Fuck off,” I yell, and he drives away. Why the fuck do cunts like that always think I’m a prossie?
I finish my chips and ball up the paper, drop-kick it into the street. I rub the goosebumps off my arms and take out my phone, check the time again. If the bastard’s stood me up I’ll fucking kick his head in the next time I see him.
A car horn blares out, one of those old musical ones that plays the Hitler Has Only Got One Ball tune. Fuck knows what its real name is, but I’m sure you know the one I mean, yeah? You don’t tend to hear horns like those much. I don’t know why, they sound fucking cool. I look up the street in the direction of the horn and see a dilapidated-looking grey Cortina parked by the side of the road. It’s got a tinted windscreen, so I can’t see who’s inside but there’s only really one person it could be so I wave and walk toward it.
The passenger door opens and I look inside to check it’s not another fucking sad bastard who needs to pay for a shag. Dave grins out at me, and I get in. There’s two other guys in the back seat, two more skinheads. I’m a bit disappointed to see them, I thought it would be just me and Dave. If I’d known there was going to be other guys I would’ve brought Shaz with me to make up the numbers.
“All right, Abby,” Dave says, grinning at me. “Sorry we’re a bit late, blame Josh back there. He spilt lager down his shirt and he’s a fucking girl so he had to go home and get changed.”
“Fuck off,” one of the skinheads in the back says, and I guess this is Josh. “It were your fault for driving like a fucking nutter. You should’ve warned me you were going to drive off like that, I would’ve waited before I took a swig.”
“Fucking traffic light, weren’t it,” Dave says, “that’s what you’re supposed to do when there’s some cunt on a motorbike trying to cut in front of you.”
“Here you go, darling,” the other skinhead says, and a can of lager is held through the gap between the front seats. I take it and crack it open, take a long drink to rinse the chip grease from my mouth. “I’m Steve,” he adds, and I turn and nod to him.
Dave opens a glove compartment and pulls out some CDs. They’re all home-made copies in plastic sleeves, with hand-written marker pen scrawl on them. He picks one out and rams it into the CD player, tosses the others back in the glove compartment. There’s a can of lager wedged between his legs like a big metal cock, and he takes a sip from it before he grinds the car into gear. Loud guitar feedback blares out from speakers in the back window, followed by fast drumming, crashing guitars. Then a geezer with a rough voice shouts something about ‘your time will come’ but it’s hard to decipher any of the lyrics even with the skinheads at the back of the car shouting along with them.
Dave revs the engine and the car lurches forward with a screech of tyres, pushing me back in my seat with a jolt. I can see how Josh managed to spill his lager. ‘We’re off, here we go,’ the geezer on the CD shouts. This one’s something about London as far as I can make out. Dave looks at me and grins, I check my seatbelt is secure and smile back.
The traffic lights on the edge of town are red, and there’s a couple of cars in front of us when we get there. Dave pulls up behind the second car, leaving a big gap. He grips the steering wheel hard and stares unblinking at the red light. As soon as it changes to amber we jerk forward and I’m pushed back in my seat again. Just as I think we’re going to crash into the back of the car in front Dave wrenches the steering wheel and we lurch to one side, into the lane for oncoming traffic. I grab onto a handrail above the door to stop myself from tumbling onto Dave’s lap. He sounds the musical horn when we zoom past the two cars and narrowly miss an oncoming motorcycle. I can actually see the look of sheer fucking terror on the biker’s face just before Dave pulls back onto the right side of the road.
Just outside town we turn left onto a country road. The tyres screech as we take the corner too fast. It’s a sixty mile per hour zone, but it’s not long before we accelerate up to ninety. The engine’s really screaming now, it’s almost loud enough to drown out the music, and the whole car is vibrating like fuck.
When the music ends, Dave ejects the CD with one hand while he grips the steering wheel with the other. He tosses the CD into the glove compartment and pulls out another. He holds it up, studies the writing on the label, and discards it. He reaches inside for a different CD. This one must meet his approval because he pushes it into the CD player. More loud shouty music blares out. At a guess that’s the only type he’s got in there, so I don’t see why he’s so choosy about which one we listen to. I’m treated to another round of shouted karaoke from the back seat, so the two skinheads back there must approve of his new selection.
There’s a thirty miles per hour sign coming up in the distance, but Dave doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to slow down. Homeforth welcomes careful drivers, another sign says. Underneath it says Please check your speed. We’ve passed the thirty sign before Dave slams on the brakes and I’m catapulted forward. The seatbelt digs into my chest. I feel a thud against the back of my seat, probably one of the skinheads not bracing himself in time because it’s soon followed by a string of obscenities aimed at the driver. Dave laughs and tells him to fuck off.
There’s a sharp bend in the road at the entrance to the village, and the car lurches to one side when we take it. We pass a row of boarded up shops, then turn right at a T-junction onto a dirt track. The car bumps up and down over potholes in the road, and I need to grab onto the door handle to steady myself.
There’s high, overgrown hedges on both sides of the road, you can’t see fuck all apart from them and the road. Dave slows down, peering through the window at the hedge on my side. We come to a small gap in the hedge, barely big enough for a car to drive through, and he pulls up alongside it. You would never have guessed it was there from the road unless you knew where to look. Dave does a seven-point turn on the narrow road, lines the car up with the gap in the hedge, and we drive through. Branches slap against the windows on both sides, and we drive into a field with lots of other cars parked in it. He finds a space to park in and switches off the engine, killing the music at the same time.
“You’re gonna fucking love this, Abby,” Dave says. He turns toward me and grins.
Steve and Josh pile out of the back of the car and slam the doors behind them. They walk away. I get out and look around. The field is full of weeds, with deep, muddy tyre tracks leading back onto the road. In the distance there’s a large house with a dilapidated barn at its outskirts, and I see it’s the barn the two skinheads are heading for.
I wait for Dave to lock the car and we follow them across the field. Dave drapes an arm around my shoulder, and it takes him a while to fall into step with me so it’s not bumping up and down against me. I put my arm around his waist and hook my thumb around one of his braces.
There’s a huge, ugly fucker standing by the barn door with a baseball bat in his hand, talking to Steve and Josh. “Who the fuck’s this?” he asks, pointing at me.
“All right, Johnno,” Dave says. “This is my bird Abby, she’s sound.”
The ugly fucker scowls at me. “Not really the place to bring a young girly, Davie-boy. You sure she won’t faint?”
I clench my fists. Baseball bat or not I’ll fucking deck the cheeky bastard for calling me a girly. But Dave moves in front of me before I can take a swing at him.
“Nah, she’s tougher than she looks, Johnno. This time next week she’ll be one of the fighters.”
Johnno looks at me and laughs. “What, a scrawny little bitch like that? Wouldn’t last five fucking seconds.”
Dave must be able to read my mind because he turns and grabs both my hands by the wrists. “Nah, she’s got some serious fucking moves on her,” he says, winking at me. “The best I’ve seen for a long time.”
I can’t help smiling. He hasn’t even seen me fight yet, not properly anyway. Johnno grunts and points toward the barn door with his baseball bat. We all shuffle through the door and there’s another ugly fucker with a baseball bat just inside. I mean seriously, they could be fucking twins or something, yeah?
“All right, Baz,” Dave says, though fuck knows how he can tell them apart.
“All right, Davie-boy,” Baz says, looking at me. “Who’s the bird?”
“This is Abby, she’s sound.”
Ugly Fucker Two looks at me and shrugs. Dave pulls out a wallet and hands him a fistful of tenners. The money disappears into a belt around his waist and he stands to one side to let us through. Steve and Josh are about to follow when he bars their way with the baseball bat.
“Get your money out, lads. He only paid for him and the bird, not you two.”
There’s a bit of grumbling at that, and Josh calls Dave a tight get, but they pay up in the end and get ushered through the door to join us.
You can practically taste the fucking testosterone in this place, the air is so thick with the stink of stale blood and sweat. And the heat! Fuck me, it’s boiling in here. The barn is packed with people, almost all of them men, though I do see the odd rough-looking woman among them. In one corner there’s a table selling something. There’s a lot of money changing hands, but I can’t see what it is people are buying. Another table is selling beer, judging by the people walking away from it with cans in their hands. I wonder if they’ve got any Guinness. That lager I had on the way here tasted like fucking gnat’s piss and I could do with a proper drink to wash the taste away.
Against the far wall of the barn there’s a large cage, about sixteen feet times twelve feet. A crowd mills around it, but the cage itself is empty. Dave grabs my hand and pulls me through the crowd, barging his way toward the cage. We get jostled by sweaty blokes as we squeeze through, and we’re pushed back a few times by people who refuse to make way for us, but we make it to the front eventually. The back of the cage has a door that opens up to the outside of the barn, and there are cameras mounted on the bars, pointing inside. There’s a camera covering each side of the cage, and another mounted on top for an aerial view. The floor of the cage is just bare wooden floorboards, no canvas covering, not even any paint or varnish. Just raw planks of wood nailed onto a make-shift stage that raises the cage a few inches from the ground.
Dave drapes his arm around my shoulder and speaks into my ear, “What do you think of it?”
“It’s a bit different to a boxing ring.”
Dave laughs. But before he can say anything else the cage door opens and a young woman wearing nothing but a pair of red knickers walks through carrying a cardboard placard. She parades around the cage holding the placard above her head. Her tits bounce up and down to loud cheers from the crowd. ‘Big Tone versus The Black Marauder’ the placard says, in large, bold lettering. She holds it in front of one of the cameras for a few seconds, and then flounces back through the door.
A man storms through the door, face like fucking thunder, and struts around spitting through the cage bars into the crowd. He’s stripped to the waist and his overly-muscled body is covered in scars, like he’s been in a knife fight with fucking Wolverine or something. His nose is crooked, and when he snarls in my direction I see he’s hardly got any teeth left, just three tombstones at the top and a couple at the bottom. They’re a fucking weird shape too, more triangular than normal teeth, more like dog’s teeth than anything else. He stamps across to one corner of the cage and beats his chest like a gorilla. The crowd yells abuse at him, he yells back.
Another guy strides through the cage door. This one’s a half-caste so I guess he must be The Black Marauder. Except he’s a lot taller than the gorilla who arrived first, so he could just as easily be Big Tone. This one’s also stripped to the waist, and his arms are like fucking tree trunks. The cage door is slammed behind him, and both men scream abuse at each other.
“What are the rules?” I shout to Dave, but he doesn’t hear me over the roar of the crowd. I’m pressed up against the side of the cage, I can barely move from the pressure behind me as everyone tries to get closer to the action. Fuck it, I’m sure I’ll figure it out once it gets started.
A bell rings somewhere and they fly at each other, their fists a flurry as they lash out. The half-caste ducks down and grabs the white guy around the waist, tries to pull him to the ground. The white guy returns the embrace and brings a knee up into the half-caste’s bollocks. The half-caste must have some sort of protection down there, he doesn’t even flinch. He lets go of the white guy’s waist and pummels his fists down on top his head, like he’s playing the fucking bongos or something. The white guy lowers his head and clamps his teeth over the half-caste’s shoulder. He bites down and draws blood, shakes his head like a dog. The half-caste cries out and kicks him in the shins, grabs hold of his ears to try and prise him off his shoulder.
The sight of blood makes the crowd surge forward, shouting, and I’m crushed against the bars. I can hardly fucking breathe, the pressure is that great. Some sweaty bruiser pushes his way between me and Dave and grabs hold of the cage bars with both hands. He shouts racial abuse at the half-caste. What a fucking charmer. He’s wearing a string vest, and acrid-stinking sweat pours down from his hairy armpits. My face is only inches away from one of his armpits, and it’s making my fucking eyes water but I can’t get away from him.
The two guys in the cage are in another embrace, trying to spin each other around. Their legs dart in and out in an attempt to trip each other over. There’s blood pouring out of a nasty-looking gash in the half-caste’s shoulder. It drips down his arm and onto the floorboards. The white guy roars and surges forward, pushes the half-caste up to the cage bars. The people standing at that side of the cage let go of the bars and try to step back just before the half-caste slams into them, but the crowd behind don’t give them enough room to move. The cage shudders with the impact. You can tell from the look on the half-caste’s face he’s in fucking agony, but he manages to get another kick in when the white guy lets go and swings his fist back. He ducks down to his knees just in time, and the white guy punches the cage bars. There’s a loud crack and he screams out in pain. The half-caste bounces up like a coiled spring and smacks him in the mouth. He stumbles back and the half-caste runs forward, head down, and nuts him in the stomach.
The crowd are going fucking wild now. The sweaty fucker in the string vest doesn’t seem very happy. I’m guessing he wants the white guy to win, but just about everyone else is egging the half-caste on and baying for blood.
The white guy isn’t down yet, but he doesn’t look like he’s far from it. He staggers to one side and lashes out with his uninjured fist, but none of his blows land with any real impact. There’s blood pouring from his mouth, down his chin and onto his chest. Unless he pulls something out of the hat soon it’s only a matter of time now. The half-caste knows it too. He grins as he dodges back and forth, lashing out with those huge fists of his. But he’s getting too confident. He’s going all out on the attack and leaving his defences wide open. I see several opportunities where you could take advantage of that, but the white guy just stands there like a fucking punch-bag. He doesn’t even bother fighting back, just staggers backwards with each blow.
“Get under his fucking arms,” I yell, pointing through the bars of the cage. “Go for his fucking knees, you useless fucking cunt.”
The sweaty fucker in the string vest turns and grins at me, like he’s found an Aryan sister or something. I scowl back to put him right. It’s not about fucking colour, it’s about fighting back. You don’t just give in when someone’s got the upper hand. You look for a weakness in their attack and take advantage of it, and the half-caste is certainly leaving himself wide open for that. If I was in there I know what I’d do in that position, it’s just textbook street fighting. Duck down under his fists and yank his knee forward, he’ll soon crumple to the ground. Then you can stick the boot in and finish the bastard off.
But fuck knows where this guy learnt his fighting from because he doesn’t do any of that. He backs away, tries to get himself a bit of breathing space, but the half-caste won’t let him. He closes the gap, jabs out with his fists, and backs him up against the bars. Face, then chest, then side of the head, then face again. The white guy stands there taking it, holding his hands up in surrender.
I expect that to be the end of the fight, game over for the white guy, but the crowd are still roaring for more. The half-caste leans back and launches a kung-fu kick at his opponent’s stomach. The white guy doubles over in agony, and gets a knee in the face. His head flies back and cracks against the bars, and his legs give way beneath him. The half-caste kicks him in the head, knocks him onto his side, and grabs his feet. He rolls him onto his back and drags him to the centre of the cage. The white guy doesn’t struggle, he just lies there staring up the camera mounted on top of the cage. The half-caste puts his foot on the man’s chest and raises both hands above his head. He roars in victory.
But still the crowd aren’t satisfied. They cry out for the victor to finish it. Anyone can see he’s already won, so what the fuck is there left to finish? The crowd stamp their feet in rhythm. It sounds like an army marching across a bridge in hobnail boots. Fuck knows what they’re expecting the half-caste to do, but when he just spits in the white guy’s face and walks up to the cage door they all groan in disappointment. The half-caste bangs on the door with his fist, and it’s opened. He walks through, and an old man in spectacles makes his way toward the man lying in the centre of the cage.
The crush around me begins to ease as people shuffle away, talking excitedly to each other. I stay to see what happens next. The old man prises the white guy’s eyelids open and shines a torch into them. He feels along his arms and legs, presses down on his chest with the palms of his hands.
“Fucking smart, eh?” Dave says in my ear. His arms curl round my waist from behind. His hands slide up to my tits and he squeezes them together.
I squirm myself around to face him and smile. “Yeah, fucking brilliant.”
* * *
The last fight of the night is the only women’s bout of the evening, and they’re even more vicious than the men. Not as vicious as me, of course, but their ferocity takes me by surprise. I was expecting it to be more about light relief and titillation for the men in the audience than anything else. But the way the women lay into each other they definitely mean fucking business. Mind you, that doesn’t stop the charmer in the string vest from getting a hard-on and touching himself while he watches them slug each other. Or maybe that’s because he’s pressed up against me? Dirty fucking bastard, he’s older than my dad.
After the fight’s over and the crowd around the cage thins out, Dave asks me if I’ve made my mind up about whether I want to fight or not. He reminds me about the three hundred quid on offer, even if I lose. After seeing the mistakes the men were making I’d already pretty much made my mind up. But it was the women’s fight that sealed it for me. The mindless way they went about slamming into each other, the obvious targets they went for to cause maximum pain for their opoponent. A bit of extra protection in the right places and they wouldn’t have a fucking clue where to hit me. I’d be walking out of that cage without a fucking scratch, the easiest money I ever made.
“Yeah, I’m in. Where do I sign up?”
Dave grins at me. “We’ll hold back until everyone’s fucked off, then I’ll introduce you to Lonnie. He’s the main man.”
Sweat’s dripping off me, and I wipe my hand over my forehead and neck. Dave leans forward and gently blows on my face. That’s the fucking sweetest thing anyone’s ever done for me, yeah? I smile and raise my arms above my head for him to blow on my armpits. He buries his face in one instead and I close my arm around his neck and hold him tight. Steve and Josh point and laugh, but fuck it. It feels good. It feels right.
“We fucking off then or what?” Steve asks, spoiling the moment. “You can do your kissy kissy shit when we get home. I’ve got some DVDs to watch.”
Dave pulls away and I reluctantly let him go. “Yeah, I just need to do something first. Ten minutes, yeah? Here’s the keys, I’ll meet you back at the car.” He tosses a bunch of keys to Josh, who catches it one-handed.
“Ten minutes, eh? Last of the great fucking lovers,” Josh says, winking at me.
I watch them walk out through the barn door and reach out for Dave, but he sidesteps me and heads toward the tables in the corner. I follow him and he buys two cans of lager, passes one to me. The can feels hot in my hand, so fuck knows what the lager will taste like. I crack it open and take a long drink, replacing some of the fluids I’ve lost. It tastes even worse than I expected it to, but fuck it. It’s better than nothing.
Dave moves over to the other table, and looks at some DVDs in plastic wallets. They each have two names and a date written on the labels in black marker pen. He buys one that says Buxom Bitch and Scunny Skank with last month’s date on it, it costs him a tenner. I look at the others, there’s a couple of names I recognise from tonight’s fights, but mostly I’ve never heard of any of them. Dave cradles his DVD to his chest as if it’s something precious.
Outside it’s fucking freezing and I can’t stop shivering. Dave puts his arm around me and leads me toward the farm house. The two gorillas with the baseball bats, Johnno and Baz, stand sentry either side of the front door, glaring at us as we approach.
“What do you want, Davie-boy?” one asks, tapping the bat in the palm of his hand. The other stares at us, unblinking.
“Got someone for Lonnie to see,” Dave says.
“Oh yeah? Fresh meat, is she?”
“Yeah.”
“Wait there, I’ll see if he’s got time to see her.”
He slips inside, and the other gorilla positions himself in front of the door just in case we had any plans to follow.
“Fresh fucking meat?” I say to Dave.
He grins. “Yeah, that’s what they call the fighters. Nothing personal.”
“Yeah well it better fucking not be or I’ll deck the bastard.”
The gorilla comes back and beckons us inside the house. “Lonnie says he’ll give you three minutes.”
He leads us through the hallway into a large room with lots of computer monitors. Five of them show different views of the cage, and I can see someone mopping the floorboards in there. Other monitors show the interior of the now deserted barn from different angles, the field where the cars used to be, and the outside of the house from every viewpoint you could think of. I can see the front door in one of them, with either Baz or Johnno, whichever one it is, standing outside. I wonder where the camera is hidden, I didn’t notice any when we were walking toward the house.
“All right, Lonnie,” Dave says.
Lonnie turns out to be a fat bald bloke in his mid-thirties. He sits behind a large oak desk that’s covered in piles and piles of money. There must be fucking thousands and thousands on that desk, lying there in neatly stacked rows. Behind him, lounging on a plush leopard-skin settee, is a young man with the smoothest complexion I ever saw. Not a fucking blemish, yeah? He looks like he’s just stepped out of an airbrushed magazine photo or something. He’s wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt and lycra shorts that show off his physique to perfection. He looks at me with a bored, laid-back expression, then frowns and crosses his legs when he catches me checking out his crotch bulge.
“Who’s this you’ve brought for me then, Davie-boy?” Lonnie says. His voice is soft, much softer than I expected it to be, and slightly nasal. In fact nothing about this Lonnie geezer is anything like what I expected the boss of an underground fight club to be. I thought he’d be some sort of gangland thug, all knife scars and an evil stare, maybe even a fucking cat to stroke and a moustache to twirl. He looks more like someone you’d see in your granny’s slippers and cardigans catalogue. As for his mate on the couch behind him, well fuck knows where you’d see someone like that outside of a porn movie.
“This is Abby,” Dave says, gesturing at me.
Lonnie looks me up and down and shrugs. “She any good?” Dave nods. “And you can vouch for her?”
“Yeah, she’s sound.” Dave glances in my direction and winks.
“Tell you what I’ll do,” Lonnie says. He folds his arms and leans forward on the desk. “I’ll give her a try out in two weeks, just to see how she does. Can’t say fairer than that.”
“Cheers Lonnie,” Dave says. “She won’t let you down.”
Lonnie smiles. “Oh, I don’t doubt it, Davie-boy.”
“When do I get paid?” I ask.
Lonnie glances at me, but directs his reply to Dave. “Let’s see how she performs first, dear. Tell her to leave her number with Johnno on the way out.”
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Dad’s still asleep when I get up for work, but I’m in a good mood so I don’t have the TV on too loud while I have my breakfast. I eat my yoghurt thinking about how gentle Dave was, that first time when he took me back to his bedsit after the meeting with Lonnie. I’d been expecting to get jack-hammered, so it was a bit of a surprise. He had a poster of these bald guys on the wall sneering down at me with their fists raised, and when I asked who they were he said they were the best fucking band ever and put on one of their CDs for me to listen to. The bald guys shouted violent songs at us while Dave licked all the stale sweat off every inch of my body. Even when we got down to fucking he kept all his weight off me and took it really slow. Pretty fucking weird it was, but in a nice way.
When I left the next day I thought that’d be the end of it, he got what he wanted so I’d never hear from him again. That’s what usually happens anyway. But fuck me if he didn’t phone up last night asking if I wanted to go to Shefferham to see some band that’s playing there on Saturday. It sounded like a laugh, so I said yeah. It was only after I put the phone down that I remembered I’d promised Shaz I would go to The Zone with her this week. Oh well, fuck it. She could always come along with us, I could fix her up with one of Dave’s mates. We’re going on our regular Friday night pub crawl tonight, so I’ll ask her then.
I make some cheese sandwiches for dad and wrap them up in cling film, put them on the arm of his chair so he’ll see them when he gets up, then get the bus into town.
* * *
Blunt the Cunt looks at his watch when I get to work but doesn’t say anything. I’m only a couple of minutes late, and it doesn’t look like they’ve started the weekly team-building meeting yet anyway. That’s some new bollocks they’ve come up with at head office. Apparently it’s supposed to make us feel like we’re part of one big happy family instead of just minimum wage burger monkeys who can either do as we’re told or fuck off onto the dole like everyone else our age. Yeah, right.
So every Friday morning we have to fill in a stupid questionnaire about what new skills we’ve learnt and what we’ve done to help a fellow team member fulfil their objectives in the last seven days. Then there’s a blank page for us to write down our suggestions on how we can improve our customers’ happiness index, whatever the fuck that means. There’s a weekly prize of five pounds for the best idea, and a hundred pounds if the idea actually gets used nationwide, but nobody from my branch has ever won anything. This week I write “Free blow-job with every burger” and hope for the best. If the idea does get taken up nationally we can always get Colin to do it.
Blunt scoops up the completed forms and reads through them to make sure nobody’s said anything bad about him, and sends us off to our designated work areas. Colin heats up last night’s leftover burgers and onions on the griddle, Sally spreads the grease around the tables with a dirty cloth, and I take up my usual position by the till. Blunt fucks off into his office to play solitaire or whatever it is he does in there all day.
“Dave phoned last night,” I tell Sally. “He’s taking me to see some band in Shefferham tomorrow.”
“Oh yeah?” Sally looks up from her work, but carries on wiping the tables in a half-hearted way.
“Yeah. He took me to a fight last weekend, it were fucking brilliant.”
“Is Dave that skinhead you were going on about last week?”
“Yeah.”
Sally scowls. “Rather you than me. I’ve heard about skinheads from my dad.”
“Nah, he might look a bit rough but he’s sweet as fuck.”
Sally smiles. “Proper fucking gentleman, eh?”
I smile back, remembering what happened when we got back to his bedsit. “Yeah. Yeah, he was.”
“So when you gonna bring him here and introduce him to me then?”
“What, so you can throw your knickers at him?”
“Fuck off,” she says, grinning, and throws a dirty cloth at me. I duck down and it sails over my head, lands with a squelch on the floor behind me.
The door opens, and the first fat cunt of the day waddles through. This time I don’t need to paint the smile on my face, it’s already there and it’s fucking genuine for a change.
* * *
It’s dinner time when my phone rings, the busiest time of day at the burger joint, and the place is full of hungry fat bastards all demanding to be fed. The one at the front of the queue scowls at me when I take out my phone and look at the screen to see who it is. It’s Shaz, and I swipe my finger across the screen to answer it.
“Hi Shaz, what’s up?”
“Abby, it’s Shaz. Just checking you’re still on for The Meat Market this week and you haven’t found something better to do instead, like you did last week.”
Oh fuck. She’s not going to like what I’ve got to tell her.
“Cheeseburger and large fries,” the man at the counter says, and I yell the order through to Colin.
“Shaz, I can’t make it this Saturday. I’m going to see a band in Shefferham with Dave and his mates, but you can tag along to that if you want?”
“And how are we supposed to make any money doing that?”
“Well… we won’t, it’s just a night out isn’t it? You know, fun and stuff, yeah?”
I can hear Shaz sigh, a distorted crackle like when someone blows onto a microphone.
“Look, Abby, I don’t think you’re taking this job seriously enough. I can’t afford to lose two weeks’ pay, even if you can.”
Job? Since when was it a fucking job? It’s just a bit of a laugh, not a job. Sure, the money is a nice bonus when we get some, but it’s not as if that’s the whole point of doing it. Most of the time we’re lucky if we make enough to pay for another night out on the piss.
“It’s all right for you,” Shaz continues, as if she can read my mind, “you’ve got a proper job. But what about me? I need that money, I can’t live without it.”
Colin dumps the cheeseburger and fries down on the hatch and I take them to the lard-arse standing by the counter.
“Sorry Shaz, but I already told Dave I’d go.”
I hold my hand out for the money, the fat man fumbles in his pocket for his wallet.
“Yeah well,” Shaz says. “You need to get your fucking priorities right. I’m not happy about being blown out again just because you’ve got yourself some fucking cock to rub up against. Sort yourself out, Abby. Otherwise when he fucks off, which we both know he will sooner or later, I won’t be here any more.”
I ring the order up in the till and hand the fatty his change. He munches into his burger and tomato sauce drips down his shirt. I tell him to have a nice day.
“But we’re still on for the piss up tonight, yeah?” I say into the phone.
There’s that sigh again. “I suppose,” and the line goes dead. Call terminated, the screen says when I look at it.
I put my phone away and look at the next customer. “Yes sir, how may I serve you this fine day?”
* * *
After my workout in the gym I walk home. There’s no sign of my dad, and the sandwiches I made for him are still sitting there untouched on the arm of his chair. What the fuck is this, Invasion of the fucking Body Snatchers or something?
“Dad?” I yell. “Are you in?”
No answer. Fuck it, I doubt he’ll have gone far.
I make myself something to eat and go upstairs. I tip half a bottle of Matey into the grimy bath and turn the taps on, then head toward my bedroom to find something to wear for the piss-up with Shaz tonight. I’m walking across the landing when I hear a croaky voice coming from my dad’s bedroom.
“Is that you Abigail?”
I pop my head round his door and see him lying in bed with the covers pulled up under his chin. His eyes are all red and puffy, I wish he’d remember to take his fucking antihistamines. Maybe if he didn’t suffer so much with his allergies he wouldn’t be in such a fucking bad mood all the time.
“Are you okay, dad?”
“No.”
“Why, what’s wrong with you?” I ask.
“Don’t know. Everything.”
He rolls over to face the wall, and curls himself up into a ball. I can see him shaking under the covers, maybe he’s got the flu or something. I ask if he needs anything, but he doesn’t reply so I close the door and leave him to it.
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It takes a few Pernods before Shaz gets out of her massive fucking sulk with me and starts to mellow out. We’re in the Black Swan, and being a Friday night it’s pretty busy in here. I down my fifth Guinness of the night and elbow my way through the crush around the bar. Fuck knows why people have to stand there drinking all night, they should move out of the way when they’ve been served. It’s just fucking ignorant if you ask me.
“Watch out,” someone yells when he doesn’t get out of my way quick enough and spills some of his beer down his shirt. I turn and glare at him, he soon gets the message and looks away.
I get myself two pints of Guinness, and three Pernods for Shaz. That should keep us going until closing time, and it’ll save me having to go back to the bar later. I pour all the Pernods into one glass, then take a swig out of both pints of Guinness so I can stick my thumb and forefinger into the glasses to make them easier to carry. I make my way back to our table near the jukebox.
There’s a guy leaning against the jukebox talking to Shaz. Him and his mate have been eyeing us up since we got here, so it’s a surprise he’s taken so long to make his move. If it were me I would’ve told him to fuck off, the last thing I want on a girl’s night out is some bloke drooling over me, but Shaz doesn’t seem to mind the attention. I slam the drinks down on the table and sit down.
“Hi,” the bloke says, grinning at me.
I shrug and reach for my Guinness. “All right,” I say.
“Me and Tony over there, we were wondering if we could join you?”
“Yeah, sure,” Shaz says. I give her a quick look, she smiles and winks at me.
The bloke beckons this Tony over and he sits down opposite me, grinning like he’s just won the fucking Lottery or something. The other one sits next to Shaz and says his name is Greg. Shaz fingers his forearm and smiles at him. I sip my Guinness while Tony prattles on about football. My eyes glaze over. No wonder he’s fucking single, yeah? He stops talking and looks at me. He’s probably expecting some sort of answer, but I stopped listening ages ago.
“Dunno,” I say with a shrug. Don’t fucking care either, whatever it was.
“Really? What about Wazzell then, you think he’ll recover in time for the qualifier?”
I shake my head and drain one of my pints of Guinness. “I’m off to the bog, you coming Shaz?”
Shaz nods and struggles to her feet with the help of the table. Squeezing past Greg she stumbles and falls into his lap. He grabs hold of her to stop her from falling to the floor and she puts her arms around his neck to steady herself. She says something to him that makes his face go red, then uses his shoulders to push herself back onto her feet and follows me to the toilet.
“What the fuck did you invite those two losers over for?” I ask once we’re inside.
Shaz stands by the mirror, fussing with her hair and pouting at her reflection like one of those fucking movie stars in front of a press photographer. “Thought they might have been a laugh. Anyway, it’s not their personality I’m after.”
“I’m not screwing around any more, I’ve got Dave now.”
“Dave, Dave, Dave,” Shaz says with a sneer. “That’s all I hear from you these days. Oh, isn’t Dave simply wonderful? Isn’t Dave the best thing that’s ever happened to me? It’s fucking boring.”
“Fuck off, I don’t say things like that.”
“Yeah well, give it time and you soon will be. Anyway, I’ve got other plans for those two.”
Ah, I get it. It’s not the contents of their trousers she’s after, it’s the contents of their wallets. I should have guessed. I go into one of the cubicles for a piss, leaving the door open so I can talk to Shaz at the same time.
“I doubt they’ve got much on them worth having,” I say.
“Yeah well, we can always take them to a cash-point.”
“What, and then they just hand over all their money? Doesn’t seem very likely.”
I finish my piss and wipe myself down with a wad of toilet paper wrapped around my fingers.
“Trust me,” Shaz says. “Once they hear about the party we’re going to they’ll be begging to hand it over.”
“What party?” I ask, pulling up my knickers.
Shaz laughs. “There isn’t one, but they don’t need to know that do they?”
“So what’s the plan?”
“Just follow my lead,” she says, and heads for the door.
I wash my hands and follow her out. By the time I get back to our table Shaz is necking with that Greg bloke. The other one looks at me like he’s expecting the same, but fuck that.
“Listen,” I say, “um…” It takes me a while to remember his name. “… Tony, me and Shaz are going to a party later if you fancy it?”
Tony’s eyes light up and he grins at me. “Sure, that sounds great.”
I down my last pint of Guinness in three gulps, and belch in his face. “Well come on then,” I say, grinning at his shocked expression. “Oi Shaz, are we off to this fucking party then or what? You can stick your tongue down his throat when we get there.”
* * *
Outside, Shaz and Greg sway down the road, arms around each other’s waists. Tony puts his arm around my shoulder but it seems forced, like he’s a bit embarrassed and not sure what to do.
“Where’s the party?” he says.
“Dunno, it’s a mate of Shaz. Oi Shaz, where’s the party at?”
“Just down here,” Shaz says, leading us toward the bank on the main road. “Hey, you know what would be really fucking cool? If we all scored some fucking coke first. What do you reckon Abby?”
I play along, knowing where this is headed. “Yeah, sounds great.”
Tony grins at the idea, but Greg doesn’t look too happy. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, what if the police caught us with drugs? I’d lose my job and everything,” he whines.
Shaz turns to Greg and gives his crotch a gentle squeeze. “You ever fucked someone when you’re coked up? It’s the best ever.”
You know what they say about men always thinking with their dicks? I reckon it must be fucking true because Greg soon changes his mind.
“How much money have you guys got?” Shaz asks. “I know where I can score some coke, but we’ll need to pool our money to get enough to last us the whole night.”
“Um, not much,” Tony says. “How much would you need?”
“Couple hundred should do it.”
“I don’t have anywhere near that much,” Tony says. He turns to Greg. “How much have you got?”
“Um, about thirty quid?”
“That’s not enough,” Shaz says. “That’s a shame. I was looking forward to a good shag tonight. Oh well, might as well call it a night then. No point going to the party without any coke.”
“No, wait,” Greg says. “I could get some money from that cash machine over there, I got paid today.”
Shaz smiles and gives him a hug. “Well let’s go then, lover.” She takes him by the hand and leads him to the cash machine.
His hands shake when he puts his card in the machine and types in the pin number. Probably because Shaz is rubbing her hand up and down his crotch while he does it, just in case he might change his mind. When the screen asks how much he wants to withdraw Shaz leans in and prods the £200 selection. Greg’s eyes widen, but he doesn’t say anything when Shaz taps the ‘yes’ to confirm the amount. The machine spits out a wad of money and Shaz grabs it, folds it in half and stuffs it into her pocket. She winks at me.
“Well come on then, what are we waiting for?” she says. “Let’s get fucking coked up and get down to that party.”
Now that’s not what I was expecting. I thought once we got the cash we’d just fucking leg it and leave the guys to work it out for themselves. But Shaz must have something else in mind because she drags Greg by the hand toward a back alley. I hope she’s not expecting me to shag that fucking Tony loser. Even if I didn’t have Dave there’s no way I’d want that boring prick bouncing on me.
Then I figure it out. It’s to get away from all the fucking cameras on the main road, yeah?
Tony hesitates at the entrance to the alley. He peers into the gloom, watching Shaz and Greg lead the way. He licks his lips, looks around nervously. I take him by the hand, it’s cold and clammy. I smile and lean in to whisper in his ear.
“I can’t wait to see your cock.”
That’s all the encouragement he needs to follow me into the alley. Men are so fucking easy to manipulate.
“My dealer’s just down here,” Shaz says. She turns to see how far into the alley me and Tony are, and stops to wait for us to catch up. “Just round this next corner, it’s not far now.”
We turn the corner and Shaz gently pushes Greg against the wall. “You know what would be really great?” she asks.
Greg grins at her and loops his arms around her waist, pulls her closer. “What?”
Shaz smiles back. “This.”
She brings her knee up into his bollocks, real quick. His eyes bulge and his face goes purple. He bends over and clutches his hands to his groin, makes this pathetic mewling sound. She kicks him in the knee and it buckles beneath him, sends him sprawling to the ground. She kicks him in the stomach, and most of the beer he’s drunk tonight flies out of his mouth.
Tony jumps like a startled flea and tries to pull away from me. I grip his hand tight, holding him in place, and turn toward him. There’s a look of sheer fucking terror on his face, and I can’t help feeling a bit sorry for him. Wrong place, wrong time, yeah? But I can’t lose face in front of Shaz, she already thinks I’m going fucking soft with Dave. I’ll just give him a slap and leave it at that. I spin him around and push him face first into the wall, wrench his arm up behind his back. I can feel his body trembling when I lean into him.
“You say anything about this and I’ll fucking kill you,” I say into his ear. His only answer is a whimper, so I twist the arm a bit higher up his back. “You got that?”
“Yes, yes,” he screams, way too fucking loud. Like he’s hoping whoever lives in the house at the other side of the wall will hear him and come to his rescue. Well that’s when I lose sympathy with him, yeah? I grab a handful of hair and yank his head away from the wall, then slam it back to shut him up. There’s a loud crack, and his body goes limp. I let him fall, but don’t bother sticking the boot in. I don’t bother with his wallet either, somehow it just doesn’t feel right. He’s just a working class bloke, probably as skint as me.
When I turn around Shaz is still kicking away at Greg, but I doubt he’s feeling anything because it looks like he’s unconscious too. There’s blood pooling around his head, fuck knows where it’s coming from but there’s a lot of it. Shaz always gets a bit carried away when she’s pissed up. One day she’ll end up fucking killing someone if she’s not careful.
“Shaz, that’s enough, yeah?”
Shaz can’t resist sticking the boot in one more time before she turns and grins at me. “Yeah, time to get fucked off.” She points at Tony. “Did you get the cunt’s wallet?”
I look away when I feel my face flush red. “Yeah, but it was empty.”



9
Saturday night and I’m standing in a tiny pub on the outskirts of Shefferham with a pint of Guinness in my hand, being jostled by a crowd of skinheads jumping around in front of me while these old geezers on the stage thrash the fuck out of their musical instruments.
I’m wearing an old pair of jeans of mine, and a brown check shirt Dave lent me that’s a couple of sizes too big. I blend in quite well with the other women here. Except for my hair, anyway. That’s a lot longer than the buzz-cuts they all have.
Shaz stands beside me with her hands over her ears, I don’t think she likes this type of music very much. She’s dolled up to the fucking nines and sticks out like a randy priest’s cock when an altar boy kneels before him. Her tits are threatening to fall out of a low-cut frilly top at any second, and she’s wearing a short yellow summer skirt. Fuck knows what sort of band she thought she was going to see, but she’d be more at home at a fucking boy-band concert than here. Mind you, she is getting plenty of admiring leers from all the skinheads, so maybe that’s the effect she was after all along.
Dave is somewhere near the front of the stage with Steve and Josh, right in the centre of the melee of flailing arms and legs. He tried to drag me there with him when the band first got on stage, but I don’t really want to get any closer to those massive fuck-off speakers than I am now. Even from here the music is so loud it makes my fucking head vibrate.
I never knew there were so many skinheads living around here until we pulled up in Dave’s car and saw them all milling around outside the pub. There must be some sort of revival thing going on, because until I met Dave and his mates the other week I don’t remember ever seeing any skinheads before. They’re all mostly my age too, so they must’ve picked it up from their parents or something because they wouldn’t have even been born the last time skinheads were popular. There’s a few old fuckers here as well, including the landlord from The Black Bull and a few of his regulars, but they’re all standing at the back, well away from the bustle of the crowd. One of them has a camcorder held above his head, filming the band as they play.
Someone from the crowd climbs on the stage and dives off headfirst into the audience. There’s a sudden surge backwards when everyone tries to avoid getting smacked in the face by his flailing hands, and my drink gets knocked by the person in front of me, spilling some of my precious Guinness down the back of his T-shirt. I yell at him and push him in the back and he stumbles forward, loses his balance and falls to his knees. Someone nearby helps him back up onto his feet and he charges into the crowd, grabs hold of a couple of other guys’ shoulders and leaps around with them as if nothing’s happened.
“This is the last one, you cunts,” the singer shouts, “so make the fucking most of it, right? Let’s fucking have it, come on, let’s go!”
“Thank fuck for that, they’re fucking horrible,” Shaz shouts in my ear, but before I can reply the music starts up again and everyone goes fucking mental. Even a couple of the oldies from The Black Bull rush into the heart of the crowd and throw themselves around.
I must admit, this type of music is starting to grow on me, so when Shaz tries to pull me toward the toilets I resist. After a few more tugs on my arm and shouted commands that I can’t hear she gives up and waits with me until the band finishes their set.
The crowd shout and scream for more, but there’s already someone unplugging everything so it looks like that’s it for the night. I drink the rest of my Guinness and head toward the bar with Shaz before the inevitable rush when everyone else has the same idea.
I feel a sweaty arm slide around my neck from behind and I spin around with my fist raised, but it’s just Dave with his soppy grin. He’s got his shirt off, it’s tucked into the back of his jeans, and his face and chest are glistening with sweat. I breathe in his aroma and give him a quick kiss but he’ll need to dry himself off before he gets anything else.
Dave offers to pay for our drinks and orders a pint each for him and his two mates, and we look around for a table to sit at. The old guy with the camcorder is sitting at the next table, watching his footage on the camera’s built-in screen while his mates crowd around him, peering over his shoulder.
“Fucking smart or what?” Dave says.
My ears are ringing so loud I can hardly hear him. I stick my fingers in my ears and wiggle them about, try to clear the high-pitched whistling sound, but it doesn’t seem to make any difference.
“Yeah, they were really good,” Shaz says, grinning at Josh. He grins back and she slides her chair closer to him. Steve doesn’t look too happy about that, I think he’s had his eye on Shaz ever since she first got into Dave’s car with me.
Dave leans across the table and stares into my eyes. “What did you think of them, Abby?”
I nod. “Yeah, they were okay. A bit old though?”
“That’s cos they were original skins, weren’t they? They haven’t always been old.”
“I guess.”
“I’ve got mp3s of all their records at home, I’ll play them for you later if you like. Some of their later ones were a bit shite, they went all fucking heavy metal for some reason, but the early ones are fucking classics.”
“Are we having a party then?” Shaz asks, looking at Dave.
Dave smiles at her and shakes his head. “Me and Abby are, you and Josh will have to have yours somewhere else.”
“Fucking spoilsport,” she pouts, and sticks her tongue out. Dave laughs.
“You can come back to mine if you want,” Josh says. “But we’ll have to be quiet, my dad’ll kick you out if we wake him up.”
“Not if we give him a good show,” Shaz says with a wink.
“I’ve got my own place,” Steve chips in. “Won’t matter how much noise we make.”
Shaz looks him up and down and smiles. “Well why don’t the three of us go there then?”
* * *
We stay until closing time. It’s not like we’ve got a bus to catch or anything, like a lot of the others who had to fuck off at half-ten and leg it down to the bus station. Dave’s pretty pissed up, he’s swaying a bit when he stands up to go to the toilet, so it’s just as well he doesn’t need to drive very far. Shaz has got her arms around both the skinheads, one either side of her. All three are laughing and seem to be having a good time, so it seems a shame to break them up. But I need a piss, and there’s something I need to check with Shaz before Dave drops them all off on his way home.
“Shaz, are you coming to the bogs with me?”
“Nah, I’m okay,” Shaz says, shaking her head.
I stand up and lean across the table. “It’s important.”
She sighs, and looks up at me. Her shoulders shrug. “Okay boys, I’ll see you in a bit.” She disentangles herself from the two skinheads and stands up on wobbly feet. She leans on the table for support. Josh puts his hand up her skirt and feels her arse.
“Christ, she’s got no fucking knickers on,” he yells, overly loud.
Shaz turns and smiles at him, leans down for a kiss. Josh’s hand goes back up her skirt.
“In your own fucking time,” I say to Shaz.
“Yeah yeah, hold your fucking horses,” Shaz says. “We’re only having a fucking laugh.” Josh looks disappointed when she pulls away and squeezes past him.
“So what’s so important then?” Shaz asks when we’re in the ladies.
“What are you going to do to Steve and Josh?”
She laughs. “Well what do you think I’m going to do to them? Or rather, what do you think they’re going to do to me?”
“I mean after that. What are you going to do to them after you’ve had your fun?”
She shrugs. “Depends how good they are.”
“Look, Shaz, I like Dave. A lot. I don’t want you to hurt his mates.”
“Girl, you’re going fucking soft. Men are just walking cocks with wallets. Think of them as anything else and they’ll trample all over you. Is that what you want?”
“Dave’s not like that,” I say. Perhaps a little bit too quickly because Shaz laughs in my face. “Just don’t hurt them, yeah?”
“Relax, I wasn’t going to.”
“And don’t take their money either.”
She frowns. “Aw, you’re no fun anymore, you know that Abby?”
“Promise me, yeah?”
Shaz smiles and holds up two fingers. “Dib fucking dib. Dob fucking dob. Satisfied?”
I nod because that’s probably the best I’m likely to get from her. But if she does hurt them in any way I’ll never forgive her.
* * *
Outside in the car park there’s a police snatch-wagon with two ugly fuckers standing beside it in full riot gear. They glare at us through their visors as we leave the pub. Fucking bastards, haven’t they got anything better to do, like look for my mum? Dave spits on the ground when he sees them, I guess he doesn’t like the cunts much either. They watch us walk up to Dave’s car.
It takes Dave a while to fit his key into the lock, in the end he has to put a hand over one eye before he can hit the right spot. There’s a thunk and the door unlocks. Dave opens it, reaches in, and unlocks the other doors. Shaz gets in the back, sandwiched between the two skinheads. I walk around the front of the car, keeping a wary eye on the two police thugs, and get in the passenger side.
Dave manages to fit the keys into the ignition and the engine roars into life. He fumbles with the CD player while he revs the engine, and loud music blares out. I lean my elbow over the open window and tap on the side of the car with my fingers in time to the music. Yeah, it’s definitely starting to grow on me.
Dave leans forward and peers through the windscreen like an old man who’s lost his spectacles. The coppers are still watching us, but if they were going to say anything they would’ve done it by now. Dave puts the car in gear and we roll forward through the car park. We bounce over the kerb, onto the main road, and pull away. He drives very slowly, with one hand on the steering wheel, the other firmly clamped over his left eye. Even when we reach the winding country road that leads to our town he doesn’t go much above fifty, and slows right down for the bends instead of screeching through them like he did on the journey to Shefferham earlier tonight. And they say alcohol makes people bad drivers, yeah? If anything the booze has improved Dave’s driving skills no fucking end.
We pull up outside a dilapidated-looking terrace house with six doorbells on the front door, and the two skinheads climb out of either side of the car. Shaz leans forward between the front seats and breathes Pernod fumes at me.
“See you Shaz. I’ll give you a ring tomorrow, yeah?”
I lean forward and shuffle myself around in my seat to face her. “Don’t forget what I said.”
She holds up two fingers and grins. “I won’t.” She leans back and shuffles herself out of the car. Her skirt rides up her legs, showing everything she’s got like a third-rate celebrity hoping to make the newspaper front pages. Josh reaches out to help her onto her feet while Steve takes out a key and opens the front door of the house.
“See you Dave, have fun,” Steve says, leaning into the car.
Dave grins and nods his farewell. “You too, mate.” He turns to me when Josh slams the car door behind him. “Right then, let’s get fucked off shall we?”
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Dad’s in a massive fucking sulk when I go back home on Sunday night. It’s like he doesn’t want me to have a life of my own or something and he’s determined to make me suffer for every second of fun I might have. He’s sat in his chair in his pyjamas, watching TV when I get there. Probably been sitting there all fucking weekend, knowing him.
“Huh. You’re back then are you?” he says when I slump down on the settee. “I don’t know why you bother coming home, you might as well just leave like your mum did.”
Yeah well, I don’t know why I bother either, it’s not like I get any appreciation for everything I do for him. If it wasn’t for work tomorrow I would’ve stayed at Dave’s bedsit, fucking and listening to his skinhead music all day. But I’m not going to give dad the argument he obviously wants. It’s been a fucking brilliant weekend, and I don’t want anything to pull me down from the emotional high I’m on.
“I’m going to bed if you’re going to be like that,” I tell him. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Dad scowls. “Yeah, that’s right. You go to bed and leave me on my own again. Like you’ve left me on my own all weekend, and you’ll be leaving me on my own again tomorrow. I don’t care any more, so just do what you want.”
Fine, I think, I’ll fucking do that then, you miserable old bastard, but I resist the urge to say it out loud. I’m not interested in playing his fucking mind games tonight.
* * *
Next morning I get up and make dad some sandwiches for while I’m at work. He’s still asleep, fuck knows what time he went to bed last night but I didn’t hear him clumping around like I usually do. I half expected him to be still sat there watching TV when I came downstairs, ready to start up his whinge-fest from where he left off last night.
I switch on the TV and tune into one of the music channels. It all seems really slow and boring after listening to Dave’s music all weekend, but it will have to do. I turn up the volume so I can hear it from the kitchen.
There’s not much in the fridge, so it looks like dad will have to settle for cheese sandwiches again today. I’ll do a shop after work, maybe I can sneak off early and get Sally to cover for me.
I’ve been watching some of Dave’s DVDs of the female fights on his computer, studying their moves and planning out what I would’ve done if I was on the receiving end of them. Dave watched them with me but they made him randy after a while, so I had to fight him off and ended up missing a few bits. Still, I think I’ve got them all sussed out now. I don’t know which one I’ll be fighting, Dave says the bouts aren’t finalised until the day before and I won’t find out who it is until I get there on the night.
I’m just about to put dad’s cheese sandwiches on the arm of his chair when I hear him thumping down the stairs.
“You’re still here then?” he says, stating the fucking obvious. I can tell by the look on his face he’s still in a mood about me staying the weekend with Dave.
“I made you some breakfast,” I say. I smile and point at the sandwiches.
Dad storms across the room and swipes the plate onto the floor. “I don’t want any breakfast!” he yells.
“Fine,” I say. “Do without then.”
I kick off my slippers and get my boots from the hallway. I sit down on the settee and lace them up.
“And where do you think you’re going?” dad says, glaring at me from his armchair.
“I’m going to work.”
“What about this mess you’ve made?”
I look at him, speechless, and shake my head. I stand up and head for the door. Fuck this, there’s no reasoning with him when he’s like this. I slam the door behind me.
* * *
“Can you step into my office please, Abby?” Cunty Blunty says as soon as I walk through the door.
Sally gives me a quick look, then turns away. She doesn’t smile like she usually does when I arrive at work. Something’s up, I can feel it. Fucking great, what have I done now? It’s not like I’m late again, there’s still a few more minutes before my shift is due to start.
I sigh, and walk toward the office at the back of the burger joint. Blunt’s standing there holding the door open for me. I give him a quizzical look and he gestures for me to enter. Inside there’s some fat bastard in a flash suit, probably an area manager or something. He stands up and looks at me.
“Hello Abby, remember me?”
I look at him and shrug. “Should I?”
He smiles, but there’s no warmth behind it. “Oh yes, I should say so.”
Blunt sits behind his desk and steeples his fingers on its surface. He stares at me and frowns. “Mr Green has made a serious allegation against you Abby, what do you have to say about it?”
“Well it would help if I knew what it was?”
“Oh come on,” the fat man says, “as if you don’t know.”
I look at him. He’s got one of those faces that you just want to punch, yeah? All smug and smarmy, like he owns the fucking world or something. He does look vaguely familiar, but fuck knows who he is.
“Mr Green says you stole some money from him,” Blunt says.
“As if,” I say, folding my arms.
“Oh yes you did,” the fat man says. “Outside The Zone two weeks ago, you and another girl.”
I sneer at him. So that’s where I’ve seen him before. “Oh yeah, you’re that fucking pervert who pays to have sex with young girls.”
His face goes red, looks like it’s about to explode. “You know full well that’s not what happened. You stole my money.”
“Did I fuck. You gave us your money so we wouldn’t report you to the police, you fucking nonce.”
“Now look here–”
“Okay Mr Green, I can handle it from here,” Blunt says. “So you admit you have this man’s money?”
I shrug.
“Of course she does,” the fatty says. “Now what are you going to do about it?”
Blunt stares at me and I stare back. He shakes his head and sighs, then leans back in his chair and looks at the fat cunt. “From what you’ve told me I think this is more a matter for the police.”
“No, there’s no need for that,” he says quickly.
I turn to face him and smile. “Oh, I wonder why not.”
“Just give me the money back and we’ll say no more about the matter. I can’t say fairer than that.”
“Fuck off, you fat pervert.”
“That’s enough, Abby,” Blunt says. “Wait outside, I’ll deal with you in a minute.”
I give fatty one last glare, then pull open the door. Sally nearly falls through it. She darts to one side and I walk out, slam the door behind me.
“Christ Abby,” Sally says, “what the fuck have you been doing now?”
“Nothing, he’s full of shit.”
We both put our ears to the door, but all I can hear is murmurs. Then the door opens and the fat man walks out, smiling to himself. He brushes past me and I resist the urge to kick him in the arse as he waddles away.
“Come in please Abby,” Blunt says from inside the office.
Sally taps me on the back. “Good luck.” I smile at her and walk into the office, close the door behind me.
Blunt gestures at a chair. “Sit down, Abby.”
“I’ll stand, thanks.”
If I’m going to get a bollocking I’d rather he had to do it looking up at me. Gives me more power, yeah? He looks up at me, nods his head slowly.
“Look, there’s no easy way to put this, so I’ll just come straight out with it. We need to make some efficiency savings, so I’m making you redundant. It’s nothing personal.”
“You what? You mean you’re sacking me over what that fucking pervert said?”
“No, no, the two matters are entirely separate. If Mr Green wants to pursue the matter with the police that’s his affair. Like I said, we need to make efficiency savings. I’ve thought long and hard about which one of you I was going to have to let go, it hasn’t been an easy decision at all.”
“Like fuck it hasn’t, you pompous prick. You’ve always had it in for me.”
Blunt frowns and clasps his hands together. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t feel you’re very well suited to the catering industry. Your attitude toward customers leaves a lot to be desired.”
“Fuck you,” I yell, and turn to leave. “I’ll take you to a fucking tribunal for this, you can’t just sack me over what some cunt says I did in my own time.”
“Like I said Abby, the two matters are entirely separate. But I take it you don’t keep up with the news?” I turn back and he smiles at me in that smug bastard way of his. “By all means take it to a tribunal, but they’ll only tell you employers have a lot more flexibility in ridding themselves of unwanted staff these days.”
* * *
I’m still fuming when I walk into the goth shop. The lights are dim, the walls and ceiling are painted black, and there’s some weird, wailing music playing. It’s the first time I’ve ever been in here, so I don’t know which of the five ghouls staring at me work here and which ones are just customers. I glance at the freaky clothes hanging on rails along the wall and wonder what sort of person would want to wear them.
I walk around the shop and find what I’m looking for near the counter, on top of a glass cabinet filled with assorted drugs paraphernalia. Stash tins, packets of massive Rizlas, big glass bongs with multi-coloured tubes coming out of them, things like that. There’s a sign on the cabinet saying For decorative use only, not to be used for illegal purposes. Yeah, right.
It’s the studded wristbands on top I’m interested in. I spin the rotary display, looking for one that’s a decent size. They’re mostly just a thin leather strip with one line of conical studs, neither use nor ornament. There’s one with spiked studs that catches my eye. The spikes are quite long, and look like they would do some serious damage if you wrapped it around your knuckles. Probably a bit too much damage though, yeah? I don’t want to fucking maim anyone.
I pick up a large wristband with seven rows of pyramid studs and try it on. It’s a bit fiddly to get the straps fastened with one hand, but I manage it in the end and flex my arm to try it out for size. The leather’s a bit stiff with it being new, and it feels weird, but I’m sure I’ll get used to that in time.
I lift up my arm to inspect the price tag dangling from a bit of string tied to the buckle. Fuck me, how much? I was hoping to buy two, but it looks like I’ll have to make do with one. I take it to the counter, and a young ghoul blinks at me before taking up a position by the till. His face and hair are pure white, like someone’s dipped him head-first in a tin of emulsion paint, and he’s wearing black lipstick. I get a sudden urge to punch him in the face, but I somehow manage to resist it.
“You want me to put it in a bag for you?” he says.
“Nah, I’ll wear it now.”
He picks up a pair of scissors and snips off the price tag, puts it in a black box next to the till. I pay him his extortionate amount of money and leave the shop.
I wonder if dad’s still in a mood while I make my way to the supermarket. He probably is, but if I get him some cans of Special Brew I’m sure he’ll cheer up after he drinks them. Either that or fall asleep in front of the TV, which is just as good for me. Fuck knows how he’ll react when I tell him I lost my job.
I collect a shopping trolley from outside the supermarket and push it through the door toward the drinks aisle. One of the wheels is wonky, it squeaks and pulls the trolley to one side. It takes a while to get the hang of pushing it in a straight line, I need to push it at a slight angle to compensate for the fucked up steering.
I pick up a four-pack of Special Brew and drop them into the trolley. Hopefully that will be enough because I blew most of my spare money on the wristband and I still need to re-stock the fridge.
I reach into a big coffin freezer for a bag of frozen chips. Dad likes the curly ones best, but there’s not many left and I need to bend right over to reach one of the few remaining bags at the bottom of the freezer.
“Hello Abigail.”
The voice makes me jump, and I nearly lose my balance and topple into the freezer. I push myself upright and spin around, grinning like a little kid.
“Mum!”
She’s smiling too, but the man who’s with her isn’t. I look at him and he looks away quickly and pretends to find something interesting among the tins of soup on the shelf opposite. He’s wearing a tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows, and matching trousers. He looks like someone out of one of those fucking Country Life magazines for posh cunts, someone who likes to shoot small animals for fun, and I take an instant dislike to him.
“How have you been, Abigail?” mum asks.
I frown. “Never mind that, where have you been? And who’s that?” I point my thumb at the man’s back.
Mum looks embarrassed, and so she fucking well should be. “That’s just Cedric from work,” she says a little bit too quickly. “I, um, had to get away. You know what it’s like living with your dad, I just can’t cope with him any more.”
“What, and you couldn’t tell me you were going? You couldn’t phone so we’d know you were okay? Dad’s worried sick about you, he thinks you’re lying dead somewhere.”
“How is your dad?”
“Well how do you think he is? He’s not eating, and he spends more time sulking in bed than anything else.”
“Has he been taking his medication?”
She must mean his antihistamines. It seems a stupid thing to ask, given the circumstances, but I nod anyway.
“Yeah. I think he might have skipped a few, but I’ve been making sure he has one every day.”
Mum looks relieved. “Oh, thank god for that.”
“So when are you coming back home?”
Mum looks at the man in the tweed jacket before she replies. “I’m not, Abigail. I have a new life now.”
“What, with him?”
The man walks over and puts his arm around mum’s shoulder. I glare at him. I want to kick his fucking head in. Mum starts to cry, and he strokes her hair.
“It’s okay, Barbara,” he says, looking at me.
This is too fucking much for me to take. I turn and leave them to it. Leave my shopping trolley behind and head for the door. This is fucked up. Mum’s too old to be having affairs, she should be at home looking after dad.
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“You got nothing, bitch. You’re going down and I’m gonna stomp your fucking pretty little head to a pulp,” the female gorilla says while we wait for the dolly-bird in the red knickers to finish prancing around in the cage on the other side of the door. Johnno looks at me to see if I’ll react to her taunts. I fold my arms and smile at her, Johnno goes back to watching the dolly-bird through a crack in the door.
It’s the night of my big fight, and adrenalin surges through me. My opponent’s hair is as close-cropped as Dave and his two mates, and she’s got more muscle than the three of them combined. There’s a deep scar down the left side of her face, and her nose is crooked like it’s been broken several times. There’s more scars on her arms, criss-crosses of tiny cuts turning her tattoos into mosaics. Scunny Skank is her cage name, and if it wasn’t for her tits I’d swear she was a fucking man.
I’ve seen her in action on one of Dave’s DVDs, and I know she’s just trying to make me angry so I’ll lose control once we’re inside the cage. That’s one of her tactics, egging her opponent on and then taking advantage of the mistakes they make in anger, but it won’t work on me. She’s pretty slow, and relies on those massive fists of hers more than anything else. With the size of her there’s not a lot else she could do, and that will work in my favour as long as I don’t get too close. I’m pretty confident I can take this bitch down.
They called me Stabby Abby. A fucking stupid name if you ask me, but I didn’t get any choice in the matter. I guess whichever fucking brainbox comes up with these things couldn’t think of anything else. Could be worse, I suppose, thinking about some of the names of the other female fighters on Dave’s DVDs.
Scunny Skank bares her yellow teeth at me with a snarl. I guess she’s too fucking stupid to think about using a gum shield because she’s hardly got any teeth left at the front, just two up and three down. Hopefully I’ll get a chance to do a bit of dentistry on her myself in the near future and even them up a bit. Me, I’m not taking any chances like that. I like to chew my food, yeah? I swiped a gum shield from Big Al’s gym the other day, and I’m wearing a chest protector under my vest that I got from the sports shop. It’s designed for fencing, but it should do just as well with fists.
The cage door opens and the bird in the red knickers flounces out with her placard, shivering from the sudden change in temperature. Johnno steps forward and drapes a fur coat around her shoulders and she draws it around herself. She looks blankly at me and Scunny Skank while we continue staring each other out.
“You go in first,” Johnno says to me.
With a final smile at my opponent I turn away. The heat as I walk into the cage is fucking intense, it’s like walking into an oven, and the sweat starts to pour after a few seconds. The crowd cheers my entrance, and I raise my left fist to them, showing off my new studded wristband. The cheering gets louder as I strut around the cage, posing for the cameras. I can see Shaz standing near the bars with Dave and his skinhead mates, she’s shouting something but I can’t hear it over the crowd because they’ve just gone fucking mental over the entrance of Scunny Skank. She must be their favourite to win or something because her cheer is a lot louder than mine was.
I retire to a corner of the cage while she has her moment in the limelight. She’s doing some sort of fucking war-dance or something, legs apart like one of those fat bastard sumo wrestlers on the telly. She’s got her back to me, I could easily run up and kick her in the arse before she even knew what was happening, but that wouldn’t be sporting would it? Instead I just practice my footwork, jab the air with my fists, and wait for the bell.
And here it is, just seconds after Scunny Skank moves to her corner and turns to face me. Ding fucking dong, round one of one. She runs at me, arms outstretched to grab me in a bear hug. I wait until she’s close and then duck under her arms just as she brings her hands together. I keep moving and spin around behind her, ready to smack her on the back of the head with my studded wristband, but she’s quicker than I expected at regaining her balance and turns to face me. She shouts something and spits in my face, I throw a punch at her midriff and dance backwards out of reach. I can feel her phlegm dripping down my cheek, it’s quite cooling in a way. I wipe it with my hand, smear it around the rest of my face.
She lunges at me again, and this time I let her come. She swings her fist, but there’s no real control to it, she just lashes out blindly. I raise my left arm to meet it, and her knuckles graze across the studded wristband. There’s a lot of power behind her punch, I can feel it juddering through my arm. I swing with my right fist, catch her on the side of her unprotected chin, and her head turns with the blow. Spit flies from her mouth, showering me again.
I aim for her knee with my boot, kicking out sideways, hoping it will put her down. She must be expecting it because she steps backwards and spins around, her arms outstretched like fucking Jesus doing an impersonation of a spinning top. One of those massive fists glances across the side of my head and I stumble to one side. She grabs me in a bear hug, pins my arms by my sides, and pushes me up against the bars.
I can feel someone outside the cage groping my arse through the bars. The crowd are shouting for blood, and it’s mine they want. Scunny Skank screams in my face and stamps down on my foot. Thank fuck for the steel toe-caps, I don’t feel a thing. But then she nuts me in the face, and that I do feel. A blinding white light between my eyes, and a sharp pain on the bridge of my nose. I kick out at her shins, one after the other. She breaks her hold on me and grabs me by the right wrist, spins me around. I run with the spin, knowing she’s going to let go at any moment to send me crashing into the bars. But I’m ready for that.
She lets go and I stumble toward the bars like she expects me to. She’s close behind, ready to finish me off, and looks surprised when I crouch down and dodge between her legs. She doesn’t even have time to reach down to grab me. She spins around and I grab her by the neck, digging my fingernails in as I squeeze. I raise my left arm and bring the studded wristband down on top of her head. She grins at me and drives a fist into my stomach. The breath is sucked out of me, and I get that Oh no I’m going to fucking drown panic you always get when your muscles tense up and refuse to do what they’re supposed to do, but I try to ignore it. It’ll pass, it always does. Just keep squeezing the bitch’s neck and she’ll be in the same position as me soon enough.
She makes a grab for my hair and yanks my head to one side. My lungs start to work again, letting me yell out in pain. It’s fucking obvious now, but I really should have shaved it off before the fight like Dave had suggested. I told him to fuck off, I like my hair just the way it is. That was a mistake I’m regretting now.
I can’t help bending over as she yanks my hair down, and I lose my grip around her neck. She brings her knee up into my face and I fall back onto my arse, dazed. She’s on me in an instant, and straddles me with her knees holding my arms by my sides. Her massive fists pummel my already smarting head, one after the other. I can taste copper in my mouth, something warm and wet pouring from my nose. I turn my head to one side as another fist flies toward me, and spray the floorboards with blood. The fist smacks me in the ear, making it burn and whistle.
I squirm my body, try to free my hands so I can get at her. She grins down at me, saliva dripping from her mouth. I manage to twist one hand around and dig my fingernails into her thigh. She flinches, and her weight shifts slightly to one side. I bring my knee up into her cunt. It takes a few tries to hit the right spot, but when I do she squeals like a fucking pig at a slaughterhouse. I knee her again in the same spot and she slumps down on top of me like a dead weight, crushing me.
I wrench my shoulder upwards, twisting my body at the same time. She starts to topple off me and I get my arm free, help her on her way with a shove. She rolls onto her back and clutches her rancid cunt with both hands. Her face screws up in pain. I roll over onto my hands and knees and crawl toward her. I push myself upright onto my knees and clasp my hands together, raise them above my head. I scream as I bring them crashing down into her fucking ugly face and splatter her nose all over it.
I lean on her chest while I struggle to my feet. Her hand darts out and grabs my ankle. I lose my balance and tumble backwards, land hard and crack the back of my head on the floorboards. I roll onto my side, dazed. Scunny Skank crawls toward me on her hands and knees, blood dripping from her face. She grins at me like a fucking demented demon.
“Fucking get up, Abby,” I hear someone yelling over the roar of the crowd. I think it might be Shaz, but it could just as easily be me.
My head’s spinning like fuck and I can’t think straight. All I know is I can’t let that fucking bitch get back on top of me again or I’m finished. I roll onto my stomach and crawl to the cage bars. People outside shout and wave their fists at me. I grab the bars, start to pull myself up. My hands slip down, leaving a trail of blood behind them. Where the fuck did that come from?
I struggle to my knees and try to summon up the strength to pull myself onto my feet. Someone yells in my ear, “Fucking die, you bitch!” If I could see straight I would make a note of the bastard’s face so I can twat him later, but all I see is a fuzzy haze of blurred faces all yelling and screaming at me.
I look over my shoulder. Scunny Skank is only a few feet away, still crawling toward me. I scream at the crowd in rage, and wrench on the bars. My arms ache, my hands slip, but I slowly pull myself up. I slide my hands further up the bars and get my feet under me, push up with my knees. Just one more push and I’ll be there.
I feel fingers clasp around my ankle, and a primal scream behind me that’s loud enough to drown out the noise of the crowd. I spin and lash out with my foot, not caring what I hit. It hits her in the temple. Steel toe-caps make a dull thud and send her spinning away from me. I stagger toward her. She rolls over, struggles to sit up. I kick her in the face and send her back down again. She stares up at me, her eyes blazing, her fingers twitching by her sides. I stamp down on her tits and she screams, her hands flail up to protect them. I crouch down by her side and lean over her, my face inches away from hers. My blood drips onto her face.
“Not so fucking tough after all, yeah?”
She stares up at me, like she wants to fucking kill me. I reach down and grab her ears, twist them as I pull her head off the floorboards. I slam her head down as hard as I can. Her eyes roll up, but they’re soon back staring at me again. For fuck’s sake, what is she some sort of fucking Terminator or what? I struggle back to my feet and kick her in the side of the head. She rolls over, blood spraying. She starts to push herself up with her arms, I kick her in the head again. She goes down. Stays down.
I turn away from her and stagger to the centre of the cage. I raise my arms, fists clenched, and roar. The crowd roars with me, and it’s the best fucking feeling ever. They’re chanting, “Abby, Abby, Abby, Abby,” and I turn around slowly, basking in it. I can see Dave grinning at me, Shaz jumping up and down in excitement by his side. Hands reach through the cage bars, just trying to touch me as I make a triumphant circuit.
Then the cage door opens, the doctor rushes in, and the crowd peels away in search of liquid refreshment. I glance at Shaz and Dave, still standing there by the bars, and stagger through the open door.
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I’m lying on Dave’s bed with my legs in the air while he slides in and out of me. I try to make the right moaning sounds to encourage him, but my head’s not really in it. I’m covered in cuts and bruises from the fight, woozy as fuck from all the painkillers I’ve taken, and I just want him to shoot his load so I can go to fucking sleep. Thank fuck he’s keeping all his weight off me, that’s all I can say. I’m sure one of my ribs is cracked, I should probably go down to the hospital in the morning and get myself checked out.
The money I got from the fight is spread all over the bed. It seems a bit weird fucking someone when you’ve got the queen’s face stuck to your arse, but I’ve never had this much money before and the thrill of seeing it covering the entire bed is something that will stay with me forever. I don’t know how long it will last now I’ve joined the ranks of the unemployed, but fuck it. I’m going to enjoy it while I can.
Dave’s making his gurning face, and he’s going faster now, so it looks like he’s nearly finished. I reach around and grab his arse, he spurts into me and I moan up at him and pretend to shudder. He bends down and blows the sweat from my forehead then gets back up on his knees and stretches his arms out. He smiles down at me.
“Why don’t you move in?” he says, and wipes his cock on a five pound note. He lies down next to me, waiting for an answer.
I don’t know what to say. I mean, it’s just come out of the fucking blue, yeah? I can feel his spunk dribbling out of me, I should probably do something about that before it reaches the money, but all I can think of is what he’s just asked me. I smile and close my eyes. Moving into Dave’s bedsit is a big step, and I don’t know if I’m ready for it. He makes me feel good, there’s no denying that. It’s like I’m walking on air when I’m with him, and I get this fucking weird aching feeling when I’m not. But I know from my own parents that won’t last long. The mutual hatred will soon set in, then we’ll be yelling and screaming at each other all day.
But then again, maybe we could somehow be the exception to that particular rule?
I open my eyes. Dave’s asleep. Oh well, at least that gives me more time to think about it. I roll over onto my side and put my head against his chest, listen to his heartbeat. He murmurs in his sleep and an arm flies around me. I snuggle closer and close my eyes. I like things with Dave just the way they are. That daft grin of his, the gentle way he fucks me, the places he takes me, the way he pays me attention even when he’s with his mates, the way he always–
My eyes snap open.
What the fuck? I’m starting to think like a fucking girl. I’ll be wanting to get fucking married next, and start producing sprogs with him.
But would that be such a bad idea? Give up the fighting, boozing and partying for good, swap it all for a life of domesticity with Dave?
Nah, fuck that. It must be the fucking painkillers messing with my mind, yeah?
 



 
 
 
 
Punk Rock Nursing Home



Colin Baxter strained to hear a Rezillos song above the incessant chatter of the other residents sitting around the communal lounge. Why everyone had to shout at each other when their armchairs were only a foot apart was beyond him. And if everyone was so deaf, or their tinnitus was so loud they couldn’t hear themselves converse at a normal volume, why did the music piped into the retirement home’s speakers need to be so quiet? It was barely audible.
Colin sighed. He looked down at his entoPAD screen and prodded the Silver Punkers Community Forum icon. He waited for a video advert to finish playing, then scrolled through the subject headings with his gnarled index finger. Most of the posts were adverts for garishly coloured mobility aids. Leopard-skin patterned walking sticks with skull and crossbones handles, pink and yellow mobility scooters with the words Boredom or Nowhere printed on the front basket. Colin wished there was some way to filter out all the nonsense to make the genuine content easier to find.
Frank Sterner shuffled by with his walking frame, making his third trip around the outskirts of the retirement home lounge that morning. Colin watched his slow, ponderous movement past a set of French doors leading out to the back yard. Frank paused in the doorway and looked out before continuing his journey.
Near the lounge door, Fiona Scott sat asleep in her armchair with her mouth hanging open. A line of saliva dripped from her chin. Sitting next to Fiona, Sharon Baker smiled at her entoPAD. She laughed, and held the screen out to Louise Brown on her left. Louise looked, smiled and nodded to Sharon, then turned her attention back to her own entoPAD. Louise wore a pair of headphones, and her white-haired head bobbed from side to side. Her lips formed a string of obscenities as she sang along to whatever it was she was listening to.
Colin wished he had thought to bring his own headphones into the lounge, then he could listen to his own choice of music at whatever volume he liked. But he had left them behind in the dormitory when he got up that morning, and couldn’t be bothered going to fetch them. Besides, his bad knee was giving him gyp and he didn’t want to put any unnecessary weight on it if he could avoid it.
Colin looked at Greg Lomax, sitting on his right. Greg stared into space, the left side of his face drooped and immobile. The old man hummed tunelessly to himself, only pausing to take a wheezing breath.
“Oi Greg,” Colin said, “have you got your headphones on you?”
Greg stopped humming and looked at Colin. “Nrr, Err lrrft thr in thr brrdrrm,” he said.
Colin leaned forward so he could catch the attention of Tony Harris, who sat in the next armchair along from Greg Lomax.
“Oi, Tony, have you got your headphones on you?”
Tony shook his head. “No, mate, sorry.” His voice sounded muffled beneath the oxygen mask strapped over his mouth and nose.
“No worries,” Colin said. He turned to his left, where Dave Turner sat peering at his entoPAD screen through thick jam-jar-bottom spectacles. Dave’s hearing aid whistled like the feedback of an electric guitar, in harmony with Greg’s humming. Colin decided not to bother asking Dave if he could borrow his hearing aid. Once Colin finished looking through the new posts on Silver Punkers he would just hold the entoPAD against his ear and listen that way.
“Fucking smart,” Dave said to himself.
“What’s that, mate?” Colin asked.
Dave held his entoPAD out in one shaking hand. Colin glanced at it and smiled. A young child on the entoPAD screen swayed on the bottom rung of a climbing frame surrounded by soft foam mattresses. The child’s face was obscured by a full-face safety helmet with chin-guard, and Colin couldn’t tell from the thick padded clothes it was wearing whether it was a boy or a girl. Nearby, a young woman in her mid-twenties hovered with her hands outstretched to catch the child should it fall from the climbing frame.
“That’s me great-grandson,” Dave said. He grinned at Colin through gapped, yellow teeth. “He’s three, and he’s a right fucking terror.”
Colin nodded and smiled back. “Yeah, he looks it.”
Dave prodded the young woman on the screen and the video zoomed in on her anxious face. “That’s me grandson’s missus. Not done too bad for himself, has he?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Shame they’re always so fucking busy, I wouldn’t mind meeting them one day.”
Colin combed his fingers through strands of white hair on the left side of his otherwise bald, liver-spotted head. He nodded and looked back at the screen of his own entoPAD.
“Yeah. That’s the way it goes though, innit? Mine are no different. I used to look after my granny, you know? Back in the day, that is. She’s long gone now. Different times, back then. Good time to be young though.”
“Fuck, yeah,” Dave said. “The best. I wouldn’t want to swap it for what the youngsters have got now.”
Colin smiled. “Yeah. Their music’s shite for one thing. And there’s no dole, so you can’t even enjoy yourself like we did.”
Dave nodded. “Yeah, good times. You remember that fucking security guard in Woolworths? The one with the limp, reckoned he was in the SAS or somesuch?”
“Yeah, Sergeant Hoppalong. Me and my mate Bri had loads of fun with that cunt. He had a thing about Action Man, used to go fucking ballistic if you messed about with them.”
“Yeah?” Dave said. “Wish I’d known that. We used to put on fake Irish accents when we knew he was hovering around. That wound him up no end too.”
The lounge door banged open. Colin looked up and saw a bald, middle-aged man push a trolley into the room.
“Looks like another new one,” Colin said to Dave. “I bet you a biscuit he’s on the fucking workfare.”
Dave smiled and shook his head. “You must think I’m fucking daft. Of course he will be.” He looked down at his entoPAD, went back to watching family videos.
A Lurkers song started playing through the lounge speakers. Colin nodded his head in time with it while he watched the bald man push the trolley toward Fiona Scott. The bald man coughed. When Fiona didn’t stir from her sleep he shook her by the shoulders. She startled awake.
“Medication time,” the bald man said. “What’s your name, granny?”
Fiona looked up, but said nothing.
“That’s Fiona Scott,” Colin called out. “She doesn’t really say much.”
The man looked at Colin and grunted. He rifled through paper medicine bags on the trolley and picked one out. He tore it open, took out two blue capsules, and dropped them into a small plastic cup. He held the cup out to Fiona. Fiona’s mouth dropped open. The man sighed and tipped the capsules into her mouth. He pushed them to the back of her throat with his fingers and closed her mouth, then tilted her head back until she swallowed them.
Colin shook his head and looked down at his entoPAD. He swiped his finger up the screen to scroll through message headings on the Silver Punkers Community Forum. Hidden among the adverts he noticed a post with the heading Thatcher Day 30 and prodded it. Despite only being posted an hour ago, it already had over two hundred replies.
Thatcher Day celebrations, 8th April 2043. Post your memories of that fucking evil bitch here. Never forget, never forgive.
Colin checked the day’s date on his entoPAD clock. He smiled when he saw how close it was to the best day of the year.
“Thatcher Day again soon, Dave,” Colin said.
Dave looked at Colin. His eyes widened. “What, already? Fuck me, that’s come around again quick, hasn’t it? It only seems like a few months since the last one.”
“Yeah, time’s spinning by these days. It’s the thirtieth anniversary this year. We should do something special to mark the occasion.”
“Like what?”
Colin shrugged. “Dunno. I thought maybe you might have some ideas?”
Dave scratched his head and frowned. A cloud of dandruff settled on his shoulders. “None at all, mate. We could give Thatcher a good kicking?”
Colin shook his head. “Nah, we do that every year. We’ll do that as well, of course, but I was thinking something really special. Something we haven’t done before.”
“What about setting fire to her? Like we did that first year, when the news first broke. Remember that?”
Colin smiled. “Yeah, Ding Dong the Witch is Dead. We had a fucking great party that night at our council estate. Even the little kiddies joined in, it were fucking magic. Maggie Maggie Maggie…”
“Dead, dead, dead!” Dave replied, smiling.
“We’re not going to burn Thatcher though. What would we do next year without her? She’s the star of the party, for fuck’s sake.”
“Yeah, good point. I never thought of that.”
The bald man pushed the medication trolley across the lounge and stood before Greg Lomax. “What’s your name, granddad?”
Greg looked up and spoke slowly, with deliberation. Only the right side of his mouth moved, the left drooped down in a frown. “Ir Grrr Limmurr.”
The bald man frowned. “You what?” He raised his voice, as if addressing a naughty child. “I said what’s your name, granddad. What’s. Your. Name? Do. You. Under. Stand. Me?”
“Grrr Limmurr,” Greg said, raising his voice to the same volume.
The bald man sighed and shook his head. He turned to Colin and jerked a thumb at Greg. “What’s this one’s name then?”
“Greg Lomax,” Colin said.
The bald man flicked through the medication bags and pulled one out. He tore it open and tipped two white pills and two blue capsules into the palm of his hand. He pushed Greg’s head back, prised his mouth open, and dropped all four onto Greg’s tongue. Greg spat them out into his right hand as soon as the bald man released him.
“Err cnn drr ir mrrr srll, yrr crnt,” Greg said. “Brr ir nrr srrm wrrter.”
The bald man looked at Colin.
Colin smiled. “He says he can do it himself, but he needs some water.”
“Right,” the bald man said. He picked up a water jug from the trolley and filled a small red plastic beaker. “Here. You. Go. Some. Water. For. You.”
“Frrr urrrf yrr crnt, err nrr strrpird,” Greg said. He pulled a hard plastic straw from his pyjama shirt pocket and popped it in the side of his mouth. He took the beaker and raised it to the straw, sucked up a mouthful of water and glared up at the bald man. He swallowed the four pills, one at a time, while the bald man stared down at him.
The bald man grunted, then took the beaker from Greg. He put it down on the trolley and turned to Colin.
“So which one are you then?”
“Colin Baxter.”
The bald man found Colin’s medication and handed him two blue capsules in a small plastic cup. Colin took them and rolled them around the cup’s base.
“You going to take those or do you need help with them?” the bald man asked. He folded his arms.
“I’ll need some water,” Colin said, “me throat’s dry.” The bald man grunted and passed him the beaker of water Greg Lomax had used. “You’re new, yeah?” Colin asked.
“Yeah, started today.”
“Workfare placement?”
The bald man shrugged. “What of it?”
Colin glanced at Dave and smiled. He turned back to the bald man. “Just wondering.”
“Yeah well, just take your medication and don’t give me any shit, granddad.”
Colin held the man’s stare while he tipped the two blue capsules into his mouth. He didn’t know what they were for, the only regular medication he had ever needed before moving into the retirement home was for hayfever.
The bald man glared while Colin took a sip of water to wash the capsules down. He nodded, then took the beaker from Colin and put it down on the trolley. He turned to Dave Turner and asked his name.
Colin raised a fist to his mouth and faked a cough as he spat the blue capsules out. He glanced at the bald man, saw he wasn’t watching, and transferred the capsules to his dressing gown pocket for later disposal. He looked up and saw Louise Brown watching him from across the room. She smiled and winked. Colin smiled back and nodded.
* * *
Later that night, Colin looked up from his entoPAD when he heard hobnail boots clumping down the hallway toward the dormitory he shared with the other male residents. The retirement home’s manager, the only permanent member of staff, on his regular night time prowl before retiring for the evening.
Colin glanced at the clock in the corner of his entoPAD screen, surprised how late it was. The manager was usually tucked up in bed by this time, or doing whatever it was he did up there alone in his upstairs accommodation.
Colin shuffled himself down the bed and lay on his side as the footsteps stamped their way closer to the dormitory door. He slipped his entoPAD under the bedcovers and closed his eyes just before the door creaked open on rusted hinges and the manager shone a torch into the room. The torch’s beam flicked from bed to bed, pausing on each resident in turn. When the light fell over Colin he pretended to moan in his sleep and rolled over away from it. He opened his eyes when the torch beam flicked across to Dave Turner’s bed.
“Fuck off, you cunt,” Dave mumbled. He pulled the bedcovers over his head.
“Get to sleep, Turner,” the manager said. “You too Baxter, I know you’re still awake.”
The manager made another sweep of the dormitory with his torch and turned away. The door creaked shut and his boots echoed away down the hallway. Another door creaked open.
“Louise Brown, what do you think you’re doing? Get into bed this instant!”
“Fuck off,” came Louise’s defiant reply.
Colin smiled and struggled upright in bed. He put his entoPAD face up on a table by the side of the bed and switched on his bedside lamp. He swung his legs out of bed and directed his feet into a pair of Sex Pistols slippers. He reached for his walking stick and pushed himself upright with a grunt. The muscles in his legs ached in protest, and he winced when he felt his bad knee pop. He hobbled over to Dave Turner’s bed and sat down on its edge. He reached over and pulled the covers down from Dave’s face.
“Dave, you awake?” he whispered. He nudged Dave’s shoulder when there was no reply. “Fucking wake up, you old bastard.”
Dave snorted and rolled over to face Colin. His eyes flickered open.
“What?” he asked. He peered up at Colin. His hand darted out and fumbled for a pair of spectacles on his bedside table. The spectacles dropped to the floor when his fingers brushed against them. “Fucking hell, now look what you made me do. Who is it anyway?”
“It’s me, Colin.”
“What? Speak up, I can’t hear you.”
“For fuck’s sake Dave, put your fucking hearing aid on. If I talk any louder The Gestapo will be back, wanting to see what’s going on.”
“What?”
Colin sighed and shook his head. He picked up Dave’s hearing aid and hooked it over the man’s ear. The hearing aid whistled while Dave sat up and fiddled with the volume control.
“I don’t like this thing,” Dave said, “it makes my tinnitus louder.”
“That’s because it’s a cheap piece of fucking crap mate, same as everything else they give us in here.”
“Is that you Colin? I can’t see without my glasses.”
“Yeah, mate.”
“What’s up?” Dave asked.
“I’ve had an idea.”
“What about?”
“What we can do on Thatcher Day.”
Dave rubbed his eyes and yawned. His elbows cracked when he stretched out his arms. “What the fuck time is it?” he asked.
“Never mind that. I’ve been reading the Thatcher Day posts on Silver Punkers, and you’ll never guess who was on there.”
“Sid Vicious?”
“Well yeah, there was quite a few of them. But I mean real people, not fucking nob-heads pretending to be some dead junkie. Only fucking Biffo Ratbastard. He were going on about this gig Sick Bastard did on the tenth anniversary on Parliament Square. Says they only got through two songs before the coppers smashed everything up and carted everyone off down to the cop-shop for a kicking. Anyway, that’s what gave me the idea.”
“Which is?” Dave asked.
Colin smiled. “I sent Biffo an entoMAIL asking what the chances are of Sick Bastard coming here to play live on Thatcher Day.”
Dave shook his head. “Nah, The Gestapo would never allow that. Besides, it’s probably not even the real Biffo Ratbastard, it’ll just be someone pretending to be him.”
“Nah, mate, it’s deffo him. He’s got a verified identity icon next to his avatar.”
“Yeah well,” Dave said, “even if it is really him, why would Sick Bastard want to come to a dump like this? Anyway, I thought they’d split up years ago. Didn’t their drummer die or something?”
“Yeah, but look how many drummers they had, it was a different one on each album. They probably just got a new one.”
“So what did Biffo have to say about it then?”
“Well he hasn’t said nothing yet, I only sent the message a few minutes ago.”
Dave sighed. “Fucking hell, so why wake me up then?”
“Because if Sick Bastard do come to play I’ll need some help organising it, and there’s not many other people here with a full set of marbles.”
“Yeah well, until you hear from Biffo there’s no point even talking about it, is there? I doubt he’d be interested anyway, someone like that. They were headlining the Blackpool Punk Festival for years, for fuck’s sake, playing to massive crowds. Why would they want to come and play in a shitty retirement home in front of thirty coffin dodgers after that?” Dave took off his hearing aid, dropped it to the floor next to his spectacles, and lay down with his back to Colin.
Colin sighed and cracked his knuckles. He stood up with a grunt and went back to bed. He reached over to pick up his entoPAD from the bedside table and pulled a pair of headphones from a drawer. He prodded the entoPAD’s screen to open entoTUNES, and swiped through the shortcuts to his favourite music. He settled down to listen to The Astronauts’ It’s All Done By Mirrors until he fell asleep and dreamed of being young.
* * *
Biffo Ratbastard sat in his ground floor flat, his bare feet up on a fluffy pink foot-rest, listening to Oi Polloi on his entoPAD. The music was fed to a pair of large wireless Jammo speakers placed either side of his armchair, and was cranked up so loud he couldn’t hear his young upstairs neighbours banging on the ceiling. Not that it would have made any difference if he could hear them. What Biffo did on his own property was nothing to do with anyone else. Especially a bunch of snot-nosed students.
A half-empty can of Special Brew vibrated its way toward the edge of one of the speakers. Biffo reached out for it and took a long drink, draining the can. He crushed the can in his hand and tossed it at a round waste-bin in the corner of the room. The can hit the side of the bin and bounced off to join three more crushed cans on Biffo’s thread-bare carpet.
“Bollocks,” Biffo said, and took an electronic cigarette from his Motorhead dressing gown pocket. The end of the plastic cigarette glowed blue when he sucked on it. He exhaled the vapour with a sigh and closed his eyes as the nicotine rushed to his brain and mingled with the alcohol already swimming around in there.
Retirement life was fucking good, Biffo decided. He should have done it fifty years ago while he was still young enough to enjoy it.
Biffo was luckier than most people his age. He owned his own flat, and received regular monthly payments from entoCORP for his share of the advertising revenue each time one of his songs was streamed to a user’s entoPAD. So when the government declared State Pension unsustainable due to advances in health care and an aging population, then abolished it completely along with all other state benefits, Biffo had managed to survive with his independence still intact.
He had to cut down on his fuel bills, wrapping himself up in thick clothes and blankets through the winter months instead of turning the heating on, and could only afford to drink Special Brew once a week by rationing the food he ate, but at least he hadn’t been forced to move into one of the State Retirement Homes like so many of his generation. Death Homes, Biffo called them. Somewhere the government puts you out of the way, while they wait for you to die so they can seize whatever assets you’ve got left.
Biffo looked down at his entoPAD screen when one of Oi Polloi’s Gaelic songs started playing. He prodded an icon in the corner of the screen and the lyrics were translated in real-time into Pidgin English that made no sense. Something about frogs dancing on a scientist’s experience and systematic destruction of intercourse. Biffo sighed and put the entoPAD down on the arm of his chair. He struggled to his feet and padded into the kitchen for another can of Special Brew. As he opened the fridge door Oi Polloi were cut off mid-song and replaced with a female robotic voice.
“You have new entoMAIL. You have new entoMAIL. You have new entoMAIL.”
Biffo pulled out a can of Special Brew and cracked it open. Oi Polloi resumed from where they had left off. From the kitchen he could hear someone upstairs yell “Turn that fucking shit down!” Biffo took a long drink of Special Brew and belched, then returned to his armchair. He put the can down on top of a speaker and picked up his entoPAD. The screen flashed a message, You have new entoMAIL. Biffo prodded the entoMAIL icon and Oi Polloi were cut off once again, replaced with a video advert informing Biffo of the miracles of plastic hip replacements and how affordable they were with low monthly payments.
“Apply now and receive a free pen,” a young woman in fishnet stockings and red suspender belt and bra said with a wink. “You know you want it.”
The advert ended and Oi Polloi resumed playing. A text message displayed on the entoPAD screen, sandwiched between advertising banners extolling the joys of Viagra and live entoSEX, read:
All right mate, saw you on Silver Punkers and was wondering if you might be wanting to do something for Thatcher Day this year? 30 fucking years, can’t believe it’s been that long since the old witch snuffed it. Anyway, what do you reckon about Sick Bastard coming to play here or something? We can’t afford to pay nothing, but there’d be free beer and stuff if you want?
The message was signed Punk76, and the sender used a red anarchy symbol as their avatar. Biffo Ratbastard shook his head and sighed. Why couldn’t people use their real names? He could think of at least twelve people he knew who could have sent that message, and ticked off in his mind the ones who had died in the last few years. That left five possibles. Three if he discounted the ones with severe dementia.
Biffo read the message again and nodded to himself. Whoever it was from, the more he thought about it the more he liked the idea of being in front of an audience again. One last gig before he shuffles off forever, just like the last surviving member of the Sex Pistols did. There’d be no golden handshake, no million pound payout from entoCORP for the rights to record the gig for posterity. But free beer? Who could refuse an offer like that?
Biffo saved the message so he could reply to it later, and quit the entoMAIL app. He lowered the music’s volume and heard a few thumps on the ceiling, followed by a cry of “About fucking time, you old bastard!”
“Fuck off,” Biffo yelled, and opened the entoFACE app. He scrolled through his contacts and tapped on a photo of Steve Snitch. Connecting, the screen informed him. Biffo waited. And waited.
“This is Steve Snitch, leave a message and I might get back to you if I can be bothered. If you’re just selling something, fuck off, I’m not interested.”
Biffo sighed. “Snitchy, I’m thinking of getting the band back together. Let me know what you think when you hear this.”
He returned to his contacts list and prodded Mike Hock’s photo. Mike answered within a few seconds, and grinned out from the screen.
“All right Biffo, how’s it fucking going?”
“Not bad mate, how’s life treating you?”
“Can’t complain. Well I can, but there’s no point is there? No fucker cares.”
“No, mate,” Biffo said. “Anyway listen, I got a message from someone putting on a gig for Thatcher Day. What do you reckon about getting your bass out of storage and giving it another thrash for old time’s sake?”
“Sounds good to me. Is Snitchy up for it?”
“Couldn’t get hold of him, but I’ve left him a message.”
“Yeah, he’ll be tucked up in bed by now. You know they moved him into a retirement home?”
“No I didn’t. Shit, when did that happen?”
“Fuck, it must be about six months ago now? He had to pay for emergency surgery and fell behind with his rent. They kicked him out and the rozzers picked him up sleeping rough and stuck him in a retirement home.”
Biffo shook his head slowly and sighed. “Man, that’s fucking bad news. I hope he’s okay.”
“Yeah he’s fine,” Mike said, nodding. “In fact he’s fucking loving it. Says there’s a few old Sick Bastard fans living there, he strums his guitar for them every night and they just lap it up.”
“Good to hear. You kept up your playing too? Only we probably won’t get much of a chance to practice before the gig.”
“When is it?”
“Thatcher Day.”
Mike laughed. “Just like old times, eh? It’s not on fucking Parliament Square again, is it? I’ve still got the scars from that one.”
“Yeah, me too. No, it’s at one of the Death Homes. Not sure which one, I haven’t confirmed it yet. Just wanted to sound you guys out first.”
“Well I’m definitely in, and I’d be surprised if Snitchy wasn’t too. You got a drummer lined up, or is it going to be an acoustic set? Old Vile would be a hard act to replace.”
“Fuck acoustic sets, they’re for dead hippies. I’d rather slit my fucking throat. We’re a punk band, not a bunch of fucking Morris Dancers. You just leave finding a drummer to me and get practicing on that bass of yours. I’ll send you the details when I’ve got them, and we’ll get together somewhere for a practice.”
“Look forward to it mate,” Mike said. “Laters, then.”
“Yeah. See you soon, Cocky.”
Biffo quit entoFACE and cranked up the volume on the Oi Polloi song. He reached for his Special Brew and took a swig before opening the Silver Punkers Community Forum. Mike was right, Peter Vile would be hard to replace. He wasn’t Sick Bastard’s original drummer, but he was their longest running one and the best they had ever had. When he died five years ago, after contracting an infection following open-heart surgery, it had effectively ended the band’s musical career. Drumming was a dying art, quite literally, with so many of the remaining punk bands having to resort to using electronic, computer-controlled drum machines instead.
Biffo composed a new message asking if anyone knew of any drummers in the Shefferham area who would be available to play on Thatcher Day. Own kit essential. Experience, don’t give a fuck either way.
He drained the rest of his Special Brew and threw the can at the waste-bin. This time he hit it dead-centre and the can dropped in with a clatter.
* * *
Colin Baxter leaned against a ten-foot high wooden gate built into an even higher, barbed-wire topped wall surrounding the retirement home’s concrete yard. He looked longingly at the French doors leading back into the communal lounge; but they weren’t due to be reopened for at least another twenty minutes, after the cleaning staff finished their weekly routine. He shivered and blew on his hands to warm them, then thrust them deep into his dressing gown pockets.
The retirement home manager looked down from an upstairs window. The thumping, screeching wail of trippy technobabble music drifted through the open window, grating on Colin’s nerves. Colin didn’t see the point of music like that. It was just noise as far as he was concerned. The singer wasn’t even shouting.
Dave Turner and Louise Brown were kicking a large inflatable beach-ball across the yard to each other. Frank Sterner hobbled between them, getting in the way. The ball bounced off Frank’s walking frame and veered off course toward Colin. Colin leaned on his walking stick and kicked it back to Louise once Frank was out of the way.
Other than Frank’s endless wanderings, Dave and Louise were the only people active in the back yard. Everyone else stood around like wrinkled zombies that had been left in the bath too long, just waiting until they could return to the warmth of the retirement home lounge. Several pairs of eyes peered through the window, watching the cleaning staff turn their world upside down in the pursuit of cleanliness. Chairs were up-ended, biscuit crumbs sucked from every crevice by droning deep-cleaners. Even all the posters and framed copies of old record sleeves and punk fanzines were taken down from the walls and polished to gleaming perfection.
“Oi Colin,” Dave shouted as he kicked the beach-ball to Louise. “You heard anything from that Biffo yet?”
Colin shook his head. “Nah, mate. Looks like you were right, he’s not interested.”
“That’s a shame,” Dave said.
“Yeah. Not to worry though, I’ll think of something else we can do to mark the occasion. Even if we have to set up the fucking karaoke machine and have a sing-song. There’s loads of Thatcher songs from the 80s we could do.”
Dave walked over and leaned against the gate by Colin’s side. “Yeah, that’d be good. We could get Old Frank to do Walk On By.” Colin laughed. “Stranglers version, of course. You know how he doesn’t like anything recorded after 1979.”
“Yeah, I never did understand that bollocks myself.”
“What bollocks is that then?” Louise asked, joining them.
“That fucking ‘punk died in 1979’ bollocks. I were still a kid at school back then, so it didn’t even start for me until the 1980s.”
Louise nodded. “Yeah, me too.”
“I were sixteen in 1976, just the right age,” Dave said with a smile. “I saw the Sex Pistols twice, you know. Once with Matlock, the other with Vicious. My brother, he were a few years older than me, like, he used to sneak me into the local punk nightclub. Saw fucking loads of bands there, I did. Vibrators, Lurkers, The Adverts, X-Ray Spex, even the fucking Clash played there once.”
“Jammy bastard,” Colin said. “I didn’t get to see the Sex Pistols until 1996 when they were all old and fat. Still fucking great though.”
“Yeah,” Dave agreed. “Shame about old Johnny Rotten though.” He laughed. “I remember one time after his Country Life butter thing, we went to see Public Image Ltd and there were these blokes throwing blocks of fucking butter at him. Took the wrappers off first, of course. Old Johnny had a right fit about it, said if they didn’t pack it in he was going home.”
“Never cared much for PIL,” Colin said. “The first single was okay, but everything else I heard by them I thought it were shite. The 80s bands were loads better. Exploited, Vice Squad, The Enemy, Abrasive Wheels, Mau Maus, Cockney Upstarts, Blitz, fucking loads of great bands came out in the 80s. That’s why Old Frank’s full of shit. Most of them were even on Top of the fucking Pops too, so how could punk be dead in 1979?”
“Don’t forget Crass,” Louise said.
“Yeah well,” Colin said, “I never really cared much for them either. There were a gang of Crass Punks used hang out on our council estate, they were always giving us stick about Wattie from The Exploited being an ex-soldier. As if that fucking mattered. Supposed to be all about anarchy and peace, but that didn’t stop them from sticking the boot into anyone wearing an Exploited T-shirt.”
“I just liked their music,” Louise said, “never got into the politics part myself. Except when this bunch of fucking Nazis turned up at one of their gigs and started pushing everyone around.” She spat on the ground. “Fucking Nazis.”
“Yeah,” Colin said. “Cockney Upstarts used to attract them too. My mate Bri got stabbed at one of their gigs, put me off seeing them again for life. I couldn’t even bring myself to play their records again for years after that.”
Colin looked across at the French doors when he heard them open. The residents shuffled back inside and slumped into their armchairs, picked up their entoPADs. Colin nodded at Louise, who shrugged at Dave, and the three of them made their way inside. Louise plugged the speakers back in and The Sex Pistols began playing mid-song, drowning out the manager’s trippy technobabble from upstairs.
Colin sat down and picked up his entoPAD. You have new entoMAIL, the screen informed him. The screen was smeared with waxy furniture polish, and Colin wiped it off with a corner of his dressing gown. He prodded the entoMAIL icon and sat through an advert for hair transplants while he waited for the message to display:
Re Thatcher Day. Yeah mate, sounds good. That fucking bitch destroyed my home town, so it deserves celebrating in style. Give us the venue and time and we’ll be there to rock your fucking heads off. Biffo Ratbastard.
Colin smiled. He turned to Dave to tell him the good news, but Dave had fallen asleep. Bursting to tell someone, Colin looked across the lounge at Louise Brown. She sat with her entoPAD on her lap, the palms of both hands drumming along with Paul Cook on the arms of her chair. Her head bobbed, and she sang along tunelessly to Bodies. Colin waved her over but she didn’t see him, lost in her own little world.
Still in entoMAIL, Colin composed a message to Louise asking her to meet him by the games table. He put down his entoPAD and sat back to watch her reaction. Louise stopped drumming and picked up her entoPAD. She frowned at whatever advert she was subjected to, then looked up at Colin and smiled. She raised a bony thumb in Colin’s direction and pushed herself upright using the arms of her chair. Colin struggled upright himself, and made his way to the games table. He took his entoPAD with him and placed it down on the table’s glass surface. He sat down on one of the padded stools placed around the table just as Louise arrived.
“What’s up?” she asked, sliding into a seat opposite Colin. She swiped her hand across the table’s surface, scrolling through the selection of games available.
“Do you remember Sick Bastard?”
“Yeah, of course I fucking do,” Louise said. “Do you remember how to play Tic-Tac-Toe?” she added, sarcastically. Colin nodded. “Right then, I’ll play you for a biscuit. Deal?”
Colin nodded. “Yeah, okay. But have a look at this first.”
Colin slid his entoPAD across the table. Louise looked down at it. Her lips moved as she read, and when she came to the end of the message she looked up at Colin. The wrinkles in her face turned into deep crevices as she cracked a wide smile.
“No fucking way,” she said. “Biffo Ratbastard? I didn’t even know he was still alive, I thought he had a heart attack a few years ago.”
“No, that was their drummer,” Colin said.
“And he’s coming here?”
Colin smiled. “Looks like it, yeah.”
“I fucked him once, you know,” Louise said with smile. She looked down at the games table and prodded the centre square of a Tic-Tac-Toe grid, planting an X in it. “Back in the day obviously, not recently. I would’ve been about seventeen, he wasn’t much older himself. It was before they were famous, they were just a local band back then. Me and my mate Tracey got chatting with them at the bar after a gig, then I ended up in the back of Biffo’s transit van in the car park. Tracey had a knee-trembler in the blokes’ bogs with the guitarist, can’t remember his name, but she said he were a right dirty cunt when I met up with her later. Biffo were sweet as fuck. He even gave me his phone number, but I never called it.”
“How come?” Colin asked. He prodded the middle-left square of the Tic-Tac-Toe board.
Louise shrugged and prodded the top-right. “Never really got round to it. Besides, he weren’t nothing back then, just your average bloke in a band playing back-street pubs and going nowhere. If I’d known back then he was going to be famous one day, maybe I would’ve called him, kept in touch.”
“Maybe he’ll remember you?”
Louise laughed. “I doubt it. He’ll have had a girl in every town, probably a whole fucking queue of them after they started headlining. I’d be just one of thousands. So how are you planning to get Sick Bastard past The Gestapo then?”
“I don’t know yet,” Colin said. “I didn’t really think they’d come so I didn’t plan that far ahead. But I’ll think of something. I’ll need to get hold of some beer too, I said that’s what they’ll get paid with.”
Louise smiled. “Good luck with that one. Nobody’s managed to smuggle beer into this shit-hole since I’ve been here. But if you do somehow manage it, get me some too, yeah? I haven’t had a good piss up in donkeys’ years.”
“Yeah, no worries,” Colin said, nodding. “Have you, um, got any money you can chip in toward the cost? I’ve only got thirty quid and that won’t get us much.”
Louise sighed and shook her head slowly. “Well that’s twenty more than me, I’m fucking skint. I tell you who will have some money, though.”
“Who’s that?” Colin asked.
Louise turned and nodded at Greg Lomax. “Old Greg over there. He’s fucking loaded.”
Colin smiled. “Yeah, right,” he said, sarcastically.
“No, straight up. Before his stroke he used to be a fucking novelist, would you believe? Remember all those punk and skinhead books Hool-ePress brought out? He wrote some of those. Cracking reads they were, too. I was dead impressed when he told me, I used to love those books.”
Colin looked at Greg Lomax in wonder.
“Your move,” Louise said.
Colin looked down at the Tic-Tac-Toe board and prodded a vacant square. “So how come I never heard of him then? I read some of those books too, but I don’t remember his name being on any of them.”
“He used a fucking pseudonym, didn’t he? You know, for tax and shit, probably. Now what did he call himself?” Louise frowned, deep in concentration. “Shit, he did tell me the name, but I can’t fucking remember. Mark something, maybe? Or it could have been Blake, I don’t know. Anyway, entoCORP owns all the rights now, same as everything else, so they’ll be on entoBOOKS if you want to have a look at them. He gets a dollar for every ten pages someone reads, double that much if they respond to one of the adverts and buy something. He’s fucking minted, he showed me his entoBANK summary once and there was like thousands and thousands in it. Fuck knows why he moved in here, he could’ve easily afforded to live somewhere decent instead.”
“You reckon he’d chip in for the beer?” Colin asked.
“Dunno, maybe. It’s not like he’s got anything else to spend his money on, is it? Leave it with me, I’ll sort Greg out. You order the beer and figure out some way of getting it through the door.” She prodded the Tic-Tac-Toe board and pushed herself to her feet. “My game,” she said, and walked away. “That’s a biscuit you owe me,” she called out over her shoulder.
Colin looked down at his entoPAD. He composed a message to Biffo Ratbastard, telling him the gig was at State Retirement Home SY-379 at seven pm on the evening of Thatcher Day.
Now all he had to do was figure out how to get both the band, and the beer, past The Gestapo and whichever workfare assistant was working that day.
* * *
“Yeah?” Biffo Ratbastard said, peering at a bald, wrinkled face filling the screen of his entoPAD. The man’s wide, staring, blood-shot eyes darted around, as if he could see straight through Biffo and was taking in his surroundings. A deep, Z-shaped scar like the mark of Zorro ran down the left side of his face, starting just below his eye and ending at the corner of his mouth.
“Is that Biffo Ratbastard?” the man asked.
“Yeah?”
“Someone said you was looking for a drummer.”
“Yeah, I am. You got your own kit then?”
“Yeah. I haven’t got no transport though, so you’d have to pick me up.”
“No problem,” Biffo said, “I’m still mobile. You been playing long?”
The man smiled, revealing a row of crooked yellow teeth. “What, you don’t recognise me?”
Biffo tried to remember the name of the caller entoFACE had prompted him with just before he accepted the connection. Simon something-or-other, but it hadn’t been a name he recognised.
“What’s your name, mate?” Biffo asked.
“You’d probably know me as Fungal Matters.”
Biffo leaned forward in his chair and moved the entoPAD closer to his face to get a better look. Fungal Matters! Now there was a name Biffo hadn’t heard for a long time. Fungal had drummed with some of the top punk bands of the early twenty-first century, but had disappeared without trace in 2020. There had been a lot of online speculation about what had happened to him; some said he had gone to live in a tepee in the woods and survived on a diet of wild squirrels, while others said he was working as a car mechanic in Barnsley. Some even said he had become a property tycoon in New York, investing heavily in wind-farms and student accommodation.
Biffo tried to picture the man as he would have looked twenty-five years ago, when he was in his early fifties, a couple of years before his disappearance. Sick Bastard had headlined a punk festival in Brighton, with Fungal’s band at the time Underclass Strike Back supporting. They had shared an after-gig joint together to wind down in the venue’s dressing room before making their separate ways.
Fungal had aged badly. His trademark green and red double-mohican was gone, replaced with liver-spots and pock-marks covering his entire head. His eyes were hollow, sunk deep into his face, and never ceased their endless wandering. His nose was crooked, and looked like it had been broken several times. A long, white goatee beard was braided into five individual strands, with red and black alternating beads threaded onto each strand. They hung from his chin like crusty stalactites and clicked together when he moved his head.
“You still there?” Fungal asked.
“Yeah mate,” Biffo said, nodding. He took out his electronic cigarette and popped it in his mouth, sat back in his chair. “Fungal Matters, fucking hell. It’s been a fucking long time, mate. Where have you been hiding?”
“Hiding?”
“Yeah, mate. You just seemed to fucking vanish one day. Where did you go?”
“Nowhere, why?”
Biffo took a deep drag on his electronic cigarette and sighed as he exhaled. “Mate, you were one of the big fucking mysteries of the day. Every fucker and his dog had a theory about what happened to you.”
“Well all they had to do was ask me,” Fungal said with a shrug.
Biffo smiled and shook his head. “Fucking hell. So you kept up with the drumming then?”
“Yeah. Well, no, not really. But I took it up again a few years ago and I’ve still got my old kit.”
“Do you know any of our songs?”
“Sick Bastard? Yeah, of course I fucking do. I listen to them all the time on entoTUNES.”
Biffo’s eyes widened. “Really? Wow, that’s great, Fungal. So are you free on Thatcher Day? I know it’s a bit short notice.”
“Yeah, I’m free all the time. You’d need to pick me up though. I’ve got no transport.”
“Where are you living these days?”
“Scunthorpe.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem. Give me your address and I’ll come down mid-week with the rest of the band, we can have a bit of a practice jam.”
* * *
Biffo climbed out of his electric transit van and walked through a metal gate leading to a dilapidated-looking mid-terrace house. Net curtains twitched in the window of the house next door. Biffo heard the van door slam, then Mike Hock joined him at the door with a bass guitar slung over his shoulder. Biffo rapped on the door with his knuckles. A dog inside the house barked once, and the door opened a few minutes later.
“Yeah?” Fungal Matters said, looking out. His eyes swivelled in all directions. The dog, a black Labrador, stood by his side. A harness around the dog’s neck led to a plastic handle, which Fungal held in one hand.
“It’s us, mate,” Biffo said. He tapped his chest. “Sick Bastard. We’ve come down for a practice session.”
“Oh right,” Fungal said, smiling. “Come in, then. My drums are through here.”
Fungal stood to one side and gestured at a room to one side of the hallway. The dog sniffed Biffo’s hand. Biffo bent down and patted the dog’s head, then squeezed past Fungal and entered the room. It was dark and gloomy, the curtains drawn. A table with one chair stood in one corner of the room, a large black leather settee lined the wall under the window. Fungal’s drums stood in the opposite corner to the table, a small wooden stool behind them. There were no posters or photographs on the walls, no ornaments on display anywhere in the room. The faded, skull-patterned wallpaper looked like it had hung there for decades, and cobwebs hung down from the yellowed ceiling.
“Take a seat, I’ll go get some beers,” Fungal said from the hallway.
Biffo sat down on the leather settee and Mike propped his bass guitar up against the table.
“I’ll go get my practice amp from the van,” Mike said. Biffo tossed him the keys and Mike caught them in one hand before leaving.
Fungal returned clutching four glass beer bottles by their stems, with a bottle opener hooked over his thumb. He put the bottles down on the table and released the dog’s harness. The dog bounded onto the settee and lay down next to Biffo. It watched him with its head resting on its front paws. Fungal felt along the stem of a beer bottle with one hand and placed the bottle opener over it. The bottle opened with a hiss and he held it out in one hand.
“Cheers mate,” Biffo said. He leaned forward and took the bottle. He looked at the label and took a sip while Fungal opened another bottle. “Good choice in beer, mate. Who’s the other one for?”
“Oh,” Fungal said, “is there not three of you? I thought you said you were bringing the rest of the band down for a practice.”
Mike returned with his practice amp and placed it down in the centre of the room. He plugged it into a wall socket and looked at the beer bottles on the table. He picked one up and opened it. “Just the fucking job, cheers,” he said, and took a long drink.
“I were going to,” Biffo said, looking up at Fungal, “but I couldn’t spring old Snitchy from the Gulag they’ve got him in. They said I need to fill a form in at least three days in advance if I want to take him out anywhere. Fucking health and safety or some such bollocks, they said. Fucking daft if you ask me, but I’ll get it sorted in time for the gig on Thatcher Day. Meanwhile I’ve got him on my entoPAD, I’ll hook it up to Mike’s amp and he can play through that. It’s the best I could do, really.”
“Oh, okay,” Fungal said. “You do that while I warm up.”
Fungal took a bottle of beer from the table and made his way to the drum kit in the corner of the room. Half-way there he stubbed his toe against Mike’s practice amp and cried out in surprise.
“What’s that?”
He raised his hands and waved them in the air before him, as if he were searching for an invisible barrier he had stumbled into.
“It’s my amp,” Mike said. He walked up to Fungal and waved his hand in front of the man’s face. “You can’t see, can you?”
“No,” Fungal said. “That’s why I need to know where everything is.” He skirted around Mike’s amp and resumed walking to his drum kit, suddenly more cautious.
“What happened to your sight, mate?” Biffo asked.
“Cataracts.”
“Cataracts? I thought they could be cured?”
“Yeah well, they can if you can afford the fucking treatment. I tried to get a loan to pay for it but they said I was a bad payment risk and turned me down. Apparently royalty payments from entoCORP aren’t classed as regular income.”
“Fucking cunts,” Biffo said. He shook his head. “That’s fucking terrible.”
“It’s not so bad,” Fungal said. He sat down on the stool behind his drum kit and picked up his sticks. “You get used to it after a while, and I’ve got Gristle over there to help me get about.”
The dog’s ears pricked up on hearing its name, and it looked over at Fungal. Fungal tapped his drum sticks together and beat them against each of his drums in turn. He started slow, then built up speed, ending with a drum-roll and a clash of cymbals.
Biffo stood up with a grunt. “Might as well get fucking started then,” he said. He propped his entoPAD up against a beer bottle on top of Mike’s practice amp and plugged a cable into its headphone socket. “You ready, Snitchy?”
On the entoPAD screen, dressed in black and red pyjamas, Steve Snitch sat in an armchair. On his knee lay a pink, leopard-pattern guitar, the fretboard propped up against an arm of the chair. Steve raised a gnarled thumb and said “Yeah.” His voice came from the practice amp.
“Cheers Snitchy,” Biffo said. He raised a beer bottle to the entoPAD screen in a toast.
“Fuck off, you cunt,” Steve said, smiling. “I hope it fucking chokes you.”
Mike strapped on his bass guitar and plugged it into the amp. He strummed along with Steve Snitch while he twiddled volume controls on top of the amp to get a good balance, slightly favouring his own bass over Steve’s lead guitar.
Biffo sat down next to Fungal’s dog. “Right then, let’s fucking do this. We’ll try State Pension first, yeah?” He looked at Mike, who nodded. Steve, on the entoPAD screen, raised his thumb again. “One, two, three, four –” Biffo shouted.
A cacophonous sound erupted from the small practice amp. The dog barked and ran from the room. Biffo waited for his cue and snarled the opening lines.
“We don’t give a fuck about your years of austerity, we just want to fucking party. You sit there in your Westminster bubble, well here’s some old cunts who’ll give you some trouble.”
Listening to the band play sent a cold shiver down Biffo’s spine. They sounded good, he thought, and took another sip of beer while he waited for his next cue. Fungal’s drumming was a bit off, he was a lot slower than Biffo would like and he skipped a few of the more intricate beats that were Peter Vile’s speciality. Mike Hock’s bass was a bit rusty too, but Steve Snitch’s guitar work was spot on. The others would get there in the end, Biffo was sure of it. A few solid hours of practice and they would all be ready for the gig on Thatcher Day.
* * *
On the morning of Thatcher Day, Colin Baxter woke with a dawn chorus of chirping birds and the early morning sun streaming through the open dormitory window. He sat up in bed and stretched, slid back the bedcover and directed his feet into his Sex Pistols slippers. He hobbled from bed to bed, rousing the occupants with a gentle poke from his walking stick.
“Wake up, you lazy bastards, it’s Thatcher Day.”
“Fuck off,” Frank Sterner mumbled. He rolled over and pulled the covers over his head.
“Come on you cunts, wake up,” Colin said. “It’s the best fucking day of the year, and I don’t want to waste a second of it. We need to get the decorations up in the lounge, then we can start the party proper.” Colin stood in the middle of the dormitory, looking at each bed in turn. Nobody roused. “Fucking hell, you lazy bastards,” he said, shaking his head.
Colin walked back to his bed and picked up his entoPAD from the bedside table. He swiped the screen to wake the device up, then went into its configuration settings to switch sound output to the built in speakers. He set the volume to maximum, opened entoTUNES, and scrolled down to find the song he wanted.
Sick Bastard’s Ding Dong the Bitch is Fucking Dead, a re-working of an old song from The Wizard of Oz, blasted out from the entoPAD’s speakers. Old men all around Colin groaned and complained at the sudden noise. One swore. Another sat up and threw a pillow at Colin. Colin smiled and set the song on repeat, not prepared to give anyone a chance to drift off back to sleep.
After a few plays of Ding Dong the Bitch is Fucking Dead, the dormitory door slammed open and the retirement home manager glared in at Colin. His eyes were red and puffy, his hair a mess. He wore a silk dressing gown with a dragon printed on it, and his feet were bare.
“Turn that noise off and get back into bed, Baxter!” he shouted from the doorway.
Colin turned his back on the man and shouted along with the song’s chorus. The loud music, in combination with the noise both he and the manager were making, started to have its desired effect. Men sat up in bed and scratched themselves, looked around bleary-eyed and yawned. Some reached out for false teeth or spectacles from their bedside tables. Only Dave Turner, oblivious to everything without his hearing aid, snored on.
The manager stamped over to Colin and snatched the entoPAD from his hand. “I said turn that noise off!” He prodded the screen angrily, and tossed the device onto Colin’s bed.
“Oi you cunt, I were listening to that,” Colin yelled.
The manager shrugged. “Yeah well you’re not now. People are trying to sleep, so you’d better get back into bed and join them or else.”
“Happy Thatcher Day to you too,” Colin said with a sneer. He turned away and reached for his entoPAD, to check it wasn’t damaged.
The manager laughed, humourlessly. “What is it with you people and Thatcher? She’s been dead and gone thirty years now, and it’s even longer since she was in power. So don’t you think it’s time you got over it?”
Colin wheeled back to the manager and raised his walking stick. He shook it. “You what? That fucking bitch destroyed Yorkshire. I don’t care how long it’s been, I’ll never forgive her for that.”
“Destroyed Yorkshire my arse,” the manager said. He grabbed the end of Colin’s walking stick and used it to push him back against the bed. “That’s not what they taught us in history. It was that Scargill and his militants wanting to hold the country to ransom. Thatcher just gave them a slap to put them in their place.” Colin tried to wrestle back his walking stick, but the manager held it tight. “They were just commies,” the manager continued, “and they got what they deserved. Anyway, I don’t care and this isn’t up for discussion. You either get back into bed right now or there isn’t going to be a Thatcher Day for any of you. Your choice.”
Colin glared at the manager and tried again to wrestle his walking stick free. As Colin tugged at one end, the manager pushed at the other. Colin fell down hard to a sitting position on the bed and cried out at a stabbing pain in his knee. The walking stick slipped from his fingers. He clutched his knee and turned to the manager, ready to call him a cunt for what he had just done.
The manager held Colin’s walking stick above his head, ready to strike at any moment.
Colin cried out in alarm. He raised his hands to cover his face. He trembled in anticipation of the punishment to come. He heard someone gasp, someone else implore the manager not to do it, but he didn’t dare look to see who it was. After a short pause, when no blow came, Colin spread his fingers and peeked through them. The walking stick wavered in the air before him, the manager still glaring down at him.
“You’ve got ten seconds to get back in that bed,” the manager said. Colin lay down and pulled the bedcover over his head. “Wise choice.” Colin jumped when he heard the walking stick clatter down by the side of the bed. “Same goes for the rest of you. If I hear any more noise from any of you before breakfast, that’s it. No Thatcher Day for any of you.” The door slammed.
“You all right, Colin?” Frank Sterner whispered.
Colin pushed back the bed cover and reached for his entoPAD. “Yeah. Fucking cunt. He’s got a big surprise coming if he thinks he can do us out of our Thatcher Day party this year.”
“You’d best not wind him up too much, you know what he can be like sometimes.”
Colin propped himself up against a pillow and prodded the Silver Punkers Community Forum icon on his entoPAD. The Thatcher Day 30 thread he was following had an additional nine hundred and sixty-one new posts since he had looked the previous night. He settled down to read them while everyone else drifted off back to sleep.
* * *
Breakfast was the usual watery porridge the residents were served every morning, and Colin slurped it up from a red plastic bowl while The Ruts played quietly in the background. He drank the porridge fast, eager to make a start on the Thatcher Day decorations. He put down the bowl and wiped dribbles from his chin with the palm of his hand, then wiped his hand down the side of his Exploited T-shirt.
Louise Brown, sitting opposite Colin, rested her elbows on the table while she too finished off her morning porridge. She wore a faded, moth-eaten Vice Squad T-shirt beneath a pink mohair cardigan, but it was Louise’s hair that took centre stage in Colin’s attention. Before leaving the women’s dormitory for breakfast Louise had dyed her hair blue and spiked it up. Colin looked down at the image printed on Louise’s T-shirt. The resemblance between Louise and the very young Beki Bondage was striking. They could almost be grandmother and granddaughter.
Louise leaned forward to put her porridge bowl down on the table. Colin caught a quick glimpse of multi-coloured tattoos through the holes in her T-shirt. He wondered what they were, and whether Louise would show him if he asked. Louise coughed theatrically. Colin looked up. She frowned.
“I like your hair like that,” Colin said. “You should do it like that more often.”
Louise smiled. “Thank you. You can use some of my hair wax if you want to do yours?”
Colin raised a hand to his temple and twisted strands of white hair between his fingers. “Yeah that’d be great, thanks. Have you got any blue dye going spare too?”
Louise shook her head. “No, sorry. I could only afford a small bottle, I used it all up this morning.”
“Oh well. I’ll just have to go natural then.”
A workfare assistant took their bowls away and Louise slid her chair back, leaned on the table, and stood up. She pulled her black PVC mini-skirt down to cover her thighs, and turned away. Colin stared at Louise’s ragged fishnet stockings while she walked to her armchair and sat down. She picked up her entoPAD and looked down at the screen.
Colin leaned on his walking stick and stood up when The Ruts were replaced with X-Ray Spex. He hobbled over to the speakers and turned up the volume, sang along with Poly Styrene. The song reminded Colin again of the Woolworths security guard he used to have so much fun with when he was young. He wondered if the man had still been working there when Woolworths closed down, whether he had ever found another job.
The workfare assistant glared at Colin and resumed clearing away the breakfast things. He shooed the last of the stragglers away from the dining table and folded its sides down, pushed it against a wall out of the way.
Louise put down her entoPAD and joined Colin by the speakers. “Come on then,” she said, and took Colin by the hand.
She led him out of the communal lounge and into the women’s dormitory. She sat him down on the edge of her bed and took a tub of hair wax from a drawer in her bedside cabinet. She scooped out a handful of wax and smeared it over the strands of hair on Colin’s right temple, then stretched it out sideways, sandwiching his hair between the palms of her hands. She stood back, admiring her handiwork, and scraped excess wax from her hands back into the tub. Colin raised his hand to feel for himself what she had done with his hair.
“Give it a few minutes to harden before you touch it,” Louise warned. She took a hand-mirror from the drawer and held it out.
Colin looked at the side-mohican Louse had moulded his hair into and frowned. He had never joined the mohican tribe when he was young. Even when just about everyone he knew started sprouting them he had preferred to keep the classic punk look. He combed his fingers through the mohican, separated it into five sections, and twisted each section into a spike.
“That’s better,” Colin said, nodding to the mirror. He smiled at Louise. “Come on, then. Let’s go put the decorations up.”
Back in the lounge, Frank Sterner shuffled around the room with his walking frame. Colin skirted around him and woke up Dave Turner, who had drifted off to sleep despite the loud music. Together with Louise, they raided a store-cupboard in the hallway and pulled out a large cardboard box. Inside were balloons and banners, party hats and streamers. They carried the box into the lounge between them and put it down between the speakers.
Louise unrolled a black canvas banner with white skulls printed at each end, and stencilled block-capital text between them reading DING DONG THE WITCH IS DEAD. She climbed onto her armchair and attached one end of the banner to the wall behind it with Blu-tack. She climbed down and picked up the other end of the banner, stretched it out to where Fiona Scott sat, and climbed up beside her. Fiona shuffled to one side to make room for Louise, and turned around to watch. Fiona’s eyes lit up when she saw the banner, reflecting a hint of interest usually absent from her. The faint trace of a smile appeared on her face.
Dave Turner unfolded a large Spitting Image poster of Thatcher with the words DEAD DEAD DEAD scrawled on her forehead in red marker pen. He stretched up and fastened the poster to the wall at a crooked angle. Frank Sterner wandered over to have a look, mumbled “Fucking bitch,” and walked away.
Colin took a handful of black balloons from the box and showed them to Tony Harris. Tony nodded, and pulled the plastic tube from his face-mask. Colin stretched a balloon over the end of the tube and held it tight while he twisted a dial on Tony’s oxygen cylinder. The balloon inflated, displaying the phrase I STILL FUCKING HATE THATCHER. Colin tied off the end of the balloon, batted it away from him, and attached another.
With all the balloons inflated, Colin re-attached the tube to Tony’s face-mask and left the communal lounge. He walked up the corridor to the men’s dormitory and made for a large wardrobe they all shared. He pulled out a dusty cardboard box from the bottom of the wardrobe, set it down on a nearby bed, ripped brown parcel tape from the top of the box, and lifted the flaps.
Thatcher stared out at him from the box. Her wide, blood-shot eyes seemed to bore straight into his soul. A disturbed spider ran across Thatcher’s long, pointy nose and disappeared into her gaping red mouth.
A cold shiver ran down Colin’s spine.
He reached down and curled his fingers around Thatcher’s nose. Her withered, naked body unfurled before him with a slight crackling sound as Colin pulled her out of the box. He felt an intense rage and punched her in the face.
“Fucking bitch,” he shouted, and threw her onto the bed.
The spider darted from Thatcher’s mouth and ran across the bed in search of a new hiding place. Colin squeezed his hands around Thatcher’s neck. Thatcher stared up at him, as uncaring as she had ever been. Colin lifted her from the bed and shook her. A cloud of dust made him sneeze. He shook her again, swiped cobwebs from Thatcher’s sagging breasts with one hand. He dragged her back to the lounge by the neck.
Colin paused in the lounge doorway and looked in. Billy Bragg sang about waiting for the great leap forwards while a few people batted balloons to each other and sang along with him. Louise Brown twirled her arms around slowly as she danced before one of the speakers.
“Oi Tony, look who’s here,” Colin called out. He held Thatcher before him and shook her.
Tony Harris smiled when he turned to look. He struggled to his feet and limped toward Colin, pushing a trolley containing his oxygen cylinder before him.
Colin squeezed one of Thatcher’s breasts and put the nipple to his mouth. He bit down on it, prised open a valve with his teeth, and attached it to Tony’s oxygen cylinder tube. Thatcher’s body crackled as it took shape. Twisted arms uncurled themselves and reached out like a hungry zombie. Her legs straightened and ballooned out, supporting her on huge, webbed feet.
When she was fully formed, Colin squeezed Thatcher’s nipple between his thumb and forefinger and pulled the plastic tube free. Oxygen hissed from the tube while he handed it back to Tony. Tony re-attached the tube to his face mask while Colin wrestled Thatcher’s nipple valve closed.
Colin squeezed each of Thatcher’s arms and legs in turn to check for any punctures left from the previous year’s Thatcher Day celebrations. Satisfied she was uninjured, he gripped her by the neck and held her out before him while he hobbled through the doorway into the lounge.
“Where there is hope, let us bring despair,” Colin said in a high-pitched, screeching voice. “Where there is prosperity, let us bring poverty. Bring me the head of Arthur Scargill, for I have returned from hell to give you an eternity of torment.”
Fiona Scott looked up and gasped, raised a hand to her mouth in shock. Frank Sterner, who had been shuffling across the room, veered off course and inched toward Colin with a look of pure hatred on his face.
“You fucking evil bitch,” Frank yelled. He shook with rage, his knuckles white around the top of the walking frame. He hacked up and spat in Thatcher’s face. Thatcher stared back defiantly while thick brown mucus dribbled down her cheek.
“How very dare you, you ignorant fucking Yorkshire pleb,” Colin screeched. He swatted Frank with one of Thatcher’s outstretched hands.
Dave Turner walked over and punched Thatcher in the stomach with such ferocity it made Colin stumble back a few steps. Colin steadied himself with his walking stick and swung Thatcher down to headbutt Dave, but the old man was ready and punched her in the face long before she made impact.
Soon Colin was surrounded by a mob of angry geriatrics shouting abuse at Thatcher, and was forced to drop her and move out of the way for his own safety as they set about her with fists and walking sticks. Even Greg Lomax joined in, his eyes blazing, his body trembling with rage as he kicked out at her.
The workfare assistant watched in wide-eyed disbelief. “Settle down now, you lot,” he shouted, stepping toward the melee around Thatcher, “before you do yourselves a mischief.”
Dave Turner stamped on Thatcher’s crotch and her upper body reared up like a vampire rising from its coffin. Fiona Scott screamed and fainted backwards. The workfare assistant caught her by the armpits and lowered her to the floor. He dragged her away, shaking his head.
The attack on Thatcher lasted several minutes until the last of the retirement home residents finished venting their rage. Thatcher stared up at them as they wheezed and panted for breath around her.
“Thatcher’s dead,” Colin shouted. He raised his walking stick above his head. “Happy Thatcher Day, everyone.”
There were panted responses of “Happy Thatcher Day” from those who had recovered their breath. Others just smiled and nodded their heads. Dave Turner reached behind one of the speakers and pulled out a cable, silencing The Vibrators mid-song with a loud electrical pop. He plugged his entoPAD into the speakers, and Sick Bastard’s Ding Dong the Fucking Bitch is Dead blasted out.
Colin nodded in approval at Dave’s choice of music and joined in with the spontaneous dancing that broke out. At the song’s chorus everyone stopped gyrating as one and pointed down at Thatcher’s corpse while they shouted along with Biffo Ratbastard’s vocals – “You’re dead, you’re dead, you’re fucking dead!” – then resumed dancing.
It wasn’t long before people started to drift away, exhausted and red faced, back to their armchairs. Only Colin Baxter and Louise Brown remained by the speakers. Colin leaned on his walking stick and jerked his shoulders while Louise’s slippered feet shuffled across the carpet to the sound of The Exploited’s Maggie You Cunt. It was one of the band’s later, thrash-tempo releases from the mid-1990s, and Colin wished he still had the energy to keep up with its fast beat.
He shouted along with Wattie at the chorus, “Maggie Maggie Maggie Maggie, you fucking cunt!”
If Colin was honest he would admit those were the only words he could decipher from Wattie’s thick Scottish accent. Louise, meanwhile, seemed to know every word.
The song ended and Steve Ignorant shouted “How does it feel?” Colin’s shoulders slumped and he panted for breath. Sweat poured down from his armpits, sticking his T-shirt to his body. Louise continued dancing by his side, her fist punching the air in delight as she sang along with the Crass song. She stopped when she noticed Colin standing motionless beside her, and frowned at him.
“You pegging out on me too?” she shouted, hands on hips.
“No, I just don’t like Crass,” Colin shouted back. “I am fucking knackered though. And we should save some energy for when Sick Bastard gets here.”
Louise laughed. “You fucking lightweight. You’re eighty, not a hundred and fifty. There’s plenty of time for resting when you’re dead, so come on, get fucking dancing.”
Oi Polloi’s Fuck Everybody Who Voted Tory started up and Louise raised her arms and twirled like an arthritic ballerina to the slow beats of the opening monologue. When the song sped up and got going proper, she flailed her arms wildly and lurched toward Colin. She bumped into him, causing him to drop his walking stick and stumble to one side. Colin grabbed onto Louise’s mohair cardigan with both hands to steady himself and she stumbled with him, laughing as they both fell to their knees. She stopped laughing when she saw the pain on Colin’s face.
“Sorry,” she shouted. “I didn’t mean to do that, I just got a bit carried away.”
Colin clutched his knee and grimaced. “It’s okay. Can you pass me my walking stick? I can’t get up without it.”
Louise crawled over to where Colin’s walking stick lay and slid it across the carpet toward him. She shuffled herself onto her bottom and sat back, leaning on her hands. She twitched her feet and nodded her head in time to the music while Colin struggled to his feet. Colin leaned on his walking stick and panted. He looked down at Louise.
Louise smiled up and raised her hands out to Colin, like a small child wanting to be picked up. “Guess what?” she shouted.
“What?”
“I can’t get up either.”
Colin reached down and took one of her outstretched hands. She clasped her other hand around his wrist and squeezed it tight while she pulled herself up. Colin braced himself against his walking stick until she was upright, then she released him and resumed flailing her arms to the music.
“Come on Colin,” she shouted.
Colin smiled and shook his head. He stepped back, away from Louise’s grasping hands. “No, that’s enough for me. I need to sit down for a bit.”
Colin limped to his armchair and slumped into it with a sigh. His arms and legs ached and he felt a bit light-headed from his exertions. He wondered if Tony Harris would let him have a go on his oxygen mask, but didn’t have the energy to go and ask him. The Varukers’ Thatcher’s Fortress blasted out of the speakers and he watched Louise shuffle around to it. He shook his head and smiled. He rested his head against the back of his armchair and closed his eyes, wondering where she got all her energy from.
* * *
After dinner, while the workfare assistant cleared the dining table and wheeled it out of the way, Colin took Dave Turner and Louise Brown through the French doors into the back yard. They stood by the ten-foot high gate, looking at a pair of heavy bolts securing it at the top and bottom.
“What do you reckon?” Colin asked.
“The bottom one should be easy enough,” Dave said, “but what about the top one?”
“Maybe I could reach it with my stick?”
Dave shook his head. “Nah mate, you’d never get it open with that.”
Colin lifted his walking stick and stretched up onto his toes. His hand shook. The walking stick wavered wildly in the air, impossible for him to control. He gripped the walking stick in both hands but it made little difference to his coordination. Louise joined him from behind and held his wrists to steady them. Colin felt her hot breath on his neck, the spikes of her hair jabbing into the back of his head. Together they manoeuvred Colin’s walking stick, inch by inch, closer to the bolt’s sliding grasp.
“Hold it there,” Dave said. He grabbed the centre of Colin’s walking stick and yanked it toward him. The rubber end slipped off the bolt grasp and Dave stumbled backwards. “Bollocks,” he said. “I told you it wouldn’t fucking work.”
“Yeah well, how else are we supposed to open it?” Colin asked. He lowered his walking stick and leaned on it, stared up at the bolt.
“I reckon we’d need something to stand on,” Louise said. Colin turned to look at her. She smiled and shrugged. “Chair or something?”
“It’d need to be a fucking big chair,” Dave said.
Louise frowned. “Yeah well, I’m only saying. You got any better ideas then?”
Dave shook his head.
“Maybe there’s a ladder somewhere?” Colin said. “Otherwise how would they have locked it in the first place?”
Dave shrugged. “Well if there is a ladder, I’ve never seen it. That gate hasn’t been opened in the ten years I’ve been living here.”
“Yeah well,” Colin said, “we’re going to have to get it open somehow, or the whole fucking day’s a write-off.”
Colin heard a window slide open upstairs and the sound of trippy technobabble drifted out. He looked up, saw the retirement home manager lean out of the window and glare at him.
“Oi you lot. Get back inside.”
“We’re going to need to do something about that cunt too,” Colin said quietly.
* * *
Biffo Ratbastard sat in the driver’s seat of his electric transit van, waiting for the traffic light to change to green. Mike Hock sat in the passenger seat. He drummed his fingers on the roof of the van through the open window while he hummed a song to himself. Fungal Matters was in the back of the van with his drum kit. His dog, Gristle, lay by his side next to a box of merchandise left over from Sick Bastard’s last tour in the late-2030s. By his feet was another box containing Biffo’s Samson microphone, a small four-channel mixing board, and assorted cables and couplers.
The traffic light changed to red and amber. Biffo floored the accelerator and the van lurched forward with a loud hum. Fungal swore as he was catapulted back. Biffo drove up Shefferham High Street, past rows of pound shops and charity shops, boarded up shops that used to be newsagents or fruit and veg shops, following the directions given by Ozzy Osbourne’s voice on the van’s GPS device.
“Next fucking left, you cunt,” the GPS said in a shaky Birmingham accent.
Biffo turned onto a side road and bumped up the kerb into a pedestrian area lined with trees. Two policemen in riot gear watched them pass. Biffo resisted the urge to give them the finger. The last thing he needed right now was hassle from the coppers.
“Next fucking right, you cunt.”
Biffo turned right, into a residential area. Dilapidated terraced-houses passed by outside the van’s window.
“Next fucking right, you cunt.”
Biffo saw the place he was looking for half-way down the street, and pulled up outside it.
“You’re fucking here, all right?” The GPS said. “Now fuck off and leave me alone.”
Biffo switched off the motor and climbed out of the van. He looked at a twenty-foot high, barbed-wire-topped wall. Retirement Home SY-468, a sign read on a solid metal gate built into the wall, Your happy days end here. Biffo smiled. He had no doubt that was a true statement, but with a completely different meaning to the one it was intended to convey. The place looked like a prison, and Biffo wouldn’t be surprised if he saw gun turrets and guard dogs once they got through the gate. He pressed an intercom button by the side of the gate, held it in for a few seconds.
“Yeah?” a voice said through a speaker. “What do you want?
“We’re here to pick up Steve Snitch.”
“Who?” the voice asked.
“Steve Snitch.”
“Never heard of him.”
“He was in a band called Sick Bastard, they’re playing a gig tonight? It’s been arranged with your manager.”
“Oh, him. Yeah, he’s been driving us all daft with his noise all day. You can take him any time you want. Keep him for all I care.”
The gate buzzed and swung open with a whir of electric motors. Biffo climbed into the van and drove though the gate. The gate closed behind him with another whir.
“Fucking hell, what a dump,” Mike Hock said.
Biffo nodded. Retirement Home SY-468 was a drab-looking prefabricated building with white-washed walls turning yellow with age and neglect. Dirty windows gave no clue as to what lay inside. Biffo drove up to the front door and parked next to a gleaming red Porsche on the gravel drive. He climbed out and slammed the van door. Mike opened the van’s back door to let Fungal Matters and his dog out. Biffo walked up to the retirement home door and pushed against it. It was locked. He pressed a button on an intercom at the side of the door.
“Yeah?”
“We’re here to pick up Steve Snitch?”
“Oh yeah, all right then.”
The door buzzed and Biffo pushed through it into a reception area. It smelled of disinfectant, with a faint whiff of urine and boiled cabbage. A man sitting behind a desk looked up from an entoPAD.
“He’ll be in the lounge, it’s down there.” The man pointed left down a corridor. “No dogs allowed in here,” he said when Mike Hock and Fungal Matters walked through the door.
“It’s a blind dog,” Mike said.
“I don’t care if it’s deaf as well, you can’t bring it in here. It’s health and safety, no dogs allowed.”
“But –”
“It’s okay mate,” Fungal said to Mike, “I’ll wait outside.
Biffo and Mike walked down the corridor, following the sound of Steve Snitch’s de-tuned electric guitar, until they came to a green door. Mike pushed it open and Biffo looked inside. The smell of urine and boiled cabbage was much stronger in the open-plan lounge than it had been in the reception. Old people dressed in stained nightwear sat in battered armchairs lined along the walls of the room. Some were asleep, oblivious to the wails and screeches coming from Steve Snitch’s guitar, others stared down at entoPADs resting on their laps.
“What a fucking miserable place,” Biffo said. Mike smiled and nodded.
An old man sitting close to the door caught Biffo’s eye. He had a fading red anarchy symbol tattooed on the side of his wrinkled bald head, just above the right ear. An old, jagged scar on his neck stood out in a deep purple from the grey, pallid tone of the surrounding skin. Before him stood a walking frame covered in stickers displaying the logos of lots of different punk bands from the 1980s to the mid-2020s. Biffo couldn’t resist walking over to examine the walking frame in more detail to see if he could spot Sick Bastard’s logo anywhere. He found one near the bottom of the front left leg, and pointed it out to Mike Hock.
The old man looked up from his entoPAD and stared at Biffo. His eyes went wide and his mouth gaped open. The entoPAD slipped from his fingers and dropped to the floor.
Biffo bent down and picked up the entoPAD, placed it back in the man’s shaking hands. “Here you go mate,” he said. The man stared at Biffo, but said nothing.
Biffo turned away and walked toward Steve Snitch, who was sitting in the far corner of the room. Steve wore the same black and red striped pyjamas he had been wearing for their rehearsal earlier in the week. His slippered feet were stretched out before him, resting on top of a small practice amp. Chrome-plated finger protector rings on his right hand slid up and down the fretboard, while metal finger picks on his left hand plucked the guitar’s strings. He looked down at the guitar while he played, his tongue lolling out in concentration.
“Snitchy, you cunt,” Biffo shouted.
Steve Snitch startled and stopped playing. He looked up at Biffo and grinned. “All right Ratty, you old fucker. Good to see you again. So how’s life back in the outside world?”
“Fucking shite, same as always,” Biffo said, smiling. He looked around for somewhere to sit, couldn’t find anywhere. “So you ready to fucking rock then, or what?”
“Yeah,” Steve said, “just need to get my dreads and I’m all set. Can’t fucking wait to get back on stage.”
Biffo nodded. “Yeah, you and me both. But change out of those pyjamas first, we’re not a fucking Boomtown Rats tribute band.”
Steve laughed. “Yeah, no worries. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be all sorted.”
Steve grunted as he sat forward and shuffled his feet off the practice amp. He leaned over and rested his guitar against the amp. Loud feedback whistled from the speaker. A man nearby clasped his hands over his ears. Another fiddled with his hearing aid.
Mike Hock walked over and switched the amp off, then unplugged Steve’s guitar and swung its strap over his shoulder. “I’ll take this out to the van and check up on Fungal,” he said.
“All right, Cocky?” Steve said. “Ratty got you fetching and carrying then?”
Mike nodded. He smiled. “Yeah, he’s still the same old fucking slave driver.”
“Give us a hand getting up then, Cocky.” Steve held out a hand and Mike clasped it, pulled him onto his feet. Steve grimaced. “Fucking hell, my legs are getting worse.” He limped across the threadbare carpet with Mike and they left the lounge together.
Biffo eased himself into the armchair Steve had vacated and took out his electronic cigarette. He puffed on it, occasionally glancing at the door.
The old man with the anarchy tattoo struggled to his feet and hobbled across the room. His back was arched, almost bent double over the walking frame as he inched his way closer. Several minutes passed before he stood before Biffo. His wheezing breath came in short, gasping pants. His face had turned a bright red colour.
“You all right mate?” Biffo asked. He took another drag on his electronic cigarette while he waited for the man to catch his breath.
“Didn’t you used to be Biffo Ratbastard?” the man finally asked, in a rasping, hoarse voice.
Biffo nodded. “Yeah, mate. Still am, in fact.”
“I’ve got all Sick Bastard’s records and CDs,” the man said, proudly. “I’ve not got nothing to play them on, mind, but they were a fucking great band.”
“Thanks. They’re all on entoTUNES now, so you could listen to them on there if you wanted?”
“Yeah. Not the same though, is it? I couldn’t believe it when they moved Steve Snitch in here. Does being in a band not make much money then? I thought you’d all be fucking loaded.”
“Ah, we never did it for the money,” Biffo said. “Not like them 1970s tossers. Besides, Old Snitchy had an expensive operation to pay for, that’s how he ended up in here. He blew all his savings on it, couldn’t support himself no more.”
The old man shook his head. “Damn fucking shame that. Still, it’s been good having him here. He plays his guitar to us every night and we all have a sing-song before bed time. So what are you doing here then, you moving in too?”
Biffo laughed. “Nah mate, they’ll never get me in a place like this. I’m just here to pick Snitchy up. We’re reforming Sick Bastard, we’ve got a gig tonight at one of the other –” Biffo almost said death homes, and managed to catch himself just in time. “–retirement homes.”
The old man’s eyes widened. “No fucking way. You need a roadie?”
“Not really,” Biffo said. He watched the old man’s face drop, his shoulders slump. “But you’re welcome to come along with us if you want?”
“Yeah, that’d be fucking great. Can my bird come too?” He gestured with one hand at a frail-looking old woman sitting by the door.
Biffo shrugged. “Yeah, no worries. You’ll need to go in the back of the van with the equipment though.”
“Great, thanks, I’ll go get her. You won’t leave without us?” Biffo shook his head. The old man hobbled away. “Oi Brenda, guess what?” he shouted.
A few minutes later he returned with the old woman, Brenda, clinging onto his arm.
“Is that right what my Brian here says, you’re taking us out for the night?” Brenda asked.
Biffo nodded. “Yeah, that’s if you want to come. Do you like Sick Bastard too then?”
Brenda smiled. “Of course I fucking do. So when are we going then?”
“I’m just waiting for Snitchy to get dressed, then we’ll be off. You’ll be okay in the back of the van with the drums and shit?”
“Yeah. Don’t worry, I’m not as fragile as I look. I used to live in a campervan before the bastards caught up with me and dragged me into this fucking dump.” She sighed. “Still, I wouldn’t have met my Brian here if they hadn’t.” She looked at Brian and smiled. Brian smiled back.
“Are we fucking off then or what?” Steve Snitch shouted from the doorway.
Biffo looked up and smiled. Thick, grey dreadlocks were gaffer-taped to either side of Steve’s bald head, and hung down his shoulders like twines of crusty rope. He held a red baseball cap with a black Sick Bastard logo patch sewn onto it in his left hand. He wore camouflage shorts and huge black Doc Martens, and a red and black striped mohair jumper that was at least three sizes too big for him. He placed the baseball cap on his head, covering the gaffer-tape. The finished effect was striking, and took several years off him.
“Looking good there, Snitchy,” Biffo called out. He stood up and gestured at Brian and Brenda. “Come on then, if you’re coming. If you want to get dressed or something first we’ll be waiting outside in the van.”
“No, it’s okay,” Brian said, “we’ll come as we are.”
“You sure?” Biffo asked. “It’s a bit cold out.”
“Yeah, we’ll be fine.”
When he reached the doorway, Biffo turned to wait for the old couple to catch him up. Brian hobbled across the room painfully slowly, his walking frame inching across the carpet. Brenda sauntered by his side, keeping pace with him.
Back in the reception area, Biffo turned a latch on the main door and held the door open while Steve Snitch walked through. A shrill alarm sounded. The man sitting behind the desk jumped to his feet and rushed toward the door.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, shouting to be heard above the sound of the alarm. He grabbed Steve by the arm and pulled him back inside. The alarm silenced.
“Got a fucking gig to get to, haven’t I?” Steve said. He tried to wrestle his arm free, but the man held him tight. “Fucking get off me, you cunt.”
“Look mate,” Biffo said to the man, “we’ve got permission to take him out for a few hours. Check with your manager if you don’t believe me. We’ve already been through this twice already, you said we could take him.”
The man looked at Biffo. “You’ll need to sign him out first, and he’ll need a GPS tag in case he gets lost. You understand that you’re responsible for his safety the second he walks through that door? If anything happens to him it’s nothing to do with us.”
“Yeah,” Biffo said. “It was all in the forms I had to sign.”
The man wrestled Steve toward the desk. He took a thin yellow plastic strap from a desk drawer and fastened it around Steve’s wrist. He picked up a hand-held scanner and scanned a bar-code printed on the yellow strap. The scanner beeped and the man released Steve’s arm.
“It’s too fucking tight,” Steve said, pulling at the strap.
The man shrugged. “You’ll get used to it. And don’t even think about taking it off because I’ll know about it if you do.” He picked up his entoPAD and turned to Biffo. “I’ll need your thumb-print to sign him out, then he’s all yours.” He held out the entoPAD and Biffo took it.
“These two are coming as well,” Biffo said. He pointed a thumb at Brian and Brenda.
The man looked at the old couple and shook his head. “First I’ve heard of it. I was told there was just one going out tonight.”
“Are you sure? I distinctly remember stating three people on the forms. Maybe you should go and check with your manager? I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble by delaying us any further than you have already.”
The man glared at Biffo. Biffo smiled back. The man shrugged. “Fair enough, take them all. But make sure they’re back by nine-thirty, or I’ll need to send someone to collect them.”
“Not a problem,” Biffo said, still smiling.
After Brian and Brenda had their GPS straps attached, Biffo pressed his thumb against the entoPAD and handed it back. Then they joined Mike Hock and Fungal Matters, who were waiting outside by the van.
* * *
Colin Baxter sat in his armchair. He held his entoPAD up in front of his face and peered over the top at the workfare assistant. It was coming up to the end of the assistant’s shift for the day and he walked around the lounge, checking everyone was okay before handing over responsibility to his replacement. Fiona Scott was asleep, slumped over in her armchair and snoring loudly. The assistant prodded her awake and asked if she needed anything. Fiona stared up at him, but said nothing. The assistant grunted and moved on, Fiona went back to sleep. He reached Louise Brown and asked if she needed anything.
“Yeah, I need a piss,” Louise said.
“Well go and have one, then.”
Louise stood up and walked to the door. She looked over her shoulder and winked at Colin. Colin nodded and smiled back. The workfare assistant continued his end-of-shift rounds. By the time he reached Colin, Louise had returned. She raised a thumb to Colin and retook her seat.
“You need anything?” the assistant asked Colin.
“Nah mate, you’re all right,” Colin said.
The assistant turned to Dave. “You need anything?”
“Nope.”
The workfare assistant moved on. When he finished his tour of the lounge he left the room. Colin looked at Dave and nodded. Louise was already on her feet and moving toward the lounge door. Colin and Dave joined her. Colin pulled a triangular block of wood he had found in the store-cupboard from his pocket. While Dave and Louise wrestled with Fiona Scott’s armchair, Colin wedged the block of wood under the door and kicked it into place with his slipper. He joined Louise and Dave, and together they pushed Fiona’s armchair against the door. Fiona didn’t stir from her sleep.
“You think that will hold it?” Louise asked.
“Should do,” Colin said. “Is The Gestapo secure upstairs?”
Louise smiled. “Yeah. I tied a belt round the handle to his office door, tied it to the door opposite. As long as nobody goes upstairs he’ll be in there for the night.”
Dave plugged his entoPAD into the lounge’s speakers and The Exploited’s Fuck The System blared out. Colin walked over to the French doors and opened them. He went back to the dining table and tried to push it toward the doors. The table’s castors were stiff, unresponsive.
“Give us a hand with this,” he shouted.
Dave helped him push the table through the French doors, while Louise picked up a foot-stool and followed them. They pushed the table out into the back yard and up against the gate. Louise put the foot-stool down in front of the table.
“So who’s doing it then?” Colin asked. “I don’t reckon I’ll be able to, what with my bad knee and everything.”
“I should be able to manage it,” Dave said.
He put a hand on Colin’s shoulder to steady himself while he climbed onto the foot-stool. He leaned forward and grabbed the top of the table, shuffled his stomach onto it. His legs kicked out wildly and his slippers flew off.
“Be careful,” Louise said.
Dave brought his knees up under him and reached out for the gate while he pulled himself to his feet. He stretched up and gripped the bolt grasp. He tugged and twisted. The bolt moved millimetre by millimetre before springing free.
Dave grinned down. “Got the fucker.” His smile faded. “Oh fuck, it’s a long way down.”
“Just come down the same way you went up,” Louise said.
Dave crouched down, sliding his back down the wooden gate. He sat down on the table with his legs dangling over the edge. Colin and Louise took hold of a foot each while Dave shuffled onto his stomach.
“We’ve got you, mate,” Colin said, “just jump off.”
Dave shuffled himself backwards. Colin and Louise moved their grip up to his knees, ready to let him slide into their arms when he fell. Dave didn’t move any further.
“You sure you’ve got me?” he asked.
“Yeah mate,” Colin said.
Dave’s fingers squeaked as they slid across the table. He dropped. Colin and Louise staggered back as they caught him between them.
“Well done,” Louise said. She hugged Dave briefly, then picked up the foot-stool and took it back inside. Dave retrieved his slippers and shuffled his feet into them.
Colin clapped his hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Yeah, well done mate. We’ll just shift the table away from the gate and leave it out here, it’s not as if we’ll be needing it tonight.”
When Colin and Dave returned to the lounge, Louise was swinging her arms around to The Exploited’s Never Sell Out. Colin joined her, Dave sat down in his armchair.
* * *
Thumps and bangs could be heard on the lounge door during the two-second gap between songs. Nobody took any notice. Not even Fiona Scott, who must have been able to feel the vibrations through the back of her armchair. The whole lounge buzzed with geriatric excitement. Thatcher was back on her feet and being punched from all directions. I Still Fucking Hate Thatcher balloons sailed through the air, batted from one side of the room to the other. Everyone laughed, having a good time. Even Frank Sterner had given up complaining about the rowdy 80s and 90s music not being as good as music used to be in the 1970s, and joined in with the festivities.
Colin sat in his armchair, tapping his foot rapidly to the music. On his lap lay Greg Lomax’s entoPAD, Louise having handed it to him earlier. He had the entoMAIL app open, and waited for a message. He smiled when it came. He turned to Dave Turner and shook him awake.
“Beer’s here,” Colin said when Dave looked at him.
Colin grabbed his walking stick and pushed himself upright. He slipped Greg’s EntoPAD into his back pocket and looked down at Dave, who had remained seated.
“Well come on then, you lazy fucker. It’s beer o’clock, what are you waiting for?”
Dave nodded and rubbed his eyes before rising. Colin opened the French doors and stepped out, walked up to the gate with Dave following close behind. Dave crouched down and slid the bottom bolt back. He straightened up and pulled open the gate. Rusted hinges screeched in complaint. Colin peered out at a young man with long, scraggly brown hair.
“Greg Lomax?” the man asked. Colin nodded. “Delivery for you.”
The delivery man held out an entoPAD with its screen facing Colin. Colin glanced at the screen and prodded a button marked Accept Delivery. Greg’s entoPAD chimed and Colin took it from his back pocket. He looked at the screen, it asked him to confirm a payment to Boozy Suzy, 16 Glencose Avenue, Shefferham. Colin confirmed the payment and the delivery driver’s entoPAD chimed in response.
The delivery man looked at his screen and nodded. “Right then, I’ll just get it unloaded from the van. Where do you want it?”
Colin pointed through the French doors, into the lounge. “Just in there, mate.”
The delivery man opened the back of his van and climbed inside. He let down a metal ramp and wheeled out a trolley containing a shrink-wrapped pallet of thirty-six two-litre plastic bottles of Yorkshire Bitter. He slid the ramp back into the van, closed and locked the van door, and pushed the trolley through the gate.
“Oi, you with the hair, what’s going on down there?” the retirement home manager shouted from the upstairs window. “Is that alcohol? There’s no alcohol allowed on these premises, you’ll need to take it back.”
The delivery man looked up and shrugged. “Nothing to do with me, I just do what I’m told. You’ll need to take it up with whoever ordered it.”
“So who ordered it then? Because I can assure you it wasn’t me, and nobody else has that kind of authority.”
The delivery man smiled at Colin and winked. “No idea. Like I said, I just do what I’m told.”
“Well I’m telling you to take it back.”
“Yeah well, you just said you didn’t place the order, so it’s not your decision.”
“Wait there, I’m coming down.” The manager disappeared for a few seconds, then returned. “Why won’t this door open? You there, Baxter, go and tell the assistant there’s something wrong with my door.”
“Yeah, in a minute,” Colin said, “I’ll just sort this guy out first, see if I can find out what’s going on for you.”
The delivery man pushed the trolley into the lounge and unloaded the pallet of beer. He took out a Stanley Knife and slashed at the plastic wrap, tore it off and dropped it on the trolley. “Right then,” he said to Colin, “that’s me done.” He looked at the Happy Thatcher Day banner draped across the lounge wall, the black balloons flying through the air, the spasmodic jerks of the dancing residents. He smiled. “Have a good one, yeah?”
Colin nodded. “Thanks mate, you too. Happy Thatcher Day.” He pointed at Thatcher lying on her back in the centre of the lounge. “If you want to give her a bit of a kicking before you go, feel free.”
The delivery man smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Don’t mind if I do.” He walked over and kicked Thatcher in the ribs, sent her flying across the room. “That’s for my granddad, you fucking bitch.”
* * *
Biffo Ratbastard heard a crash of cymbals and a chorus of expletives from the back of the van when he drove over a speed bump.
“You lot all right back there?” he asked. He grinned at Mike Hock in the passenger seat.
“No we’re fucking not,” Fungal Matters said. “Fucking slow down, you cunt, this is valuable equipment and I don’t want it fucking wrecked.”
“Next fucking right, you cunt,” the GPS said. Biffo swerved into a side-street, causing another round of tumbling drums and swearing from the back.
“Are we nearly there yet?” Brenda asked. “Only I’m desperate for a piss.”
“Oh that’s just fucking great,” Fungal said, “now I’m going to get soaked in fucking piss. Remind me again why I’m doing this?”
“Same reason as the rest of us,” Biffo said. “Because you fucking love it. Brings it all back, doesn’t it? I remember in the old days, when we was on tour we’d be living in a van like this together for months on end. I doubt any of your bands were any different.”
Fungal grunted. “Yeah well, when I was in Society’s Rejects we had a fucking massive motorhome, not a shitty little transit van. Being signed to a big label had its fucking perks, you know.”
“Yeah, and they bled you dry for it. At least we kept our independence, no fucker in a suit to suck all our money away and tell us what we couldn’t put on our records.”
“Too fucking right,” Mike agreed, nodding. “Remember that song about what’s-his-face, the politician who fucked all those little kids?”
“That were just the one song,” Fungal said. “How were we supposed to know the cunt would be found innocent? Everyone knew he just fucking bribed his way out of it. Anyway, we put that song out as a bonus track on our Worst Of compilation ten years later, so it’s not like they squashed it forever.”
Biffo laughed. “Yeah, after the cunt died so there was no fucker to sue you.”
“Next fucking right, you cunt,” the GPS said.
“Aye up,” Mike Hock said. He leaned forward and pointed through the windscreen. “I reckon that looks like the right place there.”
It was another miserable-looking building surrounded by a high wall, just like the one Biffo had picked up Steve Snitch and the old couple from. The GPS confirmed it as Biffo pulled up at the main gate.
“You’re fucking here, all right? Now fuck off and leave me alone.”
“Well that’s the right place, all right,” Biffo said, looking out of the side window. “But the guy said we need to go round the back.”
“Try a bit further down the road,” Mike said, “maybe there’s a back alley or something.”
Biffo cruised down the road. The high wall surrounding the retirement home gave way to a row of boarded up terraced houses. From one of the houses a baby cried, and someone yelled at it to shut up. Outside another sat a bedraggled-looking young man who stared at Biffo through vacant eyes as the van drove by.
“There!” Mike shouted, pointing.
Biffo spun the steering wheel and the van lurched to one side. He braked at the opening to a narrow alleyway and reversed to line up the van before swinging into it. He drove slowly past the backs of the terraced houses, until he came to a high wall topped with barbed wire. He parked near a large wooden gate built into the wall and switched off the van’s motor. He pulled the keys from the ignition and spun them around his finger before pocketing them. Mike opened the passenger door and climbed out.
Biffo took an entoPAD from the van’s glove compartment and composed a message to Punk76, the organiser of the gig, to let him know they had arrived. He put the entoPAD back in the glove compartment without waiting for a reply. He got out and opened the back door. Steve Snitch stumbled out, complaining about his legs. Brenda followed him and walked further into the alley, out of sight behind the van. Biffo heard the sound of urine hitting pavement, accompanied by a long sigh from Brenda.
Fungal Matters eased himself out of the van with his arms outstretched. His dog trotted after him and took up a position by his left side. Fungal reached down and patted the dog, then picked up its reigns. Brian shuffled to the edge of the van and sat there while he waited for Brenda to return and help him down.
Biffo heard a bolt slide open on the other side of the gate and turned toward it. The gate creaked open a few inches and an old man with short white spikes on one side of his otherwise bald head peered out.
“Punk76?” Biffo asked.
The man nodded, and pulled open the gate. “Yeah, mate. The name’s Colin though. Thanks for coming, we really appreciate it. Happy Thatcher Day.”
Biffo smiled. “Happy Thatcher Day.”
“It’s just through here,” Colin said, and turned away, “but don’t take too long getting your stuff out of the van, we need to get this gate locked so nobody else can get in.”
“You going to give us a hand?” Biffo asked, but the man had already gone. He sighed. “I guess not.”
Another old man appeared at the gate. “All right, Biffo?” he said. He wore a thick pair of spectacles, which slid down his nose when he nodded his head at Biffo. He pushed them back into position with a bony index finger. “Old Colin there’s a right lazy cunt, but I’ll give you a hand with your stuff if you like. I’m Dave.”
“Cheers, Dave,” Biffo said, “I really appreciate it.”
Mike Hock and Steve Snitch had their guitars slung over their shoulders and stood by the side of the van, watching while Fungal felt inside for parts of his scattered drum kit. Brian and Brenda stood nearby. They both shivered in their thin night clothes.
“Watch out mate,” Biffo said to Fungal, “I’ll get your drums for you, you just make your way inside. The gate’s just there.” He pointed at the gate, then felt foolish for doing so.
“Cheers,” Fungal said. “Be careful with my drums, though.”
“Yeah, I will.”
Biffo climbed into the back of the van and rounded up Fungal’s drum kit. He held a pair of snare drums out to Dave. Dave took them and carried them through the gate cradled in his arms. Biffo climbed out of the van with a large bass drum held between both hands.
“I’ll take this, you two grab some of them other bits and bobs and follow me inside,” he said to Brian and Brenda.
Brian frowned and rattled his walking frame. “What, and balance them on this, you mean?”
Biffo looked at the walking frame and nodded. “Yeah, fair point. You wait here and make sure no fucker pinches anything then. How about you, darling, you okay to carry some shit for us?”
“Yeah, okay,” Brenda said. She picked up a cymbal stand.
Biffo turned away and carried the bass drum through the gate.
“Who the fuck are you lot?” a voice called out from above.
Biffo looked up at a young man in his mid-thirties leaning out of an upstairs window. “Sick Bastard,” he called out.
“You fucking what?”
“Sick Bastard.”
“You cheeky old cunt, I’ll have you for that.”
Biffo laughed. “I’d like to see you fucking try.”
Biffo walked through a set of French doors into a large, open-plan lounge. Anti Nowhere League’s So What blared out of a pair of large speakers either side of the room. Biffo counted thirty people in the lounge, all sitting in armchairs, most tapping their feet and jerking their shoulders to the music. Black balloons lay everywhere. A woman with spiked up blue hair waved at Biffo before lifting a two-litre bottle of beer to her mouth. Biffo smiled and nodded to her.
Fungal and Dave were assembling the snare drums by the far wall, between the two speakers. Biffo carried the bass drum over and put it down next to Fungal’s dog. He tapped Dave on the shoulder to get his attention.
“Who’s that geezer upstairs?” Biffo shouted into Dave’s hearing aid.
Dave shrugged. “Just some cunt. Ignore him.” He pointed to a corner of the room. “There’s some beer over there, help yourself.”
Biffo smiled and nodded. “Cheers, don’t mind if I do.”
Mike Hock and Steve Snitch stood by a pallet of plastic beer bottles, talking to Colin, the gig’s organiser. They had already downed half a bottle each. Steve took a swig from his bottle and held it out to Biffo.
“Fucking great beer this, Ratty. Here, get some down your neck.”
Biffo wiped the bottle’s top with his shirt and took a long drink. He sighed, then belched and handed the bottle back to Steve.
“You seen who’s here?” Steve asked, grinning. He gestured across the room with the beer bottle.
Biffo followed his gaze. His eyes widened. “Fuck me, it’s Thatcher.”
“Yeah, she’s mine,” Colin said. “I got her for my fiftieth birthday, I’ve kept her ever since. Fucking great for Thatcher Day parties.”
“You’re not fucking kidding,” Biffo said. “You mind if I have a play with her?”
Colin smiled. “Be my guest.”
Biffo walked over to Thatcher. He picked her up and set her on her feet, then swung his arm back and smacked her in the face. Thatcher flew backwards and landed on her back a few feet away. Biffo strolled up to her and kicked her between the legs, sent her skidding across the carpet toward one of the armchairs. The occupant of the armchair, an old woman, raised her walking stick and brought it crashing down into Thatcher’s face.
“Fucking smart,” Biffo said when he returned to Colin. “How much are you wanting for her? I’ll give you a good price.”
Colin shook his head. “The lady’s not for selling.”
Brenda carried in some more equipment from the van and put it down next to the drum kit. She bent down and patted Fungal’s dog. The dog wagged its tail.
“Oi Brenda, is that the last of the stuff?” Biffo shouted. Brenda looked around and shook her head. She said something, but Biffo couldn’t hear her over the music. Biffo turned back to Steve and Mike. “You going to stand here all night or are you going to help me get the rest of the stuff from the van?”
Mike shrugged. “Yeah, go on then. Catch you later, Colin. Don’t drink all that beer without us.”
They left the lounge and returned to the van. The man in the upstairs window shouted down at them, but they ignored him. Brian sat on the edge of the van tapping his fingers on the top of his walking frame. He looked up as they approached, and nodded. He pushed himself upright and shuffled to one side. Biffo leaned into the van and slid out a box of cables. He handed it to Mike and told him to take it inside. He gave Steve a tom-tom and hi-hat stand, and took out a box of merchandise for himself. He placed it on the ground and slammed the van door.
“That’s the last of it, mate,” he said to Brian. “Cheers for looking after the van for us.”
“No worries.”
Biffo carried the merchandise into the lounge and placed it on top of an electronic games table. He walked over to the box of cables Mike had put down near the drum kit and took out his mixing board. He looked around for something to stand it on.
Brian inched his way through the French doors and peered in. Brenda took up a position by his side and looped her arm through his. Brian’s face cracked into a wide grin.
“Colin, you cunt,” he shouted. “It’s been a fucking long time since I saw that ugly mug of yours.”
* * *
Colin turned to the French doors when he heard someone shout his name. An old man in striped pyjamas grinned in at him from the doorway, bent over a walking frame covered in multi-coloured blobs. An old woman in a yellow nightie stood by his side. Colin took another sip of beer and put the bottle down. He hobbled closer for a better look, and peered at the man as he came into focus. The multi-coloured blobs on the walking frame turned into band logos. A flash of recognition registered when Colin took in the anarchy tattoo on the side of the man’s bald head, but it was the jagged scar on his neck that clinched it. Colin smiled and shook his head. He reached out and clasped the man on the shoulder.
“Fuck me,” Colin said. He grinned like a lunatic. “Is that you, Bri?”
Brian smiled back and nodded. Colin stared at Brian’s face, taking in the ravages of time that had taken their toll since the last time they had seen each other, some forty years ago at a Punks Reunited gathering in a pub in Cleethorpes. Brian had moved away fifteen years prior to that night, in search of work, and despite promises to stay in touch their friendship had soon degenerated to the occasional letter and an annual exchange of Christmas cards.
“Good to see you, mate,” Brian said.
“Fucking hell, yeah,” Colin said. “So how you been then? Any regrets?”
“Fucking loads, mate, how about you?”
Colin laughed. “Yeah, same here. Not that I’d want to change anything, mind. Except maybe not go to that fucking picket at Orgreave. My leg’s never been the same since that fucking copper twatted me one.”
“Yeah?” Brian said. He glanced down at Colin’s knee. “Did you get any compensation for it when the truth about Orgreave finally came out?”
“Nah mate,” Colin said, shaking his head. “I did apply, same as everyone else the bastards attacked that day, but they wouldn’t pay up. The fuckers said because there was no record of me being employed as a miner at the time I must have been one of those anarchist infiltrators and it was my own fault for getting in the way.”
“Fucking cunts,” Brian said. “You should’ve taken it to court.”
“Yeah well, couldn’t afford it, could I? So anyway, how the fuck did you get here, then?”
“I’m in the same retirement home as Steve Snitch. Couldn’t fucking believe it when Biffo Ratbastard turned up, I thought I must be fucking dreaming or something. Anyway, it turned out I wasn’t, so when Biffo said they were playing a gig here I hitched a ride over with them.” Brian gestured at the old woman by his side. “This is my bird, Brenda, by the way. She came too.”
Brenda smiled. “All right, Colin? Brian’s told me all about what you and him used to get up to when you was young.”
“Yeah,” Colin said, smiling at Brian, “they were fucking good times. Well come on in then, grab a seat and I’ll get you a beer. You look fucking knackered, mate.” Colin turned and gestured for Dave Turner to come over. “This is my mate Bri from the olden days,” he said when Dave joined them and asked what was up.
“All right,” Dave said. “So you’re the famous Bri then, yeah?”
“Dave,” Colin said, “can you check with Biffo if they’ve finished getting all their stuff in yet, and if they have can you go and lock the gate up?”
Dave nodded. “Yeah, will do.”
“Then shut these doors, it’s fucking freezing out tonight.”
Colin led Brian and Brenda into the lounge. Brenda nodded her head in time to a UK Subs song as she walked by Brian’s side. Colin saw Steve Snitch had set up a merchandise stall on the games table, and headed toward it. Louise Brown was already there, and swayed from side to side as she stared down at the merchandise. In her hand she held an almost-empty bottle of beer. She turned and lifted the bottle to her mouth just as Colin arrived.
“Colin, Colin, my old fucking mate, my old mucker,” Louise said. She swung an arm around Colin’s waist and stumbled. Colin reached out for the games table to steady himself when she lurched against him. “They brung some stuff with them, Colin, look. Look at all the stuff they brung.” She held up a hand and wiggled her fingers through a fingerless black studded glove with a blood-red Sick Bastard logo printed on the back. “Look what I got, aren’t they fucking great?”
Colin nodded. “Yeah, they look good.” He picked up a Sick Bastard thermal vest and showed it to Brian. “Fucking smart or what? Just the job for cold winters.”
Colin took out his entoPAD and bought the vest, then stuffed it down the back of his trousers, with Sick Bastard’s logo hanging down like a bum-flap. Brenda bought an Old Fuckers With Attitude red woollen hat and pulled it down over her ears. Brian eyed up a pair of Sick Bastard slippers and complained to Steve Snitch about how much he was asking for them. When Steve wouldn’t budge on price, Brenda paid for the slippers with her own entoPAD, then knelt down to help Brian put them on. She tossed his standard-issue retirement home plain brown slippers under the table.
Over by the drum kit, Biffo Ratbastard threaded audio cables along the back wall. He fixed them in place with a roll of gaffer tape from which he tore off strips with his teeth. The cables led to a small mixing board resting on the arm of Fiona Scott’s chair in front of the lounge door. Fiona was asleep, her head slumped to one side, oblivious to the thumps and bangs from the other side of the door. Fungal Matters sat behind his drum kit, and took a swig from a bottle of beer. His dog roamed the lounge, sniffing the legs of each resident in turn. Mike Hock stood by the pallet of beer with his bass guitar slung over his shoulder. He watched Biffo while he drank.
A Chaos UK song that had just started playing was silenced when Biffo pulled the speaker cable out of Dave’s entoPAD. There was a loud electrical pop when he plugged it into a coupler attached to another cable that led to the mixing board.
Someone outside the lounge thumped on the door and shouted “Open this door, it’s time for your medication.”
Colin sighed. “I’d best go and talk to him before he calls the fucking coppers.”
“You’re not going to let him in, are you?” Louise asked. Her voice slurred, and she stared at him with her head cocked to one side.
“Am I fuck.”
Biffo tapped his finger on the microphone’s wire-mesh head. The sound echoed through the speakers as a dull, metallic thud. “Oi,” he shouted into the microphone, “Snitchy and Cocky, get your arses over here.”
“Hello?” Colin shouted through the lounge door. “Is someone there?”
“Well it’s about time, I’ve been banging on this door for nearly an hour, why didn’t you answer before?”
“Didn’t hear you, we had the music on.”
“Why won’t this door open?”
“Are you new?”
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
“Sometimes the door sticks a bit, I’ll try it from this end.” Colin reached behind Fiona Scott’s armchair and rattled the door handle. “It won’t seem to turn, it must be broken inside.”
“Well what am I supposed to do then? It says on my job sheet you need to have your medication now, and I can’t find the manager anywhere.”
Steve Snitch’s de-tuned guitar blasted out of the speakers, soon followed by Mike Hock’s bass. Fungal Matters joined in on drums, all three seemingly playing a different song. Steve shouted “Oi, oi, oi, oi, oi,” repeatedly into the microphone.
“Sorry, I can’t hear you,” Colin shouted through the door. “Someone’s put the music back on.”
Biffo Ratbastard walked over to Fiona Scott’s armchair and twiddled sliders on the mixing board resting on one of the arms. He walked into the centre of the lounge and stood listening for a few seconds, then returned to the mixing board and made some more adjustments. Seemingly satisfied with the overall sound after another trip to the centre of the lounge, he walked up to the microphone and gently pushed Steve Snitch out of the way.
Steve and Mike Hock stopped playing, Fungal Matters continued thrashing his drums for a few more seconds, then stopped. Fungal felt around on the floor for a bottle of beer he had placed there, and took a long drink. Biffo fine-tuned the angle of the microphone and looked around the lounge with a sneer.
“Right then, you cunts, time to get out of those fucking armchairs. Let’s fucking have it. State Pension. One two three four.”
A blast of feedback howled from Steve’s guitar and mutated into a two-chord riff. Mike’s bass gave out a low, rumbling dum dum dum dum, the same note over and over again. Steve stood in a Ramones stance, his legs far apart, his dreadlocks flying in all directions as he nodded and shook his head to Fungal’s fast drum beat. Mike stood still, concentrating on his playing as the bass-line got more intricate. Biffo gripped the microphone stand in both hands and shouted the opening lyrics.
Colin felt a cold shiver down his spine, the music flowing through him and reminding him of good times. His shoulders twitched, his left hand thumped against the side of his leg. He leaned on his walking stick and tapped his foot, shouted along with Biffo at the chorus.
“State pension, state pension, state pension, give us back our, state pension, state pension, state pension.”
Louise twirled around slowly, her arms swinging. She shuffled out of her mohair cardigan and tossed it to one side. Brian inched his way across the lounge toward the band, his head bobbing, a wide grin on his face. Brenda walked by his side, keeping pace with him.
“Come on, you fuckers, you’re not dead yet,” Biffo shouted, “get up and fucking dance.”
Colin hobbled closer to the band. Brian stood a few feet away from Louise, just out of reach of her flailing arms. Brian pushed down on the top of his walking frame and stretched himself up onto his toes, then dropped down again, repeatedly bobbing up and down in an old man’s pogo. Brenda punched the air by his side.
A few other residents took their lead and climbed out of their armchairs. Sharon Baker stood up and bent over. She clasped her hands together and swung her shoulders, twitched her feet. Greg Lomax remained seated. His head nodded, his right hand thumped down on the arm of his chair in time to the music. Fiona Scott woke up mid-way through the song and rubbed her eyes. She looked around, gaped at the band, and pushed herself onto her feet to join the dancers.
Colin brushed shoulders with Brian, being careful not to unbalance him. Brian raised a shaking hand from his walking frame and prodded Colin in the chest with a bony finger. Everyone was smiling, even Frank Sterner, who usually clapped his hands over his ears every time he heard music recorded after 1979. The retirement home’s lounge buzzed with excitement the likes of which Colin hadn’t seen in all the time he had lived there.
The song ended with a screech from Steve Snitch’s guitar and a scream from Biffo Ratbastard. Everyone paused, took a panting breath while they rested. Biffo picked up a bottle and took a quick drink. He glared at the people still sitting in their armchairs.
“This is from our last album, Old Fuckers With Attitude,” Biffo said. “It’s called Not Dead Yet, and all you cunts who are still sitting down need to remember that. Come on, you lazy bastards, one two three four.”
* * *
Biffo Ratbastard glanced behind him at Fungal Matters while the band played a short instrumental between verses. The poor old sod’s face had turned purple keeping up with the machine-gun beat of the song, and Biffo feared for the man’s heart. Sick Bastard’s last drummer, Peter Vile, had suffered his first heart attack during a practice session, and it was only the quick intervention of Mike Hock that had kept him alive long enough for the ambulance to arrive. Biffo hoped history wasn’t about to repeat itself. He turned back to the microphone in time for the next verse.
“You’re all living in a fucking dream state,” Biffo shouted, “you need to fucking wake up before it’s too late. Beat the politicians at their own game, kill the bastards, it’s time to take aim. Pick a side, but make sure it’s the right one. That’s the only way this war will be won.”
Dozens of wrinkled, bony fists punched the air before him. The woman with the spiked up blue hair flailed her arms wildly and sang along with every word. Biffo ripped the microphone from its stand and clutched it in both hands. He bent over and screamed the chorus.
“War on poverty, war on hope. They take away our money so we just can’t cope. War on terror, just an excuse. War on poverty, it’s time to fucking choose.”
Steve Snitch and Mike Hock stopped playing and the drum beat slowed. Biffo’s repeat of the chorus slowed to a chant. Steve and Mike clapped their hands over their heads. Everyone in the audience, even those who still remained seated, clapped and chanted along.
“War on poverty. War on hope. They take away our money. So we just can’t cope. War on terror. Just an excuse. War on poverty. It’s time to fucking choose.”
“Thanks,” Biffo said to a smattering of applause. “Fucking true that, too,” he added. He turned to check on Fungal. The drummer lay slumped over his bass drum, his naked back slick with sweat. Biffo propped the microphone back on its stand and rushed over. He grabbed Fungal’s shoulder and shook him.
“What?” Fungal asked.
“Fucking hell mate, I thought you was dead for a minute there.”
“Nah, just fucking knackered.”
“You okay to carry on, or do you want to call it a night?”
“Give me a few minutes to get my breath back and I’ll carry on.”
“Good man,” Biffo said. He patted Fungal on the back. “You’re doing a fucking great job.”
Biffo turned back to the audience. They were getting restless at the long delay between songs, mumbling to each other. Someone shouted “Get on with it, you cunts.” Steve Snitch plucked out the opening notes to Ding Dong the Fucking Bitch is Dead and was met with a roar of approval. Biffo walked up to the microphone. He held out his hands, palms facing the audience. He smiled and nodded.
“All right, all right, we’ll do the fucking Thatcher song.” The audience cheered. “But it’ll need to be the fucking acoustic version while Fungal takes a rest. Feel free to join in if you know the words, yeah?”
They knew the words, all right. Every wrinkled face in the audience sang along, their angry shouts almost drowning out Steve’s wailing guitar. Fists were raised and punched the air, slippered feet pounded against the carpet. Loose floorboards bounced. Thatcher crowd-surfed toward Biffo, helped on her way with fists that tumbled her over and over. When she came close enough Biffo grabbed her and shook her. He closed his arm around her neck and held her in a headlock while he sang.
“Ding dong, you’re fucking dead, we’re all happy cause now you’re dead, ding dong you’re fucking dead at last. You’ve gone straight to fucking hell, so get down there and fucking yell, get down there and give the devil head.”
Phlegm flew through the air and splattered into Thatcher’s face. A sticky brown glob dripped from a blood-shot eye and crawled down her pointy nose like a squashed slug. Biffo caught a few splashes himself, but he didn’t care. This was what he had been missing all those years since the band split up. That unique surge of adrenalin you only ever get when you’re in front of an appreciative audience.
Biffo lifted Thatcher above his head and hurled her away from him. Fists rose up to meet her, batted her in all directions. Someone grabbed her leg and pulled her to the ground. Everyone surged around her, kicked out with slippered feet, bashed her in the face with walking sticks, stamped on her body with the legs of walking frames.
Biffo couldn’t resist joining them. He pushed his way through the crowd around Thatcher and kicked out at her. Steve Snitch took up the vocal duties in his absence, but screams of “Fucking bitch,” “You fucking evil cunt,” “Die you fucking bitch,” and similar war cries from everyone around Thatcher drowned him out.
Thatcher writhed and squirmed beneath their blows. She lurched up when she was stamped on. A kick to the face sent her back down. Someone raised a walking stick and jabbed down on her neck. Thatcher hissed like an angry lizard and turned her head to one side. Her outstretched arms drooped, her body became flaccid. Slippered feet dug into her with a whump, making her judder and shake as she shrivelled away.
Biffo squeezed his way out of the crowd and returned to the microphone. Fungal Matters seemed to have recovered, his face no longer the colour of beetroot. Biffo nodded to him, then realised it was a pointless thing to do. Biffo picked up a beer bottle and took a long drink. He poured beer onto the palm of his hand and rubbed it over his head and face, then lifted his shirt and wiped it off. He looked out at the audience. They were still huddled around Thatcher, kicking and stamping on her.
“Money-Grabbing Bastard Politicians,” Biffo shouted into the microphone.
Fungal took up the drum beat, a slow, thump thump thump on the bass drum, gradually speeding up when Mike’s bass guitar joined in, and turning into an all-out thrash from the first discordant wail from Steve’s lead guitar.
Thatcher was forgotten, stamped flat beneath the audience’s angry feet. They turned back to Biffo, their anger now directed at all those who had taken Thatcher’s place in the halls of power. Their greed, corruption and self serving that continued Thatcher’s legacy right up to the present day, pushing ordinary working class people further and further into poverty while the politicians lined their own pockets and secured their own gold-plated future.
Biffo screamed the words and beat his fists by his sides. Steve Snitch stood close by, thrashing his head from side to side as his fingers slid up and down the guitar’s fretboard. Steve’s flying dreadlocks slapped against Biffo’s face like rancid whips. Mike Hock circled around and took up a place to Biffo’s right. Both he and Steve leaned into the microphone together and shouted the chorus along with Biffo. Steve struck up a Pete Townshend pose as the song drew to a close. He raised a hand high in the air and brought it swinging down to thrash against the guitar strings.
“Thanks,” Biffo said to the cheers that greeted the song’s end. “We’re going to have to slow it down a bit now, we’re not as young as we used to be, and you fuckers look like you could do with a rest too.”
“Oi Biffo,” the woman with the spiked up blue hair shouted, “remember these?”
She lifted up the front of her Vice Squad T-shirt, exposing flat, deflated breasts with a pair of Exploited skulls tattooed onto them. There was one on each breast, with the woman’s nipples poking through the eye-sockets of each skull. She pulled the shirt over her head and lifted her arms, spun the shirt around in one hand.
Biffo smiled and nodded, though he had no idea who the woman was. He had a vague recollection of tattoos like those bouncing in his face somewhere in the midst of time, but couldn’t remember where or when it was.
“Well I’ve got the Vaseline if you’ve got the Viagra,” the woman shouted, and tossed the T-shirt at Biffo.
Biffo caught the shirt and wiped his face with it. The woman took a nipple between thumb and forefinger of each hand and stretched out her breasts, lifted them from her chest. She flapped them up and down, like rubbery wings.
Biffo tossed the Vice Squad T-shirt to one side. “Suits and Ties Tell You Lies,” he shouted. The woman with the blue spikes whooped and raised her hands over her head. Her breasts dropped like a pair of lead-weighted balloons when she released them, and they flopped down against her chest with a slap. “One, two, three, four,” Biffo shouted.
* * *
Colin couldn’t tear his eyes away from Louise’s breasts as they swung from side to side with the flailing of her arms. He knew from her stories that she was wild in her youth, but he never expected her to do anything like that. Not for the first time, he wished he could have known her when they were both young. Back when punk meant more than just an advertising slogan for corporations selling products to the elderly. She would have eaten him alive, he knew that, but it would have been worth it just to absorb a little bit of her energy and general don’t-give-a-fuck attitude to life.
Colin inched his way toward her, leaning on his walking stick for support. Like most of the retirement home’s residents, Colin’s energy was flagging, and all he wanted to do was slump into his armchair and sit back to watch the rest of the show. Several residents had already done so, and sat exhausted but happy in their usual armchairs. Only a few remained standing, most of those content to stand still and watch the band. Brian and Brenda stood by the French doors, cooling down from a breeze blowing through them. Dave Turner stood to Louise’s right, getting a good eyeful for himself. His arms swung by his sides, but there was little energy left in them.
Louise waved her hand in front of Colin’s face. Colin looked up from her breasts. She poked her tongue out at him and smiled. “I’m up here,” she shouted, and grabbed Colin’s shoulders. She used them to propel herself up onto her toes, thumped back down onto the heels of her slippers, then pushed herself up again. Colin watched her breasts flap up and down.
“That was the last one,” Biffo Ratbastard said when the song ended. Louise shouted for more, but Biffo shook his head. “We’re fucking knackered, darling. You’ll have to listen to us on entoTUNES instead.”
Steve Snitch lifted his guitar strap over his head and propped the guitar up against Fungal’s bass drum. He took Fungal by the arm and led him over to where the rest of the beer stood. He handed Fungal a bottle and took one for himself. Mike Hock joined them while Biffo unplugged all the cables.
Louise sighed and headed for her armchair. She sat with her hands clasped behind her head, her flat, tattooed breasts glistening with sweat.
“Open this fucking door, right now,” the retirement home manager shouted, banging on the lounge door.
Colin looked at the door. He looked at Dave, who shrugged. Colin knew they would need to open the door sooner or later, and that there would be repercussions when they did, but he would rather it was later. Once they let the manager in that would be the end of the party, and Colin didn’t want that just yet. He turned to Biffo and caught his attention.
“Fucking great gig, mate. Best fucking Thatcher Day ever. Well except for the first one, anyway, nothing could ever beat that.”
“Thanks,” Biffo said. “It’s good to be playing live again, I’ve missed it. Shame about Thatcher.”
Colin glanced at Thatcher, who lay discarded in the centre of the lounge. She stared back at him, her arms and legs strewn around her at odd angles, her body twisted. “Don’t worry about it, that happens to her every year. A bit of glue and a patch and she’ll soon mend. Are you staying for tea then? We’re going to order some pizzas.”
Biffo nodded at the lounge door, where the manager was still banging and shouting. “What about him?”
“Fuck him, he can wait.”
“I wouldn’t mind a pizza,” Biffo said. He scratched the side of his face. “I’m fucking starving, I haven’t had nothing since this morning and that beer’s gone straight to my head. Talking of which, is there any of it left?”
Colin looked over at the stash of beer, where Steve, Mike and Fungal stood, drinking from a bottle each. “Yeah, I reckon there should be a few bottles left. You’ll need to be quick though, the way them three are going through it.”
Biffo laughed. “Yeah, nothing unusual there.”
“Oi Colin,” Brian shouted from the French doors. Colin turned to face him. Brian pointed into the back yard.
“What’s up?” Colin asked.
“There’s loads of fucking coppers in the alley outside, they say if we don’t open the gate they’re going to smash it down.”
Colin and Biffo both walked to the French doors and looked out into the yard. They heard a whine of electronic feedback, then an amplified voice called out. “This is your last warning, if you do not open this gate we will have no choice but to open it by force.”
“What should we do?” Brian asked.
Colin sighed. “The fucking Gestapo must’ve called them, we’d best open the lounge door and let him in. He can deal with the coppers, I’m not having anything to do with the cunts.”
A loud thud against the gate made it judder in its frame. Brenda grabbed Brian’s arm and told him he should move out of the way before the police got in, otherwise there was no telling what might happen to him. Colin agreed with her, and took Brian’s other arm. Together, they both rushed him inside.
Dave Turner was already heading to the lounge door. Colin helped him push Fiona Scott’s armchair out of the way. Fiona looked up from her entoPAD and giggled. Colin put his back against the door to hold it closed while Dave bent down and wiggled the block of wood out from underneath it.
There was a crash of splintering wood outside, and a lot of shouting. Six policemen wearing black body-armour and full-face helmets swarmed into the lounge waving tasers. Colin waited until Dave was clear of the lounge door, then stepped to one side. The door flew open and the retirement home manager ran in, a workfare assistant Colin had never seen before close behind him.
One of the policemen pointed his taser at the manager and pulled the trigger. Twin barbs flew out and embedded themselves in the side of the manager’s face. He squealed like a pre-pubescent child and dropped, twitching, to the carpet.
“Taser, taser, taser,” the policeman shouted. His voice echoed inside his helmet.
The workfare assistant skidded to a halt and raised his hands in the air. Another policeman tasered him. He screamed, and fell down next to the manager.
“Taser,” the policeman said. He glared through his visor at the workfare assistant writhing on the carpet.
The other four policemen waved their tasers in all directions, as if not sure who they should be aiming at.
“Um…” Dave began. All the tasers spun to point at him. He raised his hands. “… is there something wrong?”
“What’s been going on here?” one of the policemen demanded. “We had a call there was some sort of disturbance in progress.”
Dave shook his head, his hands still in the air. “Um … Nothing. Just a little party for us old folks, that’s all. A bit of music, a bit of dancing, that sort of thing.”
The policeman grunted. “So who were those men who attacked us?” He pointed at the manager and workfare assistant.
“Those are our carers,” Colin said, “they work here.”
The policeman jerked his taser across to point at Colin’s chest. Colin backed away, one hand raised, the other gripping his walking stick tightly.
“You with the blue hair,” another policeman said, looking at Louise, “why are you undressed?”
“Because it’s fucking hot,” Louise said.
The policeman frowned, then grunted. He pointed at the manager and workfare assistant again. “And these two definitely work here?”
Louise nodded. “Yeah.”
The policemen all looked at each other. One shrugged. Another swore. Two of them bent down and ripped the taser barbs from the manager and workfare assistant. Both men screamed and clutched their faces.
“Right, well,” one of the policemen said, “just keep the noise down in future.” They all turned to leave.
“Wait,” Colin said. He pointed at the two men lying on the carpet. “Will they be okay?”
The policeman shrugged as he walked away. “Probably. They shouldn’t have attacked us like that, so it’s their own fault either way.” He turned back to Colin and tapped a small camera mounted on his shoulder. “The evidence is all in here, should they wish to make a complaint about it.”
Colin hobbled over to the retirement home manager and prodded him with his walking stick. The manager cried out and curled himself up into a trembling ball. Blood seeped through his fingers as he clutched his face.
“Pizzirrs on irrs way,” Greg Lomax said.
Colin frowned down at the manager and workfare assistant. “I reckon we should probably call an ambulance while we wait.”
* * *
They were all sitting in their armchairs eating pizza and listening to Never Mind The Bollocks piped through the retirement home speakers when the paramedics arrived. Biffo and the rest of Sick Bastard sat around the games table, two pizza boxes between them and a two-litre bottle of beer each. Brian sat in Frank Sterner’s armchair, while Brenda perched herself on the arm next to him. Frank wandered the room, having already eaten his fill.
The paramedics were both dressed in green body-armour, and wore face-protecting helmets similar to the ones the police wore, except their helmets were white rather than black, and had a green cross printed on the front of them, just above the visor. They carried a stretcher between them, and one had a large bag slung over his shoulder. They put the stretcher down next to the workfare assistant and the one with the bag bent over him.
“Who’s in charge here?” The other paramedic asked.
When nobody replied, Colin raised a hand. “It was me that called you, will that do?”
The paramedic looked at Colin. “Can you tell me their names?”
Colin wrestled to dredge the manager’s name up from memory, but he had only ever heard him referred to as The Gestapo. If anyone had ever used his real name Colin hadn’t heard it.
“Um … no, sorry,” Colin said. He pointed at the workfare assistant. “That one’s new, he only started work here today. The other’s the big boss, but I don’t know his name.”
“And they were both tasered, you say?”
“Yeah.”
The paramedic nodded. He stepped over the workfare assistant and, together with the other paramedic, grabbed hold of the manager and hefted him onto the stretcher. They carried him out, then returned a few minutes later for the workfare assistant.
“Will they be okay?” Colin asked as they carried the stretcher across the lounge.
“Yeah, we get these all the time. They’ll be right as rain in the morning. You lot got someone to look after you until then?”
“Yeah, we’re fine,” Colin said, “don’t worry about us.”
Colin returned to his pizza and pulled another slice from the box he shared with Dave Turner. He bit into it while he watched Frank Sterner shuffle by.
“So what are we doing after this?” Dave asked. He reached across for a slice of pizza.
Colin shrugged. “Dunno. I’m pretty fucking knackered, I reckon I might just veg out here for the rest of the night.”
“There’s still plenty of life left in me.”
“Yeah, I noticed. You’re not the only one, either.” Colin nodded at Fiona Scott, who was bobbing her head to the music. “I’ve seen it in the others too. They’re all a lot more alert than they usually are. And I’ve been thinking.” He looked at his entoPAD, noting the time displayed in the corner of the screen. “It’s been over a day since our last medication.”
“Yeah, so?”
“Well think about it. What if there’s something in it that makes us tired all the time?”
“Like what?” Dave asked.
Colin shrugged. “Dunno. Could be all sorts of stuff. All I know is I haven’t been taking mine for a few days now, and I haven’t been tired anywhere near as much as I used to be.”
“I thought you said you was knackered.”
“Well yeah, I am now. But that’s just tonight, and there’s a good reason for that. I mean in general. I think Louise has been doing the same as me, and that’s why she’s always got so much energy.”
“I don’t know,” Dave said, shaking his head, “why would The Gestapo want us to be tired all the time? It wouldn’t make sense.”
“Yeah, I guess. It’s just a theory.”
“Besides,” Dave said, “the drugs come from the local chemist and they wouldn’t give us stuff we don’t need.”
“Did you take any drugs before you came to live here?”
Dave smiled. “Only for fun.”
“Any illness you’ve developed since you moved in?”
“No.”
“Me neither,” Colin said. “And I only started feeling tired when I moved in here. And when I stopped taking the stuff they give us I stopped being tired.”
Dave frowned. “Yeah, that is pretty fucking weird.”
“I reckon we should see what everyone’s like tomorrow morning, then get together and discuss it properly before The Gestapo gets back. There’ll be some who need it, old Greg for instance, and maybe Tony, but I reckon most of us don’t.”
* * *
Biffo Ratbastard took another slice of pizza from the box and took a large bite. He washed it down with a gulp of beer and wiped tomato sauce from his mouth.
“Fucking good scran, this,” he said. He flapped the remains of the pizza slice up and down in his hand and belched. “I reckon I could get used to this.”
“It’s not fair, we don’t get nothing like this in that dump they put me in,” Steve Snitch said. “All we ever get is boiled fucking cabbage and soup, day in, day out. I fucking hate cabbage, me. It’s fucking vile stuff.”
“Aw, diddums,” Mike Hock said, smiling.
“Fuck off, Cocky. Then there’s the security, that does my fucking head in too. They won’t let anyone out without one of these fucking things.” Steve held up his wrist, showing the yellow GPS strap he wore. “And if you’re not back on time a fucking alarm goes off and they come to fetch you.”
“What is it?” Fungal Matters asked.
Steve looked at him. “Sorry mate, I forgot you can’t see. It’s a fucking GPS device, so they can track where I am all the time.”
Fungal shook his head. “Fucking hell. I’m glad I don’t have to put up with any of that sort of bollocks. The only way I’m leaving my house is in a fucking wooden box.”
Biffo nodded. “Yeah, me too.” He took another long drink of beer. “I don’t care what fucking bollocks the government come out with about how much better it would be for me in one of their Death Homes, I’m staying put.”
Steve frowned. “I wish I had the fucking choice.”
“So anyway,” Biffo said, “fucking great gig, yeah?” Steve and Mike nodded. Fungal, his mouth full of pizza, raised a thumb. “I reckon we should do a few more, maybe a mini-tour of all the local Death Homes. What do you think?”
“Sounds good to me,” Steve said. “Especially if we get free beer and pizza.”
“Fuck, yeah, that’d be great,” Mike said.
Biffo smiled. “I’ll get onto it first thing in the morning, see what I can organise. I reckon some of them might pay proper money instead though. Then we could use it to book a bit of studio time, put out a new album on entoTUNES.”
* * *
Colin leaned over Brian’s walking frame and hugged him goodbye. Brian patted him on the back with one hand and promised he would keep in touch now that he knew what Colin’s entoPAD screen-name was.
“It’s not really the same though, is it?” Colin said.
“No, mate. That’s why I’m going to put in a transfer to move in here as soon as I get back.”
“Me too,” Brenda said.
They were standing in the back yard, near the smashed gate. The band’s equipment had been carried out to the van and Biffo was sounding the horn, impatient to leave. Some of the residents had drifted off to bed, others sat in their armchairs finishing off the rest of the beer before they retired for the night.
“We’d best get going now, mate,” Brian said.
Colin released Brian and he turned away, inched his way through the wreckage of the gate with Brenda at his arm. Colin stood at the gate and watched Brenda help Brian climb into the back of the van. She closed the door behind her.
“See you, Bri,” Colin shouted.
“Yeah, see you, mate,” came Brian’s muffled reply from inside the van.
Biffo sat in the driver’s seat, his elbow resting on the open window. “Fucking great night, thanks for booking us,” he said, looking at Colin.
Colin nodded. “Yeah. Shame it has to end, really.”
“We’re putting on a local tour, so if you want us to come back again just send me a message and I’ll sort it for you.”
Colin smiled. “Yeah, that’d be fucking great. Whenever you like, we’ll still be here.”
Biffo nodded. “See you soon, then. Take care.”
Colin waved as the van drove away. He sighed, then returned to the lounge and took up his regular seat. He picked up his entoPAD and smiled. Things were going to be different, he could feel it. The Gestapo, when he returned from hospital in the morning, wasn’t going to have such an easy ride from now on.



 
 
 
 
The Snatcher (Remix)



At twelve years of age, Scar Gill knew he was too old for stories. He had responsibilities now that his father was dead. He guarded the village of Gold Thor’s sheep from the scabbed ones who roamed the countryside, just as his father had done before him. It was an important job, and one that Scar Gill was proud to have. Gone were the carefree days of childhood. He was a man now, and soon it would be time for him to choose a wife and begin the task of creating a new generation.
But despite his age, Scar Gill still liked to hear the stories the village elder told in the evenings. Stories of the great Yarksher warrior of legend with the same name as him. Of The Snatcher, the Scar Gill of legend’s arch nemesis, and the many battles they fought.
He knew they were only fanciful stories, that they couldn’t possibly be true, but Scar Gill liked to imagine they were a real part of his family’s history. That the Scar Gill of legend was a distant ancestor of his, and the warrior blood flowed through his body.
When the village elder called out to the children, Scar Gill crept closer to listen. He kept an eye on his sheep as he settled down behind an old oak tree, close enough to hear the stories, but far enough away not to be seen in the gathering dusk.
“Gather round, children,” the elder said, “sit closer to the fire so The Snatcher’s scabbed ones won’t get you.”
Scar Gill heard gasps from the younger children. He shivered involuntarily when he heard the name of the evil one, though he would never admit it to anyone. The Snatcher wasn’t real, he told himself. She was just a monster invented to frighten children. Nobody would ever be so evil, it was impossible.
“Long, long ago,” the elder began, “long before The Great Gee Had laid waste to our country, there was a village called That Lunn Don. It wasn’t a small village like our very own Gold Thor, not even one like the mighty Barn Slay of which we were once a part. That Lunn Don was a vast metropolis, populated with many hundreds of people. Within its walls lived an evil witch, known as The Snatcher, who liked nothing more than to steal the milk from new-born infants.
“One day, The Snatcher decided this wasn’t evil enough for her, and set in place her plan to rule the country so that she may steal much more than a baby’s milk. So The Snatcher tricked the people of That Lunn Don into making her their queen. She promised them riches beyond imagination, said they would own their own dwellings and places of work if only they would make her their queen. But the people of That Lunn Don did not know her true intentions, for The Snatcher was wise and cunning as well as wicked and evil. On the very day she was crowned queen, The Snatcher set her dastardly plan into motion.
“She passed new laws to set the money lenders free from their chains. She created an army of Lords of the Land who were free to charge the people of That Lunn Don rents far in excess of what they could afford, making them reliant on charity to survive. Many travelling minstrels of the time sang songs of protest, but these fell on deaf ears and The Snatcher ruled for many years with an iron fist.
“It was not long before The Snatcher turned her steel gaze to the land of Yarksher and the riches it contained. The Under-dwellers, who had been supplying the village of That Lunn Don with their magical black rocks for many years, were the first of her targets. This angered The Under-dwellers, and they sent forth their champion, Scar Gill, to do battle with The Snatcher. Scar Gill was a mighty warrior, with many scalps to his name, but he was also a man of great compassion. He attempted to reason with The Snatcher, but his words fell on deaf, uncaring ears.”
Scar Gill felt an immense pride well up within him as he listened from behind the oak tree. He imagined his warrior ancestor dressed in battle armour, standing bravely before the evil Snatcher. How The Snatcher would have trembled before him if it were not for her guards and their impenetrable ring of steel around her. How he, if he were the real Scar Gill of legend, would have fought through the guards and chopped The Snatcher’s head off, put an end to her years of torment forever. He sighed. The sad part of the story was coming up.
“In retaliation for Scar Gill’s effrontery,” the elder continued, “The Snatcher decreed that she would seal up the caves from which The Under-dwellers extracted their magical black rocks. Without the black rocks to trade for food, The Under-dwellers were left hungry and destitute. Some of The Under-dwellers were so destitute they developed scabs upon their bodies, and The Snatcher took advantage of this. She used her evil powers to control the scabbed ones, to turn them against their fellow Under-dwellers.”
Scar Gill wanted to shout “Boooooo,” along with the children. But he knew he was too old for such things. He contented himself with striking his fist into his palm, cursing the scabbed ones for their traitorous ways.
“But Scar Gill held strong. His loyal Under-dwellers fought ferocious battles with the scabbed ones, and cast them from the villages of Yarksher for all time.”
Scar Gill nodded to himself. Even to this day, the scabbed ones were still banished from Yarksher, and lived their cursed lives in the wastelands to the south of Barn Slay, in the ruins of Notty Ham. Sometimes they would try to sneak back into Yarksher under cover of darkness and steal sheep, but they were always driven away because they were such a cowardly race.
The first time Scar Gill had seen a scabbed one he was just a small child. His father, Gold Thor’s sheep watcher at the time, had caught a scabbed one on the fringes of the village one night, and paraded him through the village, bound in rope, the following morning. Scar Gill watched as the scabbed one was stoned to death by the whole village. He felt no pity. The scabbed ones deserved much worse than death for their betrayal in the times of The Snatcher.
“The Snatcher was not happy with the defeat of the scabbed ones,” the elder continued. “She sent forth her Army of Blue Men from the village of That Lunn Don to lay siege against The Under-dwellers of Yarksher and their families. There was a great battle at the village of Org Reeve that took many lives on both sides of the conflict. But the Army of Blue Men had far superior weaponry to the sticks and stones of The Under-dwellers, and The Under-dwellers were defeated with mighty clubs and giant beasts.
“The caves of The Under-dwellers were sealed for all time. Entire villages who relied on trade from The Under-dwellers shrivelled and died. The Snatcher cackled in her castle while The Under-dwellers were forced to beg for scraps of food. All the riches of Yarksher were transferred to the village of That Lunn Don, while the people of Yarksher went hungry.
“But still The Snatcher was not satisfied. She created a new tax, one which everyone in Yarksher was forced to pay even if they were destitute and could not afford to do so. She used her Army of Blue Men to enforce the tax, throwing people into dungeons for the rest of their lives if they refused to pay.
“Scar Gill was angered by this. Although forced to live on the surface, The Under-dwellers had remained strong and formed communities together, so Scar Gill did not find it difficult to rally his army. They marched on the village of That Lunn Don, where they were joined by other armies. Armies from outside Yarksher. Armies from a land far away, where men wore skirts and spoke in a strange tongue.”
A child giggled, and was hushed by the elder. Scar Gill smiled. He knew why the child had laughed. While the wives of The Under-dwellers themselves were fierce and strong, and fought alongside their men in the battles with The Snatcher’s Army of Blue Men, the idea of men wearing skirts was preposterous. Somewhere down the ages, as the story was passed from generation to generation, this absurdity had entered the legend. Scar Gill vowed that if he lived long enough to become the village elder he would change this part of the story to make it more believable.
“Yes,” the village elder said, “the men of this strange army wore skirts. For they were a mighty warrior tribe who didn’t care what anyone thought of them. The Snatcher sent forth her Army of Blue Men to smite both armies. But the armies, seeing they were allies with a common enemy, joined forces and rampaged through the streets of That Lunn Don. They destroyed what they could destroy, chanting ‘Can’t pay won’t pay,’ as they battled their way toward The Snatcher’s fortress with pitchforks and flaming torches.
“Many lives were lost in the ensuing bloody battle, and the armies were ultimately defeated, but the message had been sent. No longer would Yarksher put up with the tyranny of The Snatcher. The Snatcher was forced to recant her new tax, and abdicated her throne in shame soon after. She went to live in exile, where she was never heard from again for another generation.
“Scar Gill spent many years in search of The Snatcher’s hiding place, so he could avenge The Under-dwellers and the people of Yarksher for the wrongs done to them. But his search proved futile and The Snatcher remained in hiding.
“Until one day, long after Scar Gill had given up his quest, one of The Snatcher’s cohorts announced she was dead and ordered the country to mourn for her passing. There was much rejoicing throughout the land of Yarksher, and street parties were held in celebration. The surviving Under-dwellers looked forward to the day when they could visit The Snatcher’s grave and urinate on it, but The Snatcher’s cohort decreed that she should be burned at the stake and her ashes sealed in a vault to protect them.
“Some say, before she died, The Snatcher passed her spirit to a new body, leaving an empty shell behind, so that she could continue her evil work from beyond the grave. Others say she made a pact with the devil and lives on to this day, plotting her revenge on the people of Yarksher, using the scabbed ones to do her bidding just as she did during her reign of terror. Nobody knows for sure.
“And so we remain vigilant, and watch out for the scabbed ones. We guard our homes, we guard our sheep, and we guard our children’s milk. Because these things are important to us. And we will never let them be taken from us again.”
“Amen,” chanted a chorus of children.
“Amen,” whispered Scar Gill to himself. He looked out to his sheep, satisfied himself they were safely grazing in their field.
A flutter of movement in a nearby bush caught Scar Gill’s attention. He watched, raising himself up from the ground. A stranger, his hairless, naked body covered in scabs and boils, darted out from the bush.
“Scabbed ones!” Scar Gill shouted. He pulled an axe from his belt and ran at the stranger.



 
 
 
 
Warrior in Woolworths



I watched the two punks push through the Woolworths entrance door laughing to themselves, no doubt about something illegal they had just done or were planning to do. I glared at them, asserting my authority as custodian of the law in this shop, but they didn’t seem to be taking any notice of what was happening around them. If they had they wouldn’t have let the door swing shut and smack an old lady in the face as she was entering behind them. Or maybe they would. No fucking manners, these punk bastards.
I’d been watching them loitering around outside for about twenty minutes, mentally daring them to enter my lair. I can’t do anything about them being outside, you see, on account of it being a public highway. But once they come in here, things are different. This is my domain, and what I say goes. It’s my job to protect Woolworths property from thieving scum like that, and I’m very good at my job.
I hate punks, me. Hate them with a passion. They’re just a bunch of idle bastards sponging off the state while I pay my taxes to keep them in a life of luxury. Willie Whitelaw is right, a short sharp shock is what they need. If I had my way they would all be shipped off to the Falklands to fight the Argies, not lying around in bed all day. I would have been there myself in a heartbeat if it wasn’t for the shrapnel in my leg, a souvenir from my last tour in Belfast. Put these punk bastards in the army and they wouldn’t know what hit them. Hell, just get them out of bed in the morning and they’d probably faint from the exertion.
I watched the old lady struggle with the door, rubbing her cheek with one hand where it had hit her in the face, while she pulled a shopping trolley laden with groceries behind her. It was quite comical to watch, and I couldn’t help smiling. But then I saw Barbara on the till watching me intently and frowning. She’s a good ten years younger than me, so there’s not much of a chance of getting into her knickers, but it never hurts to keep your options open. There’s always the next staff Christmas party.
My eyes darted between Barbara, the two punks, and the old woman. The punks didn’t seem to have stolen anything yet, so they could wait a bit longer. I sighed, and walked over to the door, and held it open for the old woman. I glanced over at Barbara, and she was smiling at me. Result.
The old woman didn’t seem to be in any hurry to walk through the door, though. In fact she just stood there and looked at me.
“Thank you dear,” she said, and, get this, she stood her shopping trolley up and transferred it to her other hand before she walked through. And talk about walking slow. You would think she was the one with shrapnel in her leg the way she hobbled around.
I grunted at her when she eventually got around to entering the shop fully, and let the door swing closed behind her. I watched her saunter towards the pick and mix sweets, put down her shopping trolley, and lift up the lid to the tub of fruit gums. I watched long enough to make sure she didn’t pop any sweets into her mouth instead of paying for them, then turned my attention back to the two punks. They were making their way through the shop in the direction of the escalator, as if they had a god given right to be there.
Following them, I reached for the radio in my inside jacket pocket and pressed the transmit button.
“Sam, you there?”
Sam is my subordinate. He’s always slacking off somewhere, he doesn’t seem to take the job seriously at all. So it didn’t come as any surprise when he didn’t reply for several seconds.
“What’s up, John?”
“Two punks, heading up the escalator to the first floor. I’ll keep an eye on them and let you know if I need backup.”
“Roger, John. I’ll be on standby.”
Yeah, right. Like he’s ever on anything but standing by while I do all the work.
I put the radio back in my pocket, and with a final glance at the old woman to check she was putting the sweets in the correct paper bag, I made my way to the foot of the escalator. They were already half way up it when I arrived, and one of them turned in my direction so I darted to one side, where the pots and pans are displayed. I didn’t think I had been seen, but it had certainly been a close call. Luckily my army training had made me quick witted, so I was able to blend into the background in time.
I picked up a chrome-plated kettle and used it as a mirror to check the coast was clear. Holding it at arm’s length and tilting it around, I was able to gain a good view of the entire escalator from top to bottom. They were snickering to themselves about something, but they didn’t look around again.
When the punks stepped off the escalator on the first floor, I put the kettle carefully back in its proper place on the shelf, and twisted it around so that it matched the exact same profile as all the other kettles around it. Then I took out my hanky and wiped away the greasy fingerprints I had left on it, before I stepped onto the escalator to follow the punks.
Stooping down slightly as I reached the top of the escalator so that I wouldn’t be seen, I stepped off and looked around the upper floor. The punks were loitering around one of the toy aisles, so I made my way casually towards them, deliberately looking up and down the other aisles so that they wouldn’t suspect they were under surveillance. They were obviously up to no good because when they did see me they darted out of sight down one of the parallel rows of aisles.
Quickening my step, and cursing that Irish bastard and his bomb, I limped towards the end of the aisle in which I had seen the punks last. I paused before entering the aisle, and listened for any sounds that might give away the punks’ location. I couldn’t hear anything, so I risked a quick reconnoitre by stepping briskly to the next aisle and relying on my excellent peripheral vision.
The punks were at the opposite end of the shop, and as I walked past I saw them move into the next aisle, in the opposite direction that I was travelling in. I decided stealth was my best option if I was going to catch these two at whatever it was they were up to. I entered the aisle I had last seen them in, and stopped in the middle, listening for any sounds. I carefully parted some boxes containing Barbie doll furniture, and peered through the small gap I had created between them.
The punks were standing in front of the Action Man range, sniggering to themselves. I couldn’t see what they were doing, they had their backs to me and were standing too close together for me to see, but whatever they were doing it was sure to be something illegal.
I watched them for a minute or so, and then decided I had better investigate before things went too far. They were acting suspiciously, so I was perfectly within my rights to apprehend them so that they could be searched for stolen property. And if I got a bit rough with them I could always say I had to defend myself. The way these scruffy bastards were dressed, one look at them would satisfy the police who the real aggressors were. In fact they probably had a criminal record a mile long anyway, so they would certainly be known to the police.
My legal requirements satisfied, I saw no more need for stealth so I slid the Barbie boxes back into their correct place and made my way to the end of the aisle. When I got there, the punks were gone. I limped to the end of the aisle and looked down the adjacent aisles, but they were nowhere to be seen.
I was about to give up and go and inspect the Action Man toys for any damage the punks may have caused, when I heard a faint cough behind me. I spun around to face the direction of the cough, and there they were at the opposite end of the aisle I was looking into. Staring at me with stupid grins on their faces.
“Oi you two, come here,” I shouted, taking a step towards them. But the two punks ignored my direct order, and ran towards the first floor exit. I gave chase. If they got out into the rest of the shopping centre, or even worse, into one of the other shops, I would lose them. But the best I could manage was a brisk limping walk, and they were running at full pelt the way that criminals do when they know they’ve been rumbled, so I knew my chances of catching them were somewhat remote.
But wait, there they were standing in the doorway as if they hadn’t done anything wrong. I still had a chance of catching them and bringing them to justice. I thought about shouting out to them, ordering them to stay there. But they had already proved they were incapable of following simple orders. I reverted back to stealth mode and crept towards them, hugging the wall as much as possible to remain out of sight until I was ready to pounce.
I got within fifteen feet of them before I saw their reflections in the glass door. They were staring straight at me, a stupid grin on their ugly faces. I realised my mistake long before they turned around and waved at me before darting out of the exit, and I cursed my stupidity. I should have circled around the shop and taken them from a different angle. I strode to the door, hoping I might still be able to apprehend them, but they were already gone by the time I got there.
I hid behind a large cardboard cutout of ET the Extra Terrestrial for a few minutes in case they came back. They didn’t. No doubt they would already be half way to the second hand shop selling whatever it was they had stolen so that they could buy drugs.
With a sigh, I decided to resume my normal duties. I wondered if the old woman downstairs had paid for her sweets, but realised there would be nothing I could do now if she hadn’t. Maybe I should have told Sam about her so that he could observe the woman while I was busy watching the punks. Too late now.
I remembered the punks had been doing something suspicious near the Action Man range, so I decided I had better investigate that. I would know instantly if there was any missing because I know that range very well. If only my wife had had a boy instead of a girl, then I would have been able to use them to teach him what army life was all about. Stupid woman couldn’t even do that right.
When I reached the Action Man display I was appalled by what I saw. Two of them had been stripped of their green camouflage uniforms and posed in a disgusting sexual way, one bent over and the other standing behind it with its pelvis thrust forward and its hands hooked around the other’s waist. Several other soldiers had been arranged around them in a rough semi-circle, their right arms raised in a Nazi salute.
Anger flared through me, and I exhaled loudly through my nose. Don’t they know that these people gave up their lives so that this country can be free? If my father had been alive to see this! I was so angry I shook with rage as I reached out to the two soldiers who had been so vilely defiled and degraded.
“Don’t worry, they will pay for this,” I promised as I parted the two soldiers and held them gently to my chest. I looked around for their clothes, found them discarded on a lower shelf, and gave them back their dignity. Standing them to attention in their correct location on the shelf, I turned my attention to the rest of their squad. I lowered their arms, straightened out any crumples in their uniforms, and arranged them in a straight line with the others. I gave them a quick salute, pivoted ninety degrees on one leg to do a smart right turn, and marched towards the escalator with my head held high.
Time to retake my optimal surveillance position near the entrance door, where Barbara can see how vital my role is to the security of Woolworths. I may have lost one small battle, but I will certainly win the war.



 
 
 
 
A Very Stabby Christmas



Christmas Eve in the Black Bull is fucking mental, yeah? It’s like every fucker in town has decided to go out for the night and chosen the scummiest backstreet pub they can find to get pissed up in. The place is absolutely fucking heaving, standing room only. Just as well me and Dave got here early and bagged ourselves some seats in the corner, otherwise we’d be squashed up among them. We’ve got our feet up on some chairs opposite our table so we can save them for when Shaz and Dave’s mates get here. We get a few funny looks from people standing nearby, but nobody says anything. They might be pissed up, but they’re not fucking daft, yeah?
Dave’s got his arms stretched out either side of him, resting on the back of the padded bench, tapping his fingers to the blaring Christmas music playing. It’s not a band I’ve ever heard before, but they seem okay. They’re a bit like the shouty skinhead bands Dave likes, except it’s a bird singing and she’s going on about snowmen and bollocks like that instead of kicking someone’s head in at a football match. I’ve heard some of the songs before, I think they were originally done by dead people from the olden days, yeah? A few people nearby are shouting along in that tuneless way drunks do, waving their pints around and spilling half the contents down their reindeer jumpers. Me, I’m not at that stage yet, I’ve only had three pints of Guinness the whole fucking night, so I just wiggle my feet on the chair in time to the music.
“Who’s this then?” I yell at Dave between songs.
“Vice Squad,” he yells back. “They’re an old punk band, my dad used to like them. It was him who got me into Oi when I were a kid.”
“Yeah? So did they just do Christmas songs then?”
“Nah, they did all sorts. I’ll download you a few mp3s, if you like them I’ll get you everything else they did.”
Dave’s like that, he can get anything you want for free off his computer. Films, music, games for your phone, whatever you want. Fuck knows how he does it, I’ve never really been that interested in computers. We had them at school, but I could never get the hang of them. I bet Dave was some sort of fucking whizz-kid with them.
“Fucking Shaz is taking her time getting here,” I yell, looking at the clock on my phone.
Dave shrugs and leans forward to pick up his lager. I put my phone away and shuffle myself upright on the bench, drop my feet to the floor. Some chancer standing nearby eyes up the vacant stool, so I glare at him to make sure he doesn’t get any ideas about pinching it. He looks away, suitably traumatised, and I nod to myself in satisfaction.
“I’m going for a piss,” I yell in Dave’s ear. “Make sure no cunt pinches my seat.”
Dave nods and raises a thumb, smiles at me in that lopsided way of his, then feels my arse as I climb over his legs. There’s a brick wall of drunken people between me and the bogs, and it takes fucking ages to shove my way through them, so I’m nearly pissing myself by the time I get there. Luckily there’s a spare cubicle so I dive into it and drop my knickers, then plonk my arse on the seat just in time. I kick the door closed with my foot and take out my phone, then turn on the camera and check my face. The bruises from my last fight are healing up quite well, so I should be good as new in a few more weeks. I switch off the camera and phone Shaz, ask her where the fuck she is. I can hear drunken singing in the background, so it’s obvious she’s not on her way here like she says she is. I tell her to fucking hurry up then, and put the phone away.
Back in the bar, this bloke in a Santa hat with a sprig of mistletoe sticking out of it stretches out his arms at me. “Bleuraaaaargh!” he says, or something like that, and lurches toward me for a Christmas kiss. I smile and duck under his arms, then skirt round him while he staggers forward into the space I just left. He spins round, looking confused. “Iss fuckern Crissmess, hen,” he says, pointing at the mistletoe. “Iss the fuckern law.” I give him two fingers and another smile, then fight my way back to Dave.
“About fucking time,” Dave says. “I thought you’d fucked off or something.”
“Nah,” I say, and bend down to give him a quick snog. He tastes of cheese and onion crisps, and it makes me feel a bit hungry. I break away and sit down, then drain the rest of my Guinness. “You getting the drinks in then, or what?”
“Fucking hell Abby, I got the last round in.”
“Yeah well, that makes you more experienced then doesn’t it? Besides, it’s what a fucking gentleman would do, isn’t it?”
He grins at me and raises his eyebrows. “What, you think I’m a gentleman then?”
“Meh!” I say with a shrug, and he shuffles away into the crowd.
I suppose he is really, despite his rough as fuck outward appearance. Not in the traditional sense, like some fucking toff in a suit and tie or whatever, but he’s definitely a gentle man. With me, anyway. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a fighter just like me, not some sort of fucking flower-loving softy. But he has his gentle side too, yeah? And he’s not bothered if other blokes see it either. Most blokes I’ve been with act all macho when their mates are around, and treat me like some sort of fucking tart. Dave’s not like that, he’s different. I can’t really explain it properly, it’s just the way he is I guess.
I look up when I hear someone yelling my name. It’s Shaz, standing by the door with Steve and Josh either side of her, holding her up with her arms draped over their shoulders. They’re her boyfriends, yeah? Typical fucking Shaz, she has to go one better than me and have two of them. They’re also Dave’s mates, and they’re both skinheads, just like him. Fuck knows what they get up to together, whether they take turns to fuck her or just take an end each or whatever, but they seem happy enough with the arrangement.
Shaz looks well and truly pissed up the way she staggers toward me, all three of them lurching to one side and bumping into people, spilling their drinks. Someone spins round yelling at them, then goes all shy and quiet when the two skinheads glare at him. They seem to have that effect on people, I don’t know why. It’s the same with Dave, I think it might be the clothes they wear or something. It’s like people are afraid of them, yeah? But that’s just fucking daft, they’re just normal blokes. If you don’t mess with them, they won’t mess with you. Still, it seems to work to their advantage too, because people just clear a space for them when they see them coming. Like fucking what’s-his-name from The Bible, the geezer who split the sea in half so his mates could walk through it.
Steve and Josh lower Shaz onto the bench next to me, then sit down on the two stools we saved for them. Shaz slumps against me. “Merry fucking humbug Abby,” she says, breathing Pernod fumes in my face. “And a happy new whatsit, yeah?” She puts a hand over one eye and peers across the table at Josh. “Get the fucking drinks in, then. What you waiting for, a fucking message from the queen or something?”
Josh stands up and stretches out his braces. I notice he’s got a twig of mistletoe sticking out of his crotch. Classy. I bet the bloke at the toilets wishes he’d thought of that.
Steve clasps his hands behind his head and grins at me. “All right, Abby?” he says. “How’s the cage fighting going?”
“Yeah, not too bad,” I say. “It pays the fucking bills anyway.”
Which is true. Since I lost my job the fights have been my only means of income, yeah? Well except for the little bit extra I make with Shaz now and again, when the opportunity arises. But I haven’t told Dave about that yet. Not because I don’t think he would approve, he’d probably think it was funny as fuck. I just haven’t got round to telling him yet.
“Steve, you cunt,” Dave says when he gets back with a tray of drinks. He puts them down on the table one at a time, then slurps up the spillages from the tray. He’s got three pints of Guinness for me, and four pints of lager for himself. He swears at Steve when he grabs one, but doesn’t object when he takes a swig.
“What’s all these for?” I ask, picking up one of the pints of Guinness.
“Thought it’d save time going to the bar later.”
Good thinking. You see he’s not just gentle, my Dave, he’s fucking clever too. How lucky am I to have a bloke like that?
* * *
At chucking out time the streets are packed with people full of Christmas spirits, Christmas lager, Christmas whatever-gets-you-hammered. A gang of howling banshees stagger toward us in skimpy low-cut tops and mini-skirts, their high heels clattering on the vomit-soaked pavement. One points at Josh’s mistletoe and laughs, then gets down on her knees and slobbers over his crotch while he just stands there grinning down at her. I clench my fists and look at Shaz, sure she’ll want to steam in and batter the tart for messing with one of her boyfriends, and ready to help out if the others decide to join in. But Shaz is busy leaning over and puking into the gutter, and doesn’t notice the assault on Josh’s chastity. Steve is stood behind her, holding her hair out of the way so it doesn’t get splattered with spew. Which is kind of a sweet thing to do, yeah? The sort of thing Dave would do for me if I had long hair like Shaz.
The banshees shuffle on, laughing and screeching at each other. A police car drives by slowly, and they all pull up their tops and wobble their tits at it. I can see the coppers inside smirking through the windscreen as they approach us. Dave glares at them as the car passes, then hacks up and spits into the road after it. Shaz straightens up, a line of bile dribbling down her chin. She wipes it away with the back of her hand and smiles at me.
“I fucking needed that,” she says, while Steve gropes her tits from behind. She spins in his arms and grabs his arse, clamps her mouth onto his.
“Oi, what about me?” Josh asks.
Steve and Shaz break apart slightly to make room for him, and he buries his face in Shaz’s tits, squashed between them as Steve and Shaz go back to sucking each other’s mouths. I shake my head and sigh. Dave looks at me and shrugs, then moves toward me for a smooch of his own. I back up into a shop doorway, pulling Dave by his braces, so we won’t get jostled by passing drunks. It stinks of piss and vomit, as I expected, but at least it’s a bit more private. I’ve certainly been fingered in places a lot less romantic than this.
It’s not long before we get interrupted by people shouting insults out in the street – fucking cunt, you wanker, come on then you bastards, things like that. At first we ignore it, it’s not as if it’s something unusual. People slagging each other off is just one of the Christmas traditions, yeah? Like decorating trees with tinsel and giving people you don’t like crappy presents. But then the insults get a bit more personal and we realise who they are aimed at.
“You fucking baldy-headed cunts, call yourselves the fucking master race?”
Dave pulls his hand out of my knickers and spins round, steps out of the shop doorway with his fists clenched. “Fucking hell, another of the Nazi cunts,” someone yells. “Let’s fucking do the bastards.” I rearrange my clothing and join Dave out on the pavement.
There’s a bunch of middle-aged blokes waddling toward us in Santa hats, all beer guts and bravado. There’s seven of them, and they’re all driving fat fists into fat palms and grinning at each other like obese giant dwarfs who’ve just gang-banged Snow White. I catch Shaz’s eye and smile. She smiles back and cracks her knuckles, first one hand, then the other. Dave, Steve and Josh line up before us like guardians protecting their princesses from an onslaught of barbarians. The Santas stop in the middle of the road and start up with their taunts again.
“Come on then, let’s fucking have it,” one says, beckoning with his fingers.
“We’re going to fuck you up, real bad,” another says, “just like we did with Hitler.”
“Yeah,” a third says, nodding his head so vigorously the white bobble on the end of his Santa hat smacks him in the face.
Dave, Steve and Josh just stand there looking at them, fists clenched, waiting for them to make a move. Shaz sighs. “For fuck’s sake,” she says, “what is this, a fucking internet flame war or something? Just get on with it, you fat bastards, or fuck off out of it.”
“You fucking slag,” one of the Santas yells, and rushes forward.
Steve and Josh both run forward to meet him. Josh gets there first and his fist disappears into Santa’s blubbery stomach. Santa crumbles to his knees with an oof and Steve boots him in the face and sends him sprawling onto his back. The other Santas all roar and make a beeline for Josh, he being the shortest of the three skinheads they want to fuck up, and therefore the easiest-looking target. Dave wades in and kicks one up the arse, then spins round and smacks another in the mouth just as he’s raising a fist to him.
Two Santas have got Josh held between them while a third sneers into his face, yelling something about Germany losing two world wars and one world cup. Fuck knows what that’s got to do with anything, but Dave and Steve are both too busy with their own fights to see what’s happening with Josh. Time to get out the big guns, yeah?
I look for Shaz, but she’s already on her way. She snatches the Santa hats off the two fat blokes holding Josh, then grabs their hair and bangs their heads together. Josh kicks the other Santa in the bollocks mid-rant before he even realises what’s happening. He bends over, clutching himself, and gets a knee in the face. I rush in to help Shaz with the two fat bastards when they turn toward her with their fists raised. Their fists hang there in the air as they stare at her, as if they don’t know what to do with them.
Big fucking mistake, yeah?
I take one out with a quick jab of my fingers into his neck, followed by a punch to the chin that clacks his teeth together and sends blood spurting as he staggers backwards. Shaz knees hers in the bollocks, then drags him face down onto the tarmac by his hair. She kneels down on his back, then frisks his pockets and pulls out a wallet. He groans, so she punches him in the ear a few times until he shuts up, then stuffs his empty wallet into his mouth. She grins at me and waves a wad of cash, then gives me half and pockets the rest.
I look at Dave as I put the money away, inexplicably worried he might have seen what we just did. I’m not ashamed of it, it’s just what we do now and again to make a bit of extra cash, yeah? But like I said, I haven’t got round to telling him yet and I don’t want him to find out this way. I needn’t have worried though, Dave’s too busy sticking the boot into one of the Santas rolling around in the road to notice what we’re up to. I look around to see what the other Santas are doing, but they all seem to have legged it, so I wander over to Dave.
“You okay?” Dave asks when he sees me. He stops kicking the Santa and walks over to me, a concerned look on his face.
I shrug. “Yeah, why?”
“Sorry you had to see that.”
“Don’t be fucking daft. You were defending me and Shaz’s honour, that’s all. It’s made me horny as fuck.”
Dave grins. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. Now come on, before the fucking coppers get here. I don’t want to spend Christmas in a fucking cell.”
* * *
I lean over the edge of the multi-story car park wall and look down at the town centre below. There’s fights all over the place as festivities continue without us, police and ambulance sirens wailing as they rush to each fresh incident. Coppers bash heads open while paramedics stitch them back together again and send them on to their next battle. So this is Christmas, yeah? That most fucking magical time of the year. Peace and good will to all men, except for whoever gets in your fucking way.
I snuggle up to Dave’s chest, because it’s fucking freezing up here. He puts his arm around me and draws me close, I listen to his heart beating and wonder when he’s going to make his move. I hope he doesn’t expect me to strip off up here, I don’t think I’d be able to stop my teeth from chattering if he does. Shaz is already moaning away somewhere to my left, on her hands and knees with her arse in the air. You’d think Dave would have taken the hint by now, but he seems happy enough just watching the fights down below.
A church bell somewhere starts ringing, calling people in for midnight mass. I wonder if they have many fights in churches these days. If anyone even still goes to church. I haven’t been since I was about five years old, and even then I thought it was boring as fuck.
“Happy birthday Jesus, you fucking hippy bastard!” Dave shouts. His voice echoes off nearby tower blocks.
The fighting in the town centre seems to stop all at once, as if someone’s thrown a switch or something. Then there’s sporadic drunken outbursts of that fucking Slade song coming from all directions. So here it is, merry fucking Christmas, yeah? Dave shrugs his arm off my shoulder and walks away a few steps. I get this rage of jealousy when I think he might be ogling Shaz’s arse, or getting ideas about joining in with Steve and Josh. I don’t know why, it just comes over me sometimes. I know it doesn’t make any sense, but that’s the way it is, yeah? But he’s not even looking in their direction, he’s facing the other way, fiddling with his jeans. Probably going to have a piss or something, and he’s too shy to do it with me watching.
“You ready for your present yet?” he says, and spins round with his arms stretched out like Jesus on his stick. He’s got his cock out, pointing it at me. But that’s not what makes me smile. He’s got a bit of ribbon tied round the middle of it, in a neat bow. Fuck knows where that’s come from or where he learnt how to tie bows like that.
“Yeah,” I say, and walk over to meet him. I kneel down and unwrap my present, give it a bit of a squeeze. “But this had better not be the only thing you’ve got me for Christmas or you’re in some serious fucking shit.”
Happy fucking Christmas, yeah?
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When civilisation comes to an end, the Warhogs motorcycle gang are too busy partying to notice. But after their weekend of drink and drugs fuelled debauchery is over they find themselves in a world gone mad. Never having had anything but contempt for the law in their previous life, they embrace their new situation and are ready to take full advantage of it. Holing up in a fenced off industrial estate near Shefferham, it’s not long before they turn their thoughts to the nearby Meadowside shopping centre and all the treasure it contains – enough food and consumer goods for them to live in complete luxury for the rest of their lives. But with five men and only one woman between them, there are more pressing needs to sort out first.
 
 
 Meadowside 
 
 Nobody knows where they have come from. The police are powerless to stop them. Everyone trapped inside the Meadowside shopping centre is on their own, with no hope of rescue. With the whole of Yorkshire under attack, they are the lucky ones. Kylie and her friends from the council estate are shoplifting in Sportswear Direct when Meadowside is invaded by thousands of crazed killers with a taste for human flesh. Fighting to survive, she must choose who is most likely to be able to save her — an off duty policewoman, an aging skinhead in his sixties, or a psychotic football hooligan with a chainsaw. 
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