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About this book

––––––––

Ray Spalding’s had enough of his wife, Paula. He’s left his home in Edinburgh’s Southside and headed for Belfast. It’s safer there.

Unknown to Ray, Paula’s also had enough of him. She’s not going back home. Not now, not ever.

Jesse Spalding wakes up one morning to find both his parents gone. And he can’t tell anyone or he’ll be taken into care.

As time passes and bills need paying, all Jesse can rely on are his wits, his friend Archie and his dad’s 1950s record collection.

Southsiders is a powerful short novel that follows the spiralling fortunes of Ray and Jesse, pushing father and son to their limits while they struggle against the odds in the darker shadows of two of Britain’s capital cities.


Blue Christmas

––––––––

When the bell at Preston Street Primary rang to signal the end of the day, Jesse Garon Spalding felt his heart sink and his stomach rise to meet it, as if his organs had detached themselves and were drawn to each other. When they collided, they gave off some kind of pulse of discomfort that sped around his body and left him feeling completely miserable.

His friends and his enemies ran out of the doors as soon as Mr Clegg let them loose.

Jesse watched them all disappear around the corner while he zipped up his coat and pulled his hat down over his ears.

“What’s the matter, lad?” Mr Clegg asked, clearly eager to get shot of his charges and get home before the rush-hour traffic. “Have you no home to go to?”

The question was so close to the bone that Jesse winced, feeling his groin tighten. He tried to smile, picked up his bag and shuffled out into the cold air. “Night, Mr Clegg.”

“Goodnight.”

The truth was he didn’t know if he had a home. He had a building. A flat on West Nicholson Street in the new block owned by the housing association. But a home was different. The vicar had said so when he came to do an assembly a few weeks back. A home was where you felt warm and safe and special. It was your castle. The place where you were looked after. A set of walls that helped to protect your family. None of that seemed like Jesse’s place.

The weather announced the winter. Jesse’s cheeks flushed in the chill of the wind and black clouds were closing in on the city so that it was much darker than it should have been at half-past three. He blew on his hands and shoved them inside his gloves. He thought about going back to the flat, but the shadows of the night before were still lurking. It had been worse than usual, the way his parents had been fighting. There’d been swearing and shouting just like normal, but there was also crashing and smashing and the slamming of doors. There was food all over the floor in the kitchen when Jesse had gone down to get breakfast, and there was blood. Blood on the wall and on the doors and splattered around the bathroom sink in such a way that meant Jesse hadn’t felt like cleaning his teeth. He didn’t want to know whose blood it was, just wanted to ignore it. Wanted to get back to find that everything was clean and straightened out and back to being its usual untidy self.

He hadn’t thought about what he was going to do, but when he arrived at the concrete steps of the Commonwealth Pool, he realised where he was heading. Looking up, he saw the top of Arthur’s Seat, just visible against the angry sky with none of the usual tourist figures to be seen. It was where he wanted to be. Where he’d feel safest of all.

All the way up, he sang to himself. ‘Bee-Bop-A-Lula’ by Gene Vincent And His Blue Caps, recorded back in 1956. The tune kept Jesse’s spirits up and his mind off the situation. The song had such a strong beat that it fitted the walk perfectly. He tried to imitate Vincent’s sweet tone as he went, the high pitch being a pretty easy reach for a boy of Jesse’s age.

By the time he got to the top, the darkness had set in. Down below, the lights glowed brightly. He could see the block where he lived, the madness of the parliament building and the huge dome of the Dynamic Earth. It looked Christmassy, his city, with its sparkling street lamps creating a halo above it. He thought about his own Christmas. What it might bring. Hoped it would be better than last year. If he’d believed in Santa, he’d have asked for his mum to stay sober and his dad to stay in. He whispered a little message into the night sky, just in case there might be someone there to hear him, and then set off on his descent.

When he got back, he pressed the buzzer for number 11 and held his breath. He’d know as soon as he heard the voice on the other end just what he was going to have to face. Only the voice didn’t come. The silence was worse than the rage he’d expected.

He pressed again, this time leaving his finger down hard for a count of five.

Again, there was no reply.

Jesse took off his glove and dug into his coat pocket until he found the key he was looking for. It was attached to the lining of the pocket by a string of elastic that he stretched until it reached the lock. He gave it a turn, pushed the door open and let the key ping back into its home.

He took the first flight and the second and slowed down for the third, counting each of the steps as he went. At the door to his flat, he stood and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, tried to find some courage from somewhere and knocked.

When no one answered, Jesse felt his body soften, like it had been frozen for a while and was beginning to thaw.

He fumbled round in his other pocket for his other key, stretched out the elastic and opened the door a little way. There were no lights on and there was no music playing. Jesse pushed it all the way and went in.

He put his gloves and hat onto the peg inside the door, slipped out of his coat and hung it up. Took off his shoes and placed them neatly on the rack. He switched on the light and held up his arms while he cheered and punched the air.

His delight at being alone didn’t last long. He could see into the kitchen, the bowl of chilli still upturned on the table, the eruption of rice and beans all over the table and the floor. The salt pot was still smashed on the chair and there was still cutlery strewn about the place.

Jesse went over to the chair. He took a pinch of salt in his right hand and threw it over his left shoulder, then picked up a pinch in his left hand and threw it over his right. Hedging his bets as usual.

As he sat down on the other chair, he noticed something on the fridge that he hadn’t seen in the morning. It was a note stuck there underneath a Celtic FC magnet. He got up, moved the magnet and read.

“Jesse. You know I love you, don’t you? But you know I can’t stay any longer. I just can’t. I’m heading over to Ireland to stay with Uncle Cliff for a while. He says he can get me a job in Belfast if I want it and I guess it’s about time I earned my crust again. If it works out, I’ll be away for a couple of months. I’ll treat you to a chippy when I get back. Don’t be cross with me, son. And look after your mum. She’s a good woman deep down, if you can reach that far inside. And even if she has a funny way of showing it, she loves you too. Tell her I’ll not be home for tea. Or breakfast. I’ll give you a call soon as I’m there and don’t worry – I’ll definitely get you something to open on Christmas Day. Missing you already. Dad.”

Jesus.

He felt as winded as he did when his mother punched him in the stomach. He never knew exactly what he’d done to deserve it, but he always retraced his steps to try and work it out and did his damnedest not to do it again.

It took a moment for him to regain his breath. He leant on the kitchen chair to keep himself still. This couldn’t be happening.

When his body was refreshed by a new supply of oxygen, he got straight onto the phone. Hit the numbers hard and fast.

There were three rings before the message service clicked in. “Helloooooo Baby. Sorry I’m busy just now. Leave a number and I’ll get right back.” Jesse didn’t bother waiting for the beep and disconnected.

Something wasn’t right. His dad never switched his phone off. Panic fluttered around in Jesse’s chest.

The thought of living alone with his mum scared the life out of him. Without Dad around, there’d be no one to stick up for him. No one to get in the way of her fists. The inside of Jesse’s head swirled like water going down a plug-hole, and the spinning made him feel sick. He rubbed his temples to settle things down, ran the steps it took to get into his room and dived under the duvet on his bed.


The First Cut Is The Deepest

––––––––

It was after nine when he woke up.

The silence was eerie. The TV wasn’t on, Dad didn’t have his records playing and nobody was fighting.

Jesse got up and went into the kitchen.

First thing he did was clean up.

He was so hungry he considered collecting the chilli and heating it up in the microwave, but finding a hair in the middle of it put paid to that idea.

He put on his rubber gloves, fished out a cloth from the greasy soup of water in the washing-up bowl and gave everything a wipe-down. Once he’d done the kitchen, he sorted out the blood in the bathroom and on the kitchen walls and doors.

Soon as things were half straight, he went over to the record player in his dad’s room. On the turntable was an original copy of Buddy Holly’s album That’ll Be The Day, mint condition, which saved him looking for anything else. He lifted the record player’s arm and eased it gently onto the vinyl. There was a low crackle, followed by the sounds of Jesse’s heaven.

Funny, the way music always made Jesse feel better. The guitar made the fibres in his body twitch and jump so that he felt alive. Alive and hungry.

In the kitchen cupboards, he rooted around until he found what he wanted. A tin of spaghetti hoops and a Pot Noodle.

He put the kettle on to boil, switched on the computer and stuck the spaghetti into a bowl and then into the microwave. It was all like a wonderfully choreographed sequence that he acted out to perfection. The toaster down, the spaghetti out, the Pot Noodle filled, the internet accessed, the toast buttered, the dish served, the laptop ready for him when he sat down to eat.

He checked out his games page to see who was online and found there wasn’t anyone he wanted to hang out with.

As he wolfed down the hoops, he went over to the computer and signed in to his inbox. There was the usual spam, a link from Alfie to the new one from Annoying Orange on YouTube and one from his mum. His mum had never sent him an email before and Jesse felt uneasy seeing it there. It just didn’t feel right. Jesse couldn’t face opening the message straight away and allowed himself to be distracted by his lunch.

He finished his spaghetti, pushed the plate to one side and grabbed a forkful of Beef and Tomato noodles. Whoever invented these things was a genius. Right up there behind Elvis and Little Richard. Any food that could be made without doing any chopping or real cooking was something to celebrate and Jesse made sure he appreciated every mouthful out of respect.

When the pot was empty, he thought about the email again.

Even though he’d just filled his belly, there was an empty feeling inside where the bulge should have been. Maybe he just needed a pudding.

From the freezer he took a Twister, unwrapped it and bit into it. His tongue zinged with the sharpness of the flavour and his teeth hurt from the cold. He felt the icy lump sink into his tummy, but it did nothing to fill the space.

Reading the message from his mum was the only thing that might settle him, he knew that, but when he opened the laptop again, he avoided his inbox and went to playing Candy Crush. It was his favourite, the battling with the confectionary and the adrenaline rush that came from being completely overwhelmed. It was awesome. Only this time he couldn’t focus and closed it down before he’d completed the first level.

The message was still there when he went back to check. He clicked on it and watched it open before him.

“Jesse Garon. You know how hard I’ve tried with your father. And to be a good mum and everything. Well he’d try the patience of a saint and I can’t do it anymore. You’ll have to put up with him by yourself. I’m leaving and I’m never coming back. Maybe when things settle down we can meet up. Play some games down at the arcade or grab a game of pool. Look after your father LOL – he needs all the help he can get. And if he asks, tell him he’s a hole and I hate him and if I see him I’ll punch his lights out. Take care of yourself. Bye.”

Jesse read the message again, just to check it was all real. That it really said what he thought. And it did.

His knees buckled. He fell to his haunches and bobbed up and down, holding his hands against his forehead. Tears poured from his eyes. Sobs spluttered from his mouth with snot and spit spraying the lino. He pictured her, a suitcase in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other, closing the door behind her and not even having the guts to say goodbye. She might have been a violent drunk and a miserable old cow, but she was his mum.

The Pot Noodle and the spaghetti seemed to have some kind of chemical reaction in Jesse’s stomach. They fizzed and expanded until they filled the space and needed to find a way out. Jesse ran to the toilet and let an orange swamp pour from his mouth into the bowl. The food still tasted of tomato sauce and ketchup, only it looked completely different to when he’d eaten it.

Once the cramps in his belly stopped, he flushed the toilet and used his fingers to wipe away the bits that hadn’t been cleared in the flow.

At the sink, he splashed water onto his face and rinsed out his mouth. He cleaned his teeth, dried his eyes and stared into the mirror.

His quiff had slumped onto his forehead as if someone had shot it. He opened the tin of his dad’s gel, dipped his fingers in to dig out a good blob of grease and rubbed it into his hair. With a comb and loving care, he resurrected things so he looked just like Presley in King Creole. He was too young to be able to smoulder like the King, but people said he’d grow into it. Dad, especially.

With his hair back to normal and the tears gone from his eyes, Jesse went back to the record player and looked for something that might fit the mood.

He chose “Old Shep”, 1956. Originally recorded by Arthur Willis and Red Foley.

Elvis’s voice settled Jesse down. He decided that not even his mother could be so heartless as to run away just like that. She must have left something for him. He dashed out of the kitchen and into his room. He looked around, the place immaculate and tidy as always. There was nothing under his pillow or on the duvet or on the bedside table his dad had picked up from a skip during the summer. He went through the pile of library books his mother was so scathing about him reading and checked the top of his drawers. Nothing there either.

It was for real. She’d gone without a word. Just a ‘look after your father,’ and nothing more. Well, good bloody riddance.

His life was a disaster. He’d become as good as an orphan at the age of twelve. It was nuts.

In the song, Old Shep went to the place where the good doggies go and the record ended.

Jesse fell onto his bed. Buried his face in the pillow and plunged his fingers into his ears to keep the silence out.


All Shook Up

––––––––

The folk on the bus took nervous glances at Ray Spalding as he gazed out of the window into the darkness. The collar of his leather jacket was turned up to keep him warm and the bruises on his face spoke of trouble.

In the old days, this had been the route he’d taken to the factory, shifting huge boxes of oatcakes on his forklift from the factory floor into containers that would be driven off and shipped around the world. The pay had been shocking, but the crack was good and he regretted the day he turned up drunk, spilled a load and lost the only real job he’d ever had.

At the roundabout he took a look down Pfeffermill to see if he there was anyone he recognised on the street. It was too early for much action and anyone out there looked more like black shapes than old buddies.

The bus turned down the Old Dalkeith Road and Ray gave up on the view. It didn’t feel right, leaving his stomping ground. His hands started to shake as he left his territory to enter the back of beyond. He pulled at his ear and felt the sting as the gash opened up again. Fingered his cheek and found it to be too tender to press. Dropped his hands under his seat to make sure his bags were still there.

At Little France, he pushed the stop button and stood up. He climbed down the stairs, thanked the driver and headed towards the hospital doors.

*

They kept him waiting for a couple of hours, no doubt because the accident had happened the night before and because he was only walking wounded. It had given him far too much time to think. To panic about taking a plane and to worry about missing the damned thing.

Maybe he’d been a little sudden in his decision to leave. Sure, he’d thought about it often enough, but carrying it out wasn’t like he’d imagined. He’d not accounted for the loneliness or the vulnerability of having no one there to protect him from the world. He’d not considered the guilt which was now eating away at his insides. Nor had he expected the panic that came every time he imagined Paula roaming the streets out on the pull, taking some young buck home for a quickie while Jesse dug his fingers into his ears at the other side of the wall trying to block out the sound.

He could stop all of that. Make everything all right again by going back. Except Paula had gone too far this time. Said and done things that could never be put right. She’d already smashed his nose, so slashing at him with the tin-opener was completely unnecessary. And laughing while she did it was just sick.

Everything was broken now. After years of limping along, they’d finally reached the end of the road.

“You can put the case down, Mr Spalding.” The doctor had her hand on his shoulder. Her touch was soft and her voice gentle but firm. He realised he was clutching the bag to his chest. It’s the way he needed it to be. “I could put it next to the other one if you’d like?”

He shook his head. Squeezed his arms more tightly around the case and stared into nothing. He should have taken the case down to storage before going to the hospital, course he should, but he hadn’t been thinking clearly and he’d just have to get down to Granton once he’d got this over with.

“You’ve certainly been in the wars.” She didn’t know the half of it. “Can you tell me what happened?”

Paula happened.

He’d first seen her fifteen years ago when he popped into the diner at the Hemsby rock’n’roll weekender. Her hair shone black and her skirt swished and swirled as some old-timer in full Edwardian garb had flung her up and down and in and out in time to the music. They’d looked good together, like they’d been working their routine for years. When the music stopped and Paula was adjusting the white flower in her hair, the old guy slipped his arm from round her waist and gave her arse a squeeze. Bad move. She grabbed his wrist and twisted it over until it looked like it was about to snap. Ray hadn’t heard whatever it was she snarled at the guy, but it seemed to work. He skulked off and fell into a seat where he patted his face down with a handkerchief, looking as if he was about to conk out on the spot. Paula carried on with the flower as if nothing had happened. Made sure it was where she wanted it and stepped over to Ray, grabbing his hand and pulling him over into the middle of the dance floor as the saxophone announced the next number on the jukebox. Their first number. “The Girl Can’t Help It”. Little Richard sang like a wild man. Told Ray that “she was born to please”. The liar.

“I took a beating,” he told the doctor.

“Were the police informed?”

“No.” Taking a beating from a woman wasn’t something any man wanted to admit to, especially not to the police.

The doctor pulled at his ear. The pain was sharp and hot. It quietened the turbulence inside him. “Your cartilage has been sliced. The lobe too. Luckily it’s a clean cut. We’ll have no problems sorting that out for you. You’ll be left with a scar, I’m afraid. But not a big one, if I get it right. It’ll be glued up in no time, then I’ll let the police know and you can tell them all about it. OK?”

It wasn’t. He had a bag to deal with and a plane to catch. Wasn’t going to be hanging around to talk to anyone. Especially not anyone of the uniformed variety.


Eight Miles High

––––––––

The plane to Belfast was only half full.

Ray had a window seat and no one had sat next to him, probably put off by the stupid gauze bandage he was wearing around his head and the bruises that decorated his face.

He’d never flown before. Hated the idea of being in the air with nothing to keep him there but forces he didn’t understand. His palms were itching and the core of his body was trembling like he’d just swallowed a nervous kitten.

He fingered the key that he now wore around his neck on the thick, gold Prince Of Wales chain that was also home to his crucifix. The padlock for the storage locker down in Granton had cost him a tenner and the rental was fifty quid for three months. It made him feel easier knowing that he’d have to come back in the spring, but paying out that amount of cash before even leaving the country had him worried about his finances.

In the aisle before him, a flight attendant was taking the passengers through the safety procedures. He turned his mobile off as instructed and then paid attention. She was tall and well put together, her uniformed blouse showing off plenty of curves beneath. Ray tried not to let her breasts distract him and to give the instructions his full attention while she worked. She lifted her arms and bent her wrists to indicate the emergency exits. Just the fact that a plane needed such things had Ray’s eyes filling with moisture, enough to blur his vision until he rubbed them dry. She put on her lifejacket, told them not to inflate until they were in the water. Showed them the whistle they’d need if they were stuck out there bobbing along in the Irish Sea. Like a whistle was going to make any difference.

Something shifted in Ray’s mind. The futility of resistance filled all the spaces in there. The plane crashed, they were all screwed. There was no point listening any longer. He let himself concentrate on trying to see through the material of her blouse and to imagine just how beautiful the woman would be if she had all that makeup scraped off her face.

The plane started to move. The cabin crew walked along checking lockers and seatbelts. When the woman he’d been watching came over to him, she stared at him for a moment longer than he’d have liked. Her smile was reassuring. The way her super-thin eyebrow bent as she leaned over to pull at the belt’s strap in order to tighten it made her look sympathetic. It was nice being looked after like that. He hadn’t been looked after for a very long time and here he was getting attention for the second time today.

As she moved on, the lightness of happiness inside Ray disappeared and was replaced by the weight of misery. It was as though there were two holes in his heart. One was Paula-shaped, the other had Jesse’s outline. He pictured Jesse leaving school and wandering home to find him gone. Saw him breaking down into tears and hiding in his bedroom. Wanted to hug him and tell him everything would be all right, but he knew it wouldn’t be.

He realised then what he needed to do. Stop the plane, go back home and take Jesse with him.

His body was pressed back into his seat by the acceleration of the plane along the runway, but it still wasn’t too late. If only he could get to the flight attendants and tell them it was all a big mistake. They could put things right in a moment.

He pulled up the release on his belt and unbuckled himself. As he stood, the plane tilted upwards. He was thrown back into his seat, the side of his head hitting the cushion hard and the pain in his ear shooting to his brain faster than the speed of light.


That’ll Be The Day

––––––––

Archie Stevens was Jesse’s only good friend. Their friendship grew slowly, the boys both being on the fringes of things and eventually finding each other. Archie was huge. The kind of child the government pointed a finger at to warn the population that obesity was on the rampage on Scotland’s streets. He fit the bill perfectly – ate too much, ate all the wrong things, never exercised and was dropped off at school and collected at the end of his day by a 4X4 that would have been more at home on a farm than on the road. Because of his weight, his glands exuded an odour that apparently was similar to a ferret on heat, which meant nobody liked to go near him.

Jesse didn’t mind the smell. They’d been buddies for so long that he only noticed it if they ever had to change next to each other when they were going to gym class.

In an ideal world, Jesse and Archie would have been best pals outside of school as well as in. Unfortunately, living on opposite sides of the economic tracks put paid to that. Things might have been different if Jesse’s parents had stayed sober for his sixth birthday party. Mrs Stevens had caught them having a sneaky fag around the back of the church hall while a roomful of boys ran amok around the room and used the bouncy castle as an excuse to experiment with a range of death-defying dives and jumps. Archie’s mum took Jesse’s mate away without a word of thanks and that had been the end of that.

When Jesse told Archie yesterday about being newly orphaned, Archie pulled a face and then scratched his head. “How the hell are you going to manage? Clegg’s always got his beady eyes on you and the social workers won’t let this one pass.”

Jesse had tried his best to imagine a world without his parents. Once he’d overcome the shock, the idea of living alone didn’t seem so bad. He spent the whole of his first evening giving the kitchen an early spring clean. The cooker and the cupboards hadn’t gleamed like they did now since they’d first moved in. Another week with no one there to trash the place and he’d have the whole flat in the condition of a show home.

The two boys were sitting under the arches where they were usually to be found, enjoying the last of their lunch break.

Archie checked around to make sure no one was paying them any attention and passed over a shoe-box with a piece of string tied around it. “A tin of beans, a pork pie, a bag of macaroni, two packs of salt and vinegar and a Twix. Well, half a Twix to be exact – I got hungry in the car this morning.”

“Thanks,” Jesse said. He knew Archie would come through for him. Which meant there was a chance he might manage the next request. He cleared his throat and went for it. “There’s something else I need. It’s a bigger favour.” He looked at his watch to get a reminder about the date. “It’s the thirteenth today.”

“Unlucky for some.”

“And the rent’s due on the eighteenth.”

Archie closed his eyes, like he knew what was coming.

“I need five hundred and sixteen pounds to take along. Cash.”

When Archie opened his eyes his jaw dropped, like he’d just witnessed a train crash. “Five hundred quid? You’re having me on.”

“You don’t have it, then?”

“No I bloody well don’t.” It was no surprise, but it was still disappointing.

Jesse put the box of food inside his coat and zipped it up as far as it would go. “There’s no way you can get it?”

Archie didn’t answer. His eyebrows twitched as if to signal that there was thinking going on and then he shook his head. “Have you tried emailing your mum like I suggested?”

He’d thought about it and couldn’t. Would rather cut his hair off than get in touch with her ever again. He shook his head to let Archie know that he hadn’t.

Archie pursed his lips and took a new angle. “And your Uncle Cliff? How did that go?”

“He’s not my real uncle and I have no idea what his surname is. Or whereabouts he stays in Belfast.”

There was silence for a moment which was broken by the snap of chocolate as Archie chewed off the end of a Yorkie bar. “You could mug a granny,” Archie joked.

Jesse didn’t laugh. It wasn’t such a bad idea. He could probably manage purse snatching or smash and grab. Nobody would be able to blame him for turning to crime. It was just the way it was. He’d spend the afternoon making a plan while the rest of the class did their topic work. If all went well, he’d have his cash flow problem solved in no time at all.


It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue

––––––––

The taxi dropped Ray off at the door with the big number six on it. When he handed over the fare, he noticed that his hands still hadn’t stopped shaking. Worse, the sense that he was empty inside had intensified.

As the cab pulled away, Ray took in his surroundings. It was a street full of old red-brick terrace which looked like little Lego houses that had been glued together, a string of two-up, two-downs built to house the workers for some factory or other. At the corner of the street, the lights from a tiny shop shone in the darkness. Ray’s eyes fixed on it for a moment. The windows were covered so he couldn’t see in. He thought about filling the empty spaces that kept crying out to him with cigarette smoke. Going in to the shop and picking up some tobacco. A roll-up might do him the world of good. Thing was, this was supposed to be a fresh start of sorts and he hadn’t had a cigarette when he was sober since the night he wet Jesse’s head in The Southie all those years earlier.

While he weighed the pros and cons of starting again, the door opened and his old friend’s face appeared.

“Ray Spalding. Good to see you mate.” Cliff held out his hand and Ray shook it hard. Held onto it like it was a lifeline. “Get yourself in here and tell us how you’re doing. The wife’s dying to meet you.”

Ray wiped his shoes on the doormat while Cliff took his bag and threw it down into the corner.

Downstairs, a wall had been knocked through that either created a lounge that had a kitchen at one end or a kitchen with a lounge attached. A huge, flat-screen TV was fixed onto the wall so that it dominated everything even though the sound was switched down. In the corner, under the white lights of the tiniest Christmas tree Ray had ever seen, a woman sat feeding a baby with a bottle.

“Izzy, this is Ray.”

Izzy offered a thin smile by way of greeting. When Cliff had said she was dying to meet him, he hadn’t realised he probably meant it literally. There were dark rings under her eyes and her cheeks were sunken. Her arms were stick thin and her complexion whiter than the milk her baby was drinking.

Ray stood in the middle of the room and remembered the state he was in. He pointed up at the bandage around his head. “I’ve had a wee accident. Sorry if it scared the baby, me looking like this.” The baby just carried on sucking noisily as if nothing had happened. He held out his hand and Izzy gave it a shake. Her hands were bony to the touch and Ray didn’t dare to give the usual squeeze in case he broke something.

“Welcome to Belfast,” she said. “This terror here is Rose.”

Ray lent over, put his finger into Rose’s hand and enjoyed the gentleness of her grasp as her hand closed around it. “Nice to meet you, Rose.”

“Congratulations,” Ray told Izzy. “She’s beautiful. I meant to get flowers at the airport, but...” But he’d forgotten.

“You must be starving,” Izzy said quickly. It was like she was saving Ray’s blushes instead of leaving him there hanging. Squirming. “There’s tea in the oven for you. Cliff, will you get your man something to eat?”

“Sure thing,” Cliff said, turning round and grabbing a pair of oven gloves. “Pie and chips all right for ya, Ray?”

It might have been if it hadn’t looked like it had shrunk and dried out in the middle of the plate and if the gravy on the pie hadn’t solidified into a brown crust.

Cliff used his free arm to sweep a newspaper from the table and put the meal down in the clear space. He plonked down a knife and fork and pulled out a chair for Ray.

A generous application of ketchup solved the problem of the pie’s flavour. Not that it would have mattered much. Ray hadn’t eaten since breakfast and the food was exactly what he needed to help settle his nerves.

As he mopped up the filling with the last of his chips, Cliff winked at him as if they were playing on the same team. “Swallow that lot and we’ll be off to the pub.” Ray hadn’t finished chewing and decided it might be better not to answer until Izzy had given the OK.

She was busy juggling, putting down the bottle and trying to get the baby upright at the same time. “Don’t leave me, Cliff. Not by myself with the baby all night. Please.” Her voice was feeble. The look on her face told a story Ray didn’t want to know.

The baby started to cry. It was a little outburst at first, but it soon grew into a call of the wild. “Please, Cliff.”

Cliff didn’t seem to be listening. He was too busy putting on his coat and wrapping a scarf round his neck.

Izzy managed to get the baby over her shoulder, rubbing her back to release any trapped bubbles of air. The infant just kept up the noise, shouting for all she was worth.

The noise pierced Ray’s skull and zapped him in the middle of his brain. He couldn’t stand it. Over he went, gently wrapping his fingers around the baby’s ribs and picking her up as carefully as he could manage. She was tiny. Weighed next to nothing. He tightened the blanket around her, took her into his chest, nestled her into his shoulder and began tapping her back. His body took on the rhythm of the baby’s heartbeat as he bobbed quickly up and down. In no time at all, the crying slowed and quietened until it had soon disappeared altogether. He whispered hushing noises and felt completely at one with the world for the first time in an age. It was just like the early days with Jesse, only without the music in the background. “You could try having some tunes on. Bairns like that kind of thing,” he told Izzy.

Izzy wore a relieved smile that seemed to come from some great depth inside her.

“When you’ve finished doing the woman’s work, Ray, let’s be getting down to the pub, will we?” Cliff emphasised the need to go by putting his hand on Ray’s shoulder and turning him ever so slightly in the direction of the door.

“You’re a magician, sure you are,” a grateful Izzy declared. She reached out and took her daughter back, cradling her into the nape of her neck.

It was a pretty nape, Ray thought. If a little pale.


Heartbreak Hotel

––––––––

It wasn’t the local pub that Ray had expected to camp out in, but a hotel a ten-minute walk from the house. He managed to tell his own story in a matter of minutes, leaving out one or two of the major details, like how he’d been under the whip for as long as he could remember and how he’d lost his old self since the last time they’d been together. Thinking about it made him sad. Had him wanting to phone home to see how things were. To check up on Paula and make sure Jesse was OK.

Cliff didn’t seem to notice. He had no trouble spoiling the peace with his own sagas. How trying for a baby had turned sex into a duty. How Izzy had been unravelling since Rose had been born until all that was left was the shell of the woman he’d met. How his job at the Titanic Exhibition was more fun than any other he’d had and how he could sort it for Ray to get a job with him. Of course Ray would have to start at the bottom, but there was always a way up the ladder if he was prepared to work for it.

It came as a relief to Ray when his old friend went to the bar to get a round in.

The room was tiny, a snug populated by a large TV, empty chairs and a barwoman who’d been reading a newspaper when they arrived. She seemed to have trouble standing up when they entered, possibly due to the weight of her earrings, a couple of silver hula hoops on the end of thick chains. It reminded Ray of his own jewellery and he fingered the cross and the key to make sure they were still there.

Ray was checking his phone as Cliff put three drinks down on the table. Not a text or a missed call in sight. Ray flicked his finger on the screen to summon up his emails. It started off as junk and it was followed by a little more of the same. Something inside him sagged. It sagged more when he finally saw a message from Paula. The preview box opened up for him. “Ray. You are a hole...” Jesus, it wasn’t good. She was supposed to be missing him. To be begging him to come home. So heartbroken that life had lost all meaning. He felt the energy evaporate from his body and couldn’t face reading the whole of the message. He put the phone onto the table.

The pint caught his attention. Shifted his train of thought. It looked good. A deep brown body with a fine head of foam. If only everything in the world could be as reliable as a beer. Cliff started speaking.

“Listen, Ray, I’m going to have to leave you by yourself for a while. Sorry, mate.” Ray noticed that his friend had two drinks on his side of the table. A pint and what looked like a gin and tonic with ice and some green leaves floating on the top.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m scratching your back with the place to stay and setting up the job and everything.” Cliff took a couple of quick sips from his drink. Leant forward on his seat as if he was about to get up. “And you’ll need to scratch mine. A man has some basic needs and Izzy isn’t up to the job. You’ve seen the way she is.” It was true. She looked wasted, but bringing up a baby would suck the life out of you. All she needed was some good old-fashioned loving. “She’s been trying to keep me in, pressing the guilt button and all. It’s been driving me nuts.”

“I’m here so we can get you out of the house. Is that it?”

“That and a little bit more. See, there’s someone from work who’s been giving me a hard time about not being able to get out.” Cliff’s phone buzzed inside his jacket. He reached in and checked it. Smiled and stood to leave. “I’ve got a little room service to carry out, if you know what I’m saying.” He gave one of his winks. Ray was already hating the subtext of those, the one that made him an accomplice in something he hadn’t a clue about. “I’ll be an hour. Two at the most.” He picked up the beer and the G&T and wandered over to the exit. “Have a nice day.”

The lady at the bar looked over at Ray, smiled and then got right back to her newspaper.

This wasn’t good. In all the years Ray had been with Paula, he’d not strayed once. It wasn’t that he was too frightened, it just wouldn’t have been right. He took a few gulps of his beer. Enjoyed the bitterness it left on his tongue.

The urge to smoke rose up inside him again. His addiction wouldn’t leave him alone, as if it were tied to him like a piece of elastic – every time he kicked it away it just bounced right back. And it was stronger this time.

He looked over at the cigarette machine. All they had were tailor-mades. Over-priced ones at that. It was enough to quell the desire, at least for the moment.

He thought of Paula. Wanted to hear her voice, even if it was shouting at him. He pushed his phone around on the table until the need to find out what was happening crushed his resistance. Picked it up and touched the screen to call home. It rang and rang and rang, like a mantra for the lonely.

In The Ghetto

––––––––

Bunking off school was nothing new for Jesse. He was an expert. Not that he needed to be. Without parents, he only had the teachers left to convince.

He was finishing his cornflakes when the phone rang. 9:25 precisely. He supped the remaining milk from his bowl and picked up.

“Hello,” a lady said at the other end of the line. “It’s Miss Betts from Preston Street Primary here.” She sounded bored. No doubt she’d spent her morning chasing up kids who hadn’t turned up, just like she always did.

Jesse choked a little as one of the flakes caught on its way down.

“Is that Mr Spalding?” Miss Betts asked.

Her question helped him out. Allowed him to get away with the one syllable. “Aye.” He’d tried to get some depth into the word and was a little surprised by its tone, but it still didn’t sound much like a grown up.

“Could you tell me what’s wrong with Jesse today?”

“Pure dead with flu,” Jesse said. The accent was pretty good. All Glasgow, no mistake.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” There was a ring of sarcasm in her tone, like she could smell the rat from all that distance away. “If he’s not going to be in tomorrow, please call to let me know, otherwise you’re wasting an awful lot of the admin time. We do have other, more important things to do in the office.”

Jesse was about to answer when the phone went dead. He liked Miss Betts. She was always grumpy when she spoke to the teachers and always nice to the children. If she were a chocolate, she’d be a caramel. Hard at the beginning, but all soft and squidgy and warm when you got to work on it.

Soon as that phone call was out of the way, Jesse relaxed and set to work.

He sat on a stool at the window. It was horrible out there and he was glad that he hadn’t bothered with school. The snow that had fallen in the night had been turned into a grey sludge that piled itself up against the sides of the buildings and the gutters. Everyone was walking carefully to avoid the puddles and the most slippery sections.

He focussed his binoculars on the hole-in-the wall across the way, just outside Tesco.

Those who stopped to get cash went about it the same way. They put in their cards, pressed a few buttons, took their money and wandered off again. They all tried to hide their PIN numbers from view as they pressed the buttons, some of them with their hands and some by leaning right in, and mostly it probably worked. The thing was Jesse’s binoculars were strong enough for him to pick up some of the numbers from the ways the hands worked. It gave him the idea of stealing cards rather than cash, but it would have meant hanging around for days, taking photographs and having some kind of system. Besides, if they were getting out cash, they probably wouldn’t need more for ages and might not even use the same machine the next time. It was a definite no-go.

There were also no-go types. Anyone strong enough to beat the crap from his body, or fit enough to catch him. Even if they couldn’t, they could probably scream for Scotland.

That left the fat, the drunk and the elderly.

The fat didn’t come along all that often. Maybe they just couldn’t manage the hill up the Bridges or just had to stay home all day waiting for family members to bring them food or hoist them onto the toilet.

There weren’t too many drunks either, not during the day. Maybe if he waited till closing time, he’d have more chance, but he’d be nervous about going out when the pubs closed and didn’t fancy staying up that late.

Which left the old folk.

Jesse didn’t like the idea of robbing the elderly. Those he’d seen reminded him of his gran before she died. She’d seemed so frail and was always scared of everyone when she did venture out. Thing was, he needed the cash and he couldn’t see any other options.

*

Even though Jesse was wrapped up, the cold was getting to him. His fingers were stiff and slow inside his gloves and his ears were burning.

A light fall of snow had quietened the world. It slowed the traffic and made people walk faster as if everything was upside down.

The darkness was perfect for Jesse. A cloak to hide under, not that he was taking any chances. As soon as he had a target, he was going to hide his face and spring into action.

While he waited, he did a few tricks on his skateboard. Jumps and kerb-edging. It kept him busy and stopped the chill from getting any worse. It was in the middle of a 360 that he saw a suitable victim.

The old lady had a stoop that meant she was practically looking at the floor the whole time. In one hand she carried a walking stick. With the other, she pulled along a tartan shopping basket.

Jesse thought about it for a moment. Considered the possibility of the stick becoming a weapon, then dismissed the idea as crazy. If this old woman swung anything, she’d end up on her bahookie in the middle of a pile of slush. No, she was the one all right. Most definitely.

He watched her patiently. Waited for her to get up close to the cash machine. Stepped on the back of his board and let the front come up to his hand, then picked it up ready to use for his escape. He pulled the skull-print buff up from his neck so that it covered his face and then tightened his hood as a finishing touch. He walked in a small loop to make it look like he just happened to be passing and approached the lady as she keyed in the last number. It was going to be easy as pie.

As he got close, he saw the lady’s hand shaking as it waited to take the money. Beating her to it wasn’t going to be a problem.

The woman took her card and fumbled with it, trying to get it into a blue leather purse as the machine whirred and readied the cash.

Jesse was poised to swoop. He was close enough to get a whiff of her lavender perfume and the scent of the peppermint she was sucking when he saw her stick slip from her arm onto the floor just as the money appeared.

He raced in, reached over and grabbed at the stick. The old lady let out a whimper. The kind of frightened moan his gran used to let out when scary things happened on River City or Eastenders. It caught him off guard. Left him standing there with a stick in his hand, pulling the buff from his face.

“Sorry,” he said. “But I saw your stick falling and...”

The wrinkles of fear that had surrounded the old lady’s mouth turned into smile lines. She reached out, took the stick from him and held on to his arm for support. She didn’t seem to weigh anything at all. “Thanks,” she said. “I can’t bend down like I used to. It’s no fun getting old.”

“No worries.” Jesse reached out and took the money from the machine. Instead of speeding away on his board, he held it out to the woman. “You don’t want the machine swallowing it up. They do that sometimes if you’re not quick enough.”

She took the cash and put it into her purse while he stood ready to support her if there were any wobbles. When she was done, she turned her head upwards and Jesse could see the watery pools of her pale eyes. “Thank you young man. Thank you.”

His cheeks went warm when she spoke. Then hot, in spite of the weather. “It was nothing. Can I help you with anything else?” He didn’t want to be with her any longer than he had to be, but there was no way he was leaving her unless she felt strong enough to carry on.

“I’ll be fine. You get on with living your life. That’s what it’s for.” She gathered herself and her things together and headed for the supermarket entrance. “Merry Christmas,” she said to him as she scuttled inside through the automatic doors. “To you and yours.”

Jesse waved. Smiled. Set his board onto the ground and pushed himself along, hoping he’d be able to come up with a plan B before morning.


Plan B

––––––––

The alarm woke Jesse early. Meant he was able to call the school before anyone was there and leave a message on the answer machine.

Once that was out of the way, he pulled up the blinds in the kitchen to find that it still looked like the middle of the night outside. He set to making breakfast – a mug of hot chocolate, a couple of croissants and a handful of Jaffa cakes.

The smashing little orangey bits in the middle and the warming of the chocolate raised his spirits and after he’d tidied up and swept the tiled floor, he went on a mission to find anything of value that his mum and dad possessed.

Before he went to bed, he’d dug out a grand total of £3.07 from down behind the cushions of the sofa. There was another 55p on his dad’s bedside table and the jackpot, a crumpled £5 note in one of his mum’s jacket pockets. It wasn’t enough to dig him out of the hole, but it gave him a momentum that he intended to use to salvage the situation.

The laptop was one of the most expensive items they possessed. It might have been worth a few quid if it hadn’t been for the cigarette burns on the top and the streak of purple nail-polish on the screen. Besides, he didn’t want to get rid of it – after the TV and his dad’s records, it was his only form of entertainment.

Instead of selling it, he set it up for a Google search and surrounded it with all of the ornaments, vases and antique-looking things he could find. The kitchen table looked like a stall at a car-boot sale by the time he’d finished, with all the tat collected together. He was sure he’d found something of value. After all, they always made a packet on Cash In The Attic.

The vase he started with was marked Made In China. So was the ceramic figure of the old man painting at his easel. The cutlery was all steel rather than silver. He found stamps for Tesco, Thailand and Tibet, but nothing suggesting age or good provenance. Just to be sure, he checked out the items on eBay. If he sold the lot and made a tenner after postage he’d be lucky. Except not that lucky, as the money would go into his dad’s account and he wouldn’t get a look in.

As the state of his inheritance became clear, Jesse’s bowels called out to him.

It was while he was sitting on the toilet that he realised that the one thing he’d been hoping to avoid had now become the only thing he could do.

To his dad, his records and music were everything. More important than football, more important than money, even more important than Jesse.

There were hundreds of them in the main bedroom, filling the bottoms of the wardrobe and most of the floor space on his dad’s side of the room.

Jesse had been taught to handle them with respect. He was never to touch the playing surface if he took a disc from its sleeve. They were never to be left lying flat. When they’d been played, they had to be replaced inside their sleeves before another one was selected and when they were being put back in their place, they had to be returned into the correct category and put into its position in alphabetical order.

The records were the only part of his dad’s life that Jesse really understood. They’d been the way Jesse had learned to read and write, and that after the school had told his parents that he was a hopeless case. He could read Gene Vincent, Little Richard, Elvis Presley, Bill Haley and ‘rock and roll’ way before he mastered Biff, Kipper and Chip.

There was some rubbish in the collection as far as Jesse was concerned. The Smiths, for example, were utter crap. The dance and hip-hop stuff gave him a headache. The pop music grated on his nerves and made him want to leave the house or chop his ears off. Worse than that, it wouldn’t be worth a penny.

Inside this mass of cardboard covers, though, were some rare gems that collectors would kill to get their hands on. Most of them had been bought by Jesse’s grandfather and passed down.

His grandad, Tam, had been a musician. A master of skiffle in his day. A legend of the Barrowlands by all accounts. He’d met some of the greats. There were photos to prove it. And there were signatures on some of the records just to make them all the more special.

These records should have been kept in a safe, but his dad always thought he knew better. He told Jesse that no burglar worth his salt would bother with a collection of vinyl these days. It was too big and cumbersome and there wasn’t a market for the average 45 single any more. The best place to hide his treasures was within a load of crap. Jesse tried to point out that there were other things that could happen. A fire, for example, or a flood from upstairs or something, but his dad still knew better.

They had a code for the really good stuff. A special category. They called it Solid Gold and it nestled between The Rolling Stones and Swing.

Jesse’s palms sweated and his heart beat a little faster than usual.

The thought of taking the gems out of the house made his eyes water. It wasn’t just that his dad would kill him if he came back and found them gone, it was that Jesse loved them just as much as his dad did. Loved them more than his skateboard, the computer and Archie put together.

He reached out to pick out the Solid Gold and then pulled his hands back like he’d been given an electric shock. It didn’t feel right.

“What else can you do?” he asked himself, then fell onto to the bed and set about harvesting the cream of the crop, his fingers delighting in the velvety softness of the record covers, his eyes feasting on the pictures of his heroes as they stared right at him as if they were telling him he was doing the right thing.


Take That Ribbon From Your Hair

––––––––

“What are you going to be up do today?” Izzy asked Ray while she ironed a pile of clothes as he minded Rose.

Ray shrugged. Tilted the baby’s bottle a little higher to get the last of it down into the rubber teat.

“You really should get out, you know. See the sights.” Izzy laughed at her words. She looked pretty when she smiled, her eyes lighting up and seeming to warm the room around her. “Most people like to look at the murals. Pretend that they’re in the middle of the troubles and all that.”

“Aye,” Ray said, putting the bottle down and lifting Rose to his shoulder. “I will. I just need...” He didn’t know exactly what he needed. The confidence, he supposed. Or just to lose the fear. So far he’d spent most of his time indoors, happy to help out with the baby while he watched the telly and got involved in a bit of idle chitchat with Izzy when the ads came on. They had a mug of tea every time things became too dull.

Looking after Rose was a treat. It brought so much of Jesse’s early days back to him. Days when there was still hope of something more. A life and a happy home and all the rest. At first, he’d loved the whole thing about being a dad. The memories, the ones he held on to, all felt warm and soft. Until he remembered the way Paula had been. That was when it had all started to go wrong. The booze took hold of her and anger burst out from her splitting seams. She’d doused his happiness just as effectively as if she’d poured icy water over his head.

“Maybe all you need is a little company.” Izzy ran the iron backwards and forwards over one of Cliff’s white shirts. “How about coming out with us this afternoon? It’ll do you good.”

“Like this?” He held his free hand to his head and pointed. The bandage seemed like a pretty good excuse. Should get him out of having to go anywhere.

“Sure, I can take it off if you like.”

“The doctor said to keep it on for a week.”

“What’s a couple of days?” Izzy finished off folding the shirt she was working on, put it carefully down on top of the pile and went to the drawer. She rooted around for a while and pulled out a pair of scissors. “Here we go. It won’t take a sec.” She snipped the air and closed in on her target.

He’d have moved sharpish if he hadn’t been holding the bairn. “Please. Watch the hair.” His hair was sacred. It was just about the only thing about him that reminded him of a happy self, from the days of jiving and belting out tunes at Karaoke machines across Glasgow and Edinburgh. The nights at the Spider’s Web and the weekends away. The romances and the rumbles. The days before Paula smashed down every tower he’d ever managed to build. His style had been modelled on Elvis circa 1969 by a barber in the Old Town and he’d kept it that way for over twenty years since.

She smiled. “You like your hair, do you, Ray? Let’s see what all the fuss is about.”

Her hands tilted his head to one side. She leaned into him and he felt her breast pressing into his back. She smelled of washing powder and fried food and the mixture was enchanting. Without pausing, she pulled gently at the bandage that had glued itself to him and snipped.

Ray kept himself together enough to remain still. Held himself that way until the snipping stopped.

Izzy unwrapped the bandage and teased it away. She worked quickly and tidily around him and he savoured the feel of her body pressing into him. When it came to the ear, she took extra care, removing the dressing as carefully as if she’d been trained.

“How’s the hair?” he asked when she eventually stepped away.

She leaned back and smiled. “I’m not sure it says lady-killer.” She went over to the wall, lifted the small mirror from its hook and held it out so that he could see his reflection.

“Holy crap,” he said as he saw hair plastered against his scalp. “I look like a lunatic.” Like he’d just had a lobotomy and escaped from the asylum.

“To be sure, you’re going to have to do something about that look of yours if you’re hoping to get back into circulation.”

“I’ll fix it up before we go out then, shall I? Wouldn’t want to lower the tone of the neighbourhood or anything.” He wasn’t sure what she’d done, but she’d removed his fear. Taken it away and thrown it into the bin along with the bandage. If she wanted to walk then they’d walk. If she’d asked him to walk over hot coals right then, he’d have given it a go. He handed Rose back to her, went upstairs and set about restoring what was left of his dignity with a comb and a heavy scoop of grease.


One Broken Heart For Sale

––––––––

At first it looked like the shop was closed. The windows were full of jewellery and antiques, but were dim in the poor light of the winter afternoon.

Jesse held the bag of records to his chest and wandered down the alley to the side door. He read the gold lettering on the glass, ‘A. FISH. Pawnbroker. Established 1839’. A sign above it said the shop was ‘Open’, one below ‘Cleaner wanted – Apply within’.

Cleaner wanted? Jesse’s dad had told him all about Tony Fish, so the sign could have two very different meanings. Either he was after someone to dust the shelves or he was looking for someone to break bones when there was call to tidy up loose ends of the financial variety. Even though he needed the cash, Jesse didn’t think he’d be up for the job, whichever of those it was.

He pushed open the door and heard the bell above his head tinkle. His nostrils filled with scents that were not unlike that of his gran’s old flat, the slightly comforting mix of age and mothballs.

Even though it had been murky out on the street, it took a while for his eyes to adjust. Before things came fully into focus, the sound of footsteps tapping their way down a spiral staircase at the back of the room caught his attention.

Emerging from the bottom of the steps and taking his place behind the counter was a man in a suit. He was built like a house of straw – just the one big puff might be enough to put him down. The sleeves of the jacket weren’t long enough for a man of his lanky stature and the smile he gave Jesse exposed far too many teeth for one mouth. Jesse took him to be Christmas staff or maybe one of the Fish family who wouldn’t cope in a job without close supervision.

“Can I help you?” the man asked. The pitch of his voice was high, like his voice hadn’t broken yet.

Jesse hid his records behind his back. “I’d like to see the manager.”

“Mr Tony Fish, at your service.” He held out his hand and Jesse had to take it. “But you can call me Uncle.”

The man’s palm felt slippery and cold, like he’d been using a moisturiser that he kept in a fridge. And him wanting Jesse to call him Uncle was creepy. Made Jesse pull his hand away quickly and take a small step back.

“I’ve brought some things for you, Mr Fish. Old records. Not to sell, just to get some cash.”

“I understand,” Fish said, “but we don’t have much of a market for records these days. We hardly bother with CDs, truth be told. It’s all MP3 and iPod and the like.”

“These are different,” Jesse said, carefully pulling them from the doubled-up Aldi shopping bags. “Collector’s items. Mint-condition originals. Some of them are even signed.”

“Then let’s go and take a seat in my office.” Fish stepped into an alcove at the side of the counter. In it was a desk finished in green leather, on top of which were a silver inkwell, a quill and a few sheets of paper. He sat down in a big wooden chair behind the desk and leaned forwards, his elbows on the table. He gestured for Jesse to take the seat opposite and he sat, laying the records down carefully on the green leather just next to the inkwell.

Tony Fish reached over. Picked them up with respect, as if he was handling the ashes of recently deceased relative. He examined the top one. Chuck Berry’s ‘Sweet Little Sixteen’, recorded in Illinois, released January 1958. Chess Records. Slipped the sleeve from the cover and the vinyl from its sleeve. The black plastic caught the light from somewhere. It glinted as Fish turned it around in his fingers, careful all the while not to touch the playing surface. “I’ve not seen one in this condition before,” Fish said. “Not of this age.” He nodded his head and pursed his lips as if in thought. Even with his mouth closed, Jesse thought he could see the shape of the buck-teeth.

Fish did the same for the others. All ten of them were clean. All in immaculate condition.

As Jesse had expected, the record he showed the most interested in was a single. A signed copy of the double A of “That’s All Right” and “Blue Moon Of Kentucky”, Sun Records, 1954. It had the sunburst sleeve, looking as if there were rays of gold running across it, and across the rays a scrawl that looked like it defaced a thing of beauty.

Fish took out a magnifying glass from a drawer, pressed a button that switched on a light above the desk and studied the dedication. ‘To my good friend Tam. Thanks for the help. Elvis’.

A smile curled at his lips, then stretched into a grin. The glare from his teeth alarmed Jesse for a moment, and then disappeared when the light was switched off again.

“Of course, we do have to be careful with this sort of thing. Signatures are easily forged.” Jesse sensed that this might be Fish’s way of talking down the price. “I don’t suppose you have any kind of authentication?” He lay the record on the desk while he spoke. Looked at the way it rested there. It was perfectly flat.

Jesse reached inside his coat, delved into his pocket and took out an old photograph. It was battered around the edges and there was a fold running right through the middle. Even so, the picture clearly showed a young Elvis Presley standing with his arm around a short, even younger-looking man. Their hair-styles were identical, dark and slicked back into quiffs that must have taken ages to get right. “This photo,” Jesse said, passing it over to Tony Fish, “is of my grandad Tam with the King of rock’n’roll himself. They were on the same tour for a while there.”

Fish looked at it. His face creased and seemed unimpressed. “This is just an old photograph. It could be anyone.”

“Course it couldn’t.” Jesse clenched his fists at his side. Felt the volcano in his tummy stir and send heat into his head and his eyes. He wished his dad was there to tell Fish that he was telling the truth. “We’re peas in a pod, me and Tam. Everyone says so.”

It was true. There was a strong look about the two of them. It was the softness of the eyes. The gentle look to them like they should be priests or saints or vets or something. Not that Tam lived the life of a saint. Or died like one, stabbed in a brawl in the Barrowlands just before his seventieth birthday. Jesse remembered hearing the news the morning after the fight, the same morning they were packing to go over for the party. Remembered his dad locking himself in the bathroom for an age, then hiding in his room and playing his music all that day and the next. Recalled the way his own heart had popped and deflated like a bouncy castle when the power’s turned off.

The thought of pawning the only things his dad cared about made Jesse ’s insides twist. The guilt gripped hard and grew so that it felt like he’d swallowed a lump of coal. The thought of leaving the pawnbroker’s without the money he needed made it feel like he’d swallowed two. “I need a grand,” he said and was pleased that Tony Fish didn’t laugh.

An enormous hand at the end of a very long black-suit sleeve reached over Jesse’s shoulder and gave him a shock. He’d thought he was alone with the pawnbroker. The huge hand took the records that Fish handed to it and removed them.

The man who’d taken the merchandise was a giant. Like Lurch from the Adam’s family and about as cheerful looking. There was a scar running across his face that made him look incredibly menacing. He went behind the counter, slid open a door and placed the records inside. After sliding the door back into place, he rang a small bell and a moment later there was the sound of machinery from upstairs.

“What’s he doing?” Jesse was half expecting to hear that his stuff was being stolen. Imagined them throwing him out of the shop and laughing at him and his stupid ideas.

“I understand the value of what you’re offering,” Fish said. “But I do want to be sure.”

“They’re worth a lot more than a grand. Dad always says the Elvis single’s worth a couple of thou’ at least.”

“Maybe your dad would like to come down and tell me for himself.” Fish picked up the quill from the desk and scraped a little something from behind the fingernail of his ring finger.

“He’s dead.” Jesse said it before thinking it through. “And that’s why I need the money, see?”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Fish said, and that seemed to end the conversation.

They sat in silence at the desk for a couple of minutes. Tony Fish seemed relaxed throughout. Jesse tapped his feet to the rhythm of “(We’re Gonna) Rock Around The Clock”, Bill Haley, 1954, written by Max C Freedman and James E Myers, put out as a B-side to “Thirteen Women (Only One Man In Town)”, Brunswick Records, colour of the label: black. By the time he’d run the song through his head once, the mechanical sound from upstairs returned.

When it stopped, Lurch slid the door open and took out the records and a sheet of paper. He carried them over and put them on the desk like some posh waiter serving soup in a fancy restaurant.

Tony Fish unfolded the paper. “Well, well, well. It seems your dear departed knew his music. My employee upstairs agrees with his valuation and therefore I’d be happy to offer you the amount specified for the objects in question.”

Jesse’s heart jumped a couple of times and did a somersault inside his chest. He tried his best to look cool and collected, but the broad grin on his face gave him away.

“The only thing we’ll need,” Fish said, “is identification. And a little, how should I put it? Discretion.”

Discretion? It wasn’t a word Jesse knew. He wracked his brains for something similar. He drew a complete blank. “What are you talking about?”

Fish sat back, surprised at the spirit of the boy. There weren’t many adults who asked him questions using that tone, especially when any of his staff were around – they were usually scary enough to intimidate the hardest Edinburgh had to offer. “What I mean is, I shouldn’t be doing business with a minor like you.”

“I’ve never been down a pit in my life.”

“No,” Fish laughed. “A child. I’m not supposed to be doing business with a child, at least not the way the law sees it. I will, however, bend the regulations if you can provide me with some means of identification.”

“My dad always says the law’s an arse.”

“Said.”

“What?”

“Said. Your dad always said. And it’s...never mind. Do you have the ID?”

Thankfully, Jesse had come prepared. He reached into his jacket, pulled out an electric bill, a gas bill and the rent book and put them onto the table.

Tony Fish picked them up, read them, looked over at Lurch and nodded. “Have them send down the paperwork and the cash.”

Within a minute, there was an envelope of cash on the table.

In front of Jesse were several pages of a contract he was to sign. He knew all about the need to read things before signing them, but the words didn’t make any sense. He pretended to pay attention to the detail for a short while and then skipped to the end.

Tony Fish tipped the lid of the inkwell in Jesse’s direction and handed him the quill. “Sign at the mark of the cross.”

Jesse picked the quill up and attempted to write on the line. It scratched on the paper, but left no mark. He tried again. “I think it’s broken.”

Fish leaned across. Dipped the end of the quill carefully into one of the wells and carefully took it out again. He passed it over to Jesse. “Try it now.”

This time it worked. His signature may not have been as valuable as Elvis’s, but it did look pretty grown up for a lad of his age.

Lurch took the forms. Rolled a blotter over the ink and folded them up neatly.

“And here’s your cash.” He slid it over the table. “£1000 as agreed. To be paid back in full within a period of sixty days with the accrued interest of 10% per thirty days.” Jesse’s face wrinkled at the news and Fish must have noticed. “Bring back either £1100 after thirty days or £1220 after sixty and you can take your precious records away with you. Should you fail to do so, the goods will be sold in the shop at whatever price we deem fit. Understand?”

Jesse nodded. Felt the thickness of the cash he was holding. It was thicker than any of the books he’d ever read. “Thanks, Mr Fish.” His voice had a nervous crackle to it, betraying the fact that he felt like Hansel imprisoned in a house of gingerbread. “I’ll see you next year. Happy Christmas.” He’d have leant over and offered his hand had the memory of the first shake not been implanted in his brain.

He tucked the cash safely away into his inside pocket, nodded to the two gentlemen and left the shop, heading in the direction of the housing association rent office with a gentle bounce in his step as he went.


Suspicious Minds

––––––––

The stairs were murder with arms full of groceries. Jesse had maybe gone a bit far on his first time in charge of the budget and the shopping list. Not that he was regretting the purchasing of all those Christmas decorations. The flat was looking pretty Spartan and the ancient collection of decorations weren’t going to be up to the job for yet another year.

By the time Jesse got to his floor, he was completely out of puff and dropped all of the bags before going over to his door.

“Hello, Jesse.” The voice came from behind. Gave him a start. There was something familiar about it, but it took him a while to place it. Rupert Wallace, Social Work. “I see you’re feeling a bit better now. That’s good.” Wallace always managed to sound sarcastic even when he was trying to be nice.

Jesse turned to face him. He wore a black duffel coat with polished wooden pegs for buttons, drainpipe jeans and a pair of shiny brown brogues.

“Yeah. I’m quite a bit better.” What the hell was Wallace doing there? And how the hell was Jesse going to get out of this one?

“I’ve been waiting for a while. The nice man on the ground floor let me in.” Nice? In this block? Must be someone new.

“Did you want to see me?” Jesse asked.

“You and your parents really. Can I come in?”

Questions like this from people like Wallace were never really questions at all. They were more like instructions or orders made to sound like something else. “Suppose so,” Jesse told him and went over to pick up his bags again. He struggled over to the door with his load and opened up.

When they got inside and Jesse turned the lights on, Wallace gasped. “Is something wrong?”

“Course not.”

“It doesn’t look right. Like it’s someone else’s house. What the hell’s happened?”

Jesse shrugged his shoulders in reply.

“It’s...” Wallace paused for a moment. “...tidy. The place is tidy. There must be something wrong.”

It was nice of him to notice. And, yes, it was tidy.

Jesse led Wallace through into the kitchen. The floor tiles shone and there was nothing but a clean plastic table-top where the piles of mess usually lived. There was even the whiff of cleaning materials and soap about the place. No wonder Wallace was freaking out.

“Mum’s gone sober. Hasn’t had a drink for weeks. It suits her. Makes her gentle and kind. I don’t think you’d recognise her.”

The social worker rubbed at his forehead with his sleeve. “No, I bloody well wouldn’t.”

Swearing was another of those things people like Wallace could get away with. Like using words like damned and buggered made him an all right guy. Just like the people he was sent to work with except for the job, the clothes, the posh accent and the lifetime of opportunities.

“Are your parents around?”

“They must have popped out. Said something about picking up a Christmas tree when I went out shopping.”

“It’s funny. I got a call from the school today about your attendance. They mentioned that you’d been off again. Too ill to get in. They also said that there was something unusual about the calls they’d had from your dad.”

“How’s that?”

“Something about the voice. Like it was someone pretending to be him. Do you have any idea what that might be about?”

“He’s had a bit of a cold an’ all,” Jesse said, the body-swerve being about as natural to him as it was to a footballer in the SPL. It might have been better if he’d been able to dive like one, then he’d have been able to jump from the window and get away from it all.

“That’s a shame.” The tone suggested that Wallace didn’t mean it. His words dripped with sarcasm the way syrup slid from toast. “But at least you’re better.”

There was no hiding the fact that he wasn’t ill, so Jesse didn’t even bother. “Must have been one of those twenty-four hour bugs. I was all better just after lunch.”

“Must be nice, you having your mum around. I mean, really around.”

The guy was fishing, Jesse knew. Being a social worker seemed to be more about detective work than looking after folk as far as Jesse could tell. Problem was, Wallace was good with a line and a hook and Jesse needed to be careful he didn’t swallow the bait. “Aye. It is.”

“Looks like she’s able to look after you and cook and clean and do all the things she might forget when she’s had a couple of gin and tonics.” Wallace got up and went over to the sink. He took a glass from the drainer and held it up to the light and examined it. “Mind if I have a drink of water? I was waiting out there for a while.”

“Help yourself.”

He turned the tap and let the water run, probably waiting until it was cold enough, filled his glass, downed it in one then filled it again. He turned the tap off and turned round. “That’s better.” He hadn’t bothered to sit down and just leaned against the top of the bunker. “I’ll bet your dad’s pretty happy about your mum, too.

Jesse nodded.

“Good. That’s good. It must be nice for him to feel safe around her. There haven’t been any more fights have there? She’s not been beating on him has she?”

Coming from a home where the adults had an abusive relationship could be damaging to a child. They’d said that at the last hearing. Jesse’s mum had cried at that. Sobbed like she hated herself for doing it. What Wallace and the teachers didn’t seem to understand, though, was that to live in a house where the father was beaten by the mum was unbearable. A boy needed his dad to be strong and firm, not a victim. Thinking about his dad cowering and flinching made Jesse want to cry right now.

Thankfully, the phone rang and stopped his tears from flowing.

There was no way Jesse was going to answer while Wallace was in the room, so he just sat and remained as still as he could manage.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Wallace asked.

Jesse shook his head.

“Do you want me to....er?”

Jesse shook his head again.

The answer machine clicked in. “Hello, Baaaaaby,” it said, styled perfectly on the Big Bopper. “You know I’d like it if you left a message.” And then the beep.

“Hey, son.” Jesse sprang to his feet and then just stood. The sound of his father’s voice made him feel faint. Made him want to pick up and tell him what was going on, only with Wallace there he’d just get himself into a bucketful of shit. “I wanted to say...I mean I just wanted to....I love you, Jesse. I just wanted to let you know.”

There was another click, followed by a silence that was about the size of an elephant.

“Are you all right, Jesse? You look like you’ve heard a ghost.”

“I’m fine,” Jesse said, but his voice croaked out the word and even to himself he sounded anything but. He fell into his seat and waited for his world to stop spinning.

“Would you like a glass of water?”

Jesse held up his hand to refuse. He wanted to tell Wallace to push off and leave him alone. “Push off, Wallace. I want you to leave.” He hadn’t meant to say it. The words escaped his mouth without him being able to put on the brakes.

Wallace’s face went pink and his eyes seemed to retreat, as if he’d been hurt by the remark. “It’s Rupert, Jesse. You know that.”

“Sorry, it’s just that I’m not feeling so well again.”

Wallace rinsed his glass in the sink. “You know Jesse, that was nice of your dad to say that, but it seems a little unusual.” He returned the glass and went over to his bag that was resting by the table. He opened it, rooted around and took out a diary. “I think it would be good if we could all meet. Before Christmas. Say next week?” He scribbled in his diary, ripped out a page and handed it to Jesse. “I’d like to see your mum and dad on Monday. 10 o’clock. It’ll be the first day of the holidays, so you can be here with us. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” He obviously liked the word nice. Clearly he hadn’t been taught in Jesse’s school where the word was banned. Everything had to be wonderful or sweet or pleasant. “Just the four of us. Give this note to your parents when they get home.” He put his things back in his bag and closed it. “And don’t forget, if there’s anything you need you can call me at the office. The number’s on the paper.”

Jesse stood up and followed Wallace as he headed to the door, avoiding the piles of shopping bags along the way.

“Well, thanks for the water. I look forward to seeing you next week. And make sure you’re back in school tomorrow otherwise we might have to take some drastic action. See you.” There was the threat. The gentle application of pressure that he was so good at using. The bastard.

Wallace let himself out and Jesse locked the door from the inside when it closed. He stood for a moment to listen to the footsteps get quieter as they got further away and then he ran over to the phone.

He played the message back. His father’s voice made him feel safe for a moment, until the call ended and left a hole that was bigger than the one that had been there before.

“I love you too,” Jesse said and, this time, he allowed the tears to fall.

He settled himself down. Talked himself around. Picked up the phone and dialled his father’s number.


Tears On My Pillow

––––––––

Ray’s tears poured from him, wetting the pillow in which his face was buried. All he’d needed was to hear Jesse’s voice to make everything OK, yet without it the world seemed to dissolve into hopelessness.

He made sure that his sobs were quiet, controlling them as best he could. Last thing he wanted was to upset Izzy. To have her coming up and holding him. Offering comfort and taking away the pain the way she seemed to manage. The humiliation would have just been too much when she was the one who needed looking after.

Actually, her coming up to hold him was exactly what he wanted, only not with the world the way it was. He’d screwed up his life already. His life and the lives of those he cared for. Messing things up for Izzy and Rose would have destroyed him. Maybe them too.

On the wooden floorboards of his room, his phone began to vibrate. It threw out the tune to “Looking For Trouble”, the ringtone for his Edinburgh home.

He quickly wiped the snot and tears onto the pillow case, grabbed his phone and pressed answer.

“Hello,” he said, then “Bloody hell,” when he felt the pain from the wound on the ear he’d just bashed.

“Dad? Dad? It’s Jesse.”

Ray moved the phone to his other ear. “Hey, son. It’s so good to hear your voice. Tell me what you’re up to right now.”

There was a pause on the other end, like the question was a really difficult one and needed thought. “Homework. Can you believe they’re still giving us homework this close to the holidays?” Somehow, it didn’t sound right. Jesse never did his homework, no matter how many times he’d had to miss out on Golden Time as a punishment.

“That’s teachers for you. Make sure you finish it. We wouldn’t want you ending up like your old man.” Broken and worthless.

Jesse laughed at the other end of the line. “History. Describe how a famous Scottish inventor changed your world.”

“Who’re you doing?”

There was another pause. “Eh, Alexander Graham Bell of course. One of the fathers of the record player.” Nice one son. “Now ask me a hard one.”

“Is everything all right? Your mum’s not being too hard on you, is she?”

“Course not, Dad. She’s doing OK. Keeping things together.”

“That’s good.” He supposed it was, but it might have been nice to hear she was upset about things falling apart the way they had. Or that she couldn’t live without him. “Is she there? Could I have a quick word?” His heart rate seemed to take off at the thought, like a sprinter who’d just heard the starting pistol.

“Sorry, Dad,” Jesse said. “She’s er...” the pause was painful. “...just popped out to get something for tea. Pizza and curly fries.”

“Great.” Sounded tasty. Had his mouth watering. “Maybe you could ask her to call me later.” God, he was weak. “When she’s got a moment.”

There was a longer pause this time. The kind that preceded bad news. “She told me she never wanted to speak to you again. I’m not even supposed to tell her if we’ve talked.”

This time the pause came from Ray’s end. Anyone would have thought it was his fault their lives had fallen apart the way she was acting. “Never mind, son. It was good of you to call me. Uncle Cliff’s sorted me with a job at the Titanic Museum. I get to go in tomorrow for a look around. He’ll show me the ropes and then I’ll get to start in the New Year.”

“That’s great, Dad.”

“Yeah.”

Neither of them sounded sincere in their enthusiasm.

“I meant what I said on the message, you know. I love you. You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.” Getting to look after Rose had reminded him just how lucky he’d been to have a child of his own. Brought back the memories in gigantic floods.

“Love you too.”

Ray smiled.

“Listen Dad, that’s Mum on her way. I’d better go. I’ll call you soon. You can tell me all about the new job then. Gotta go.”

“Bye, Jesse,” he said, but the phone had already gone dead in his hands.

He fell back into the bed and stared at the ceiling. Listened to the clanking of cutlery and plates downstairs. Heard Izzy talking to Rose, as if she was giving a running commentary on the setting of a table. It was nice that she’d started doing that. Talking to Rose. Maybe Izzy was finally getting the hang of being a mother.

Ray listened to her babbling on. Let her words wash around him and soothe his soul. Closed his eyes and drifted away into a pre-dinner nap, dreaming of pizza and curly fries and a diner in Hemsby where Elvis was about to make a very special guest appearance.


Sitting On The Dock Of The Bay

––––––––

The sun shining through the windows of the living room made the place bright and cheerful. It settled some of Ray’s ‘first day at work’ nerves, even if it was only a visit to the site and a chance for him to meet some of the staff. He’d been worried about turning up with the wounds on his face and being laid off before he’d even been given the job for sure. There was still that tricky interview business to get through yet, and the police checks. It sure helped that Cliff was doing the interviews for his post and, as far as he could recall, none of his misdemeanours would be on his criminal record any more.

Rose lay on her back kicking around her arms and legs while Izzy dabbed at Ray’s face with some kind of powder puff that was softer than the proverbial baby’s bottom. It completely took his mind off having to go out. He loved the feeling of Izzy being close. Wanted to reach out and put his arm around her waist, to pull her in to him and kiss her senseless. Instead, he just watched her shifting in and out while he took tiny peeks down her blouse whenever he thought she wasn’t looking. It was driving his nuts nuts.

“There you go. Would you like to take a look?” He thought she’d never ask. Course, she hadn’t meant what Ray might have hoped. She went to the wall and took down the mirror. Ray watched her slender hips and tight behind while she was facing the other way. Her being so close and yet so very far away forced a sigh from his body. “Here,” she said, holding the mirror out to him.

He took a look. Liked what he saw. “Izzy, you’re a genius.” She really was. The bruise on his cheek had almost disappeared under her layers and the raw-looking scar on his ear had diminished into a neat red mark that might have been there for years. His hair was immaculate and his eyes looked sharp and alert.

“Now all we need is to see if that suit looks as good on you now as it did in the shop.”

She’d helped him pick it out at Oxfam. Made him try on three of them before finally deciding on the one he took home. It was the first item of Marks & Spencer clothing he’d ever owned. He was clearly going up in the world.

He went upstairs and changed. Sprayed a blast of aftershave into the air and walked under it so that it settled all over him and gave him the subtle scent of a man who took care of himself.

He took the steps downstairs two at a time. “Da da,” he announced when he entered the room.

Rose seemed to smile up at him from the floor, though it might have been a bubble of trapped wind.

Izzy clapped her hands and walked over to straighten his thin, blue tie. “Will you look at you? All done up like a Christmas dinner. You polish up pretty well, Ray. You’ll be giving Cliff a run for his money as the most handsome guy at work now, you’ll see.”

Which didn’t seem fair given that it was Cliff’s shirt and tie that he was wearing and his cufflinks that were finishing off the whole look. It seemed like less of a compliment the more he thought about it.

*

Cliff stretched out his arm as if he was introducing his kingdom. He looked the part, too, with his suit and gold ID badge pinned to his breast like he’d been awarded some kind of important medal.

The kingdom wasn’t what he’d expected either, it being an old shipyard and all.

Ray should have known, though. Same had happened in Leith. The polishing up of the old buildings. The demolishing of any warts on the landscape. The clean, new developments that spoke of money and taste.

Even so, he had to hand it to Belfast. It won hands down.

Ray took in the expanse first of all. The sense of space that he always got when he was down by the water. Next, he zoomed in on the statue in front of them, the mermaid stretching her arms out and looking to heaven as if she could see a better life ahead of her. If only.

Jewel in the crown was the museum itself. The shape was a wonder. Like ships chopped up and welded together. The panels shone in the low sun of the early afternoon. It was imposing and beautiful. Man made yet suggested divine intervention of sorts, like a cathedral built to house the beating heart of a city.

“You’ll do fine here, Ray.” Ray wasn’t so sure he’d fit the mould. Touched his cheek gently to make sure the make-up was still there. He couldn’t tell for sure, so checked his fingers and saw a trace of the peach-coloured powder on his tips. “Come on in. Have a look around. I’ll introduce you to a few folk later.”

It made Ray feel small being close to a building like this. As he went in, he imagined he was being devoured by some great creature and would never come out alive.

A young woman, smart and clean-looking, smiled their way. Helped Ray to acclimatise.

“Emma, meet Ray.” Emma reached out a hand and Ray shook it without thinking. “He’ll be joining us in the New Year.” It made Ray sound important. A new cog in a wheel, without which the whole operation would grind to a halt. Which was utter crap. Being the seven-pound-an-hour operative of the shipyard ride was hardly an important role. Ray’s ears warmed with embarrassment.

“Welcome aboard,” Emma said. The lilt of her accent melted a layer of Ray’s nerves away. “I’ll look forward to getting to know you.” These Irish girls were something else. She’d barely spoken, but he could have sworn that she was given him the come on. Unless, maybe, she’d noticed the make-up, assumed he was gay and had completely relaxed because of that. He shook his head and got rid of the thought.

He followed Cliff as he waved his way past the ticket collectors and then noticed him turn round and deliver a wink to Emma before disappearing into the exhibition. Dirty sod. The girl was years younger than them. And she was gorgeous. What the hell would she have been doing with an old guy who was on his way to going to seed? Ray stiffened with anger on Izzy’s behalf and then throbbed with jealousy on behalf of no one but himself.

From there on, there was a constant assault on his senses. There were more people to meet and more images to take in than he could have imagined possible. It was nothing like any of the museums Ray could remember visiting as a kid. There was nothing dry or boring about it. It was superb. Mind-blowing. Completely amazing.

Ray noticed how happy the staff all seemed. They were always looking out for people to help. Always offered their services with a smile and a little bit of charm. Seemed to enjoy what they did. He pictured himself in their place, all smart and useful. Proud of himself. Of his worth. A valid member of the human race again.

*

At the beginning of the shipyard ride, Ray had to pay special attention. He watched as the stewards marshalled the queue and set families off in their individual cars. They reminded him of the dodgems, only bigger and for more people.

The routine was the same. A bit of a script. Three in the front and three in the back. Belts on. The press of a button and they were off.

Cliff looked over at the tall man when everyone in the queue had finally gone on their way. “One for me and my mate, Ray,” he said. The bucket pulled up and the pair got in and went through the routine of belts and sitting comfortably.

There was a small jolt and off they went to find out about how the they’d built the giant Titanic all those years ago.

Not that there was much room left in his brain for absorbing more facts. His senses had been assaulted by the old films of Belfast, the interactive floors, the pistons and steam of the engine room, the ghost-like images projected somehow into the rooms. He couldn’t hold on to much more.

“You’ll have to do a bit more than just get people on and off the rides,” Cliff shouted. The noise was intense. “And it’ll be busier when the schools are in again, so there’ll be no danger of you getting bored. You’ll need to do the whole customer service thing. ‘The bollocks’ as we like to call it. And there’ll be training for the emergency and fire strategies. Can’t do anything these days without a nod to health and safety.”

Ray wanted his friend to shut up. Being crammed in the small space with the bangs and the shouting and the sense of impending doom that the whole place was heading towards was setting him off. It was like his blood was rising in temperature. Starting to simmer inside. All ready to come to the boil. He gripped tightly to the front of the cart. Screwed his eyes tight for a moment but couldn’t keep them closed.

“If there are any breakdowns, you’ll be in charge, but that shouldn’t happen. Anyone faints or collapses, that’s on your shoulders.”

Right then his shoulders wouldn’t have supported an inflatable doll.

“So let’s learn some history, shall we?” At last Cliff was going to shut up and let the experts do the talking.

Ray heard all about the riveting teams. Saw them cramped up in tiny spaces hammering against the steel hull. All the while the spaces around him seemed to be closing in. Pinning him down and removing the oxygen from the air. All he wanted was for it to be over. For him to get out and to get along to the safety of his room back at the house.

Lights flashed. Hammers banged. The car jolted into action. Ray’s blood bubbled inside. His head floated away from his shoulders like someone had filled it with helium. His eyes closed and everything went dark.


New Dawn Fades

––––––––

“That’s my boy,” Cliff said when someone turned the lights back on.

There was the smell of mothballs in Ray’s nostrils and the guy who’d sent them on their way, William according to his name badge, was waving something in front of his nose.

“You’ll not be needing to write this one out,” Cliff said to William. “This one’s on me.” There was another of those winks. “Jesus, Ray. I thought you were a gonner.”

The two men put their arms around Ray and guided him out of the cart. “How about a coffee?” Cliff asked and they headed off slowly in the direction of the café.

He sat at a table and his friend brought over a large mug of latte. It was a relief when he went over to speak the girl behind the counter and left Ray alone. Allowed him the space he needed to get his shit together.

The view was spectacular and the sweetness of his latte cheered him a little.

If he’d learned anything from his visit, it was that things hadn’t changed much over the years. The world was still split into classes. First, second and third. Not that it mattered much which you were in. Disaster was a great leveller. Death came to all. There was no escape from that.

There was only one man on the Titanic who Ray really felt for. The Captain. The man with the stiff upper lip. Edward John Smith. A plainer name would be difficult to come up with. And him looking a lot like Captain Bird’s Eye, a man who conjured up the image of fish fingers for a whole generation.

In the end, it all came down to Smith. Rested upon his shoulders. And when he’d done all he could, he needed to be there to go down with the ship when he could have pulled rank and been in the first lifeboat to leave his vessel. Poor sod. Worse, he had to come up with some famous last words. “It’s every man for himself now and God Bless you,” wasn’t quite as memorable as it might have been.

A wind of melancholy passed through Ray, chilling his bones. Wasn’t it like that for everyone in the end? Aren’t all humans the captains of their own little vessels? Steering them around rocks and rugged coasts? Avoiding icebergs and enemy craft?

Sure, there were lighthouses along the way. Beacons of hope that came in the form of friends, lovers and children. Flashes of inspiration from the likes of Presley, Vincent and Holly. Stretches of calm waters and stop-overs on faraway lands. But there could never be enough of them. Everyone meets their iceberg one day. Is scuppered by a torpedo or turned over by pirates. It’s just the way it is. Everyone’s just a captain going down with their ship, standing on board and wondering where it all went wrong. Waiting to be swallowed by the icy darkness of the ocean.

Christ, he was turning into a morbid sod.

He gulped down half the coffee. Spooned froth from the latte into his mouth. Felt something of the comfort of the caffeine and the sugar, the warm milk thawing his heart.

Outside, the sun appeared from behind a cloud. Flashed its light over the water of the old slipway. Turned the world over just like that.

“C’mon,” Ray told himself, determined to get a grip.

He took a bite of the biscuit that came with his drink.

Thought about what it would be like when he was working here. How well he’d fit in. What it might be like to earn a living again.

Thought of Izzy and her touch. The music in her voice. The colour that was returning to her cheeks.

Decided that the world, for now, wasn’t all bad. That with a good wind and a sound compass, he could navigate the storms and find safe harbour. And that he should enjoy the view along the way before it was taken from him.


I Should Have Known It From The Very Start

––––––––

The two boys sat under the arches at their usual bench. Archie was working his way through his second Twix of the morning when his friend finished telling him about the money and the social worker. Jesse had decided not to mention anything about speaking to his dad and lying to him about the way things were working out. Truth was, Jesse liked the new order. Things seemed more stable and safe than they’d ever done and he hadn’t wanted to throw any spanners into the works at this early stage of life without parents. All he had to do now was to keep things settled, even in the knowledge that it wasn’t going to be easy.

Archie didn’t bother to swallow before answering, which just went to show that money and manners didn’t always live together in the same house. “There’s no way you’ll get away with this one, Jess.” A couple of crumbs flew from his mouth into the air. “You’ve got nothing else to sell and not even you can produce your parents for a meeting by next week. It’ll need a miracle.”

A miracle would have been nice. Talking of which, after a year of being totally ignored by Bonnie Bird, it seemed she couldn’t take her eyes from him since his recent string of absences. Either she knew something about what was going on or she’d finally come to her senses and decided that Jesse was the boy for her. Not only was she watching him all the time, she seemed to be finding any excuse to walk by the bench he sat on and each time she did, she got a little closer to the boys.

Her name was a standing joke in the school – what else could anyone do with it but laugh? She obviously had crazy parents, though to look at them they looked pretty normal. Happy even. And it suited her. She was about the prettiest girl in Edinburgh, or at least Jesse thought so. Her long, blond hair was always straight and perfectly brushed and her blue eyes seemed to have special powers, like they were looking beneath the skin or something. As if that wasn’t enough, she stood a head taller than anyone else at Preston Street, which meant she was always visible no matter where she was in a crowd.

She walked past the boys again and, as soon as she was out of earshot, they continued their conversation.

“There’s not much chance of a miracle, I’m afraid. What do you think I should do?”

Archie finished the chocolate, screwed up the wrapper and put it into his pocket. When he’d done, he pulled out an envelope and passed it over. “Twenty quid. I took it from my mum’s purse this morning.”

“Cheers, mate.” A hug was out of the question, so a wink did the job instead. “I appreciate it.”

“You think you’ll get taken into care?”

“I’m not letting that happen again. Remember when they sent me off to those foster parents?”

“The time your mum stabbed your dad?”

“Aye. It was a nightmare. They made me say prayers before eating. Even at breakfast. And there was a mad girl there who spent all her time rocking backwards and forwards and wouldn’t close her mouth when she ate. Disgusting.” He winced at the memory of it all.

“Good job your dad said it was an accident, wasn’t it?”

“Otherwise they’d still have me on my knees praying for my soul.”

Bonnie had been looking out of the school gates, but whatever it was that had caught her interest must have gone. She turned to start another of her circuits.

“She’s coming round again,” Archie said. “Think she’ll actually stop and talk this time?”

Much as Jesse hoped so, he didn’t dare tempt fate. “Nah.”

“Never mind.” Archie took a packet of gum from his coat pocket. “I’m cutting down on the sugar before Christmas. Fancy a stick?”

Jesse took a piece, unwrapped it and chewed. The mint freshened up his mouth and set him talking again. “So what am I supposed to do? Go and live on the streets?”

“I hear London’s full of them.”

“What?”

“Streets.”

“No kidding. And they’re made of gold, right?”

“Platinum. And it’s warmer down south.”

“I’m not going there. England’s no place for a Southsider.”

“What about the treehouse?”

Archie had a treehouse at the bottom of his garden. At least that’s what they called it. It was more like a posh shed and it had almost as much floor space as Jesse’s flat. It had a rope-ladder all the way to the base and was out of sight of the main house.

“Are you serious? That would be amazing. But it would still be cold, right?”

“And you’d have to keep it dark in case anyone noticed.”

“It’s hardly luxury, then.” Archie wrinkled up his nose when he heard that, as if his feelings had been hurt. “Only kidding. I love the treehouse, you know I do. And it’s nicer than my place. It’d be boss if you’d let me.”

Archie’s face loosened and he returned to chewing. “Course. It’s what friends are for. I’ll bring a key tomorrow.”

“Cool. So all I need now is a way to make some cash.”

Archie nodded over to Bonnie who was back at the school gate. “You’ll just have to get a job mate.” He stood, punched Jesse on the shoulder and set off. “I’ll leave you to it for a while. Maybe she’ll bite if you’re on your own.”

He was obviously right. No sooner had he moved a few steps away than Bonnie walked over in the straight line that had eluded her since lunch. She swished as the arms of her coat rubbed against her body. It was a nice sound, one that set Jesse’s heart racing.

She sat down in Archie’s place and crossed her legs.

Neither of them spoke for a while and the only thing that came from their mouths was the mist of their breath.

In the end, it was Bonnie who broke the silence. “You going to the disco on Friday night?”

“I might be.” He hadn’t decided, but the idea of turning up at school when you didn’t have to seemed completely crazy.

“I am.”

He knew that already. There was little that Bonnie got up to that he wasn’t aware of. And he happened to know that she was going with Todd Bentley. “I heard.” He was trying to act cool, but could feel the flush in his cheeks from the thought of Todd and Bonnie together and the flutter in his chest that seemed to be caused by the piercing look of her shiny, blue eyes.

“Do you want to chum me?”

Jesse’s body jolted upright as his reflexes gave him a reminder that they still worked. “What about...?” The question didn’t seem to have an ending that he could put his finger on.

“Todd?”

“That’s it.”

“Todd Bentley’s got a new nickname. Toad. As in ugly, warty frog.” Her lips had straightened and her canine teeth poked their way into view. “Ugly, warty bastard.” The words hissed from her like she’d been punctured.

“Tell me something I didn’t know already.” Not that Todd was ugly. In fact, he was the kind of kid you’d see on adverts for clothes and hairstyles and healthy cereals.

“So will you?”

It wasn’t that he was playing hard to get that he hadn’t answered earlier. It was more like his body hadn’t really recovered from the shock. This time he got the words out. “Course. I’d love to.”

Bonnie Bird stood up and allowed herself a smile. “Then I’ll be seeing you.”

Archie was over by the bins watching it all happen, his hands buried in his pockets and a smile on his face that was bigger than Fife.

When Bonnie got up to leave and the school bell rang, Jesse ran over to his mate and jumped onto him, nearly knocking the poor sod over.

“Jesse Spalding!” Mr Clegg’s voice growled over the malaise that was the end of lunch crush. Not even Clegg’s roar could wipe the smile from Jesse’s face. He looked over to his teacher and waited to accept whatever punishment was coming his way.


But I Do Know One And One Is Two

––––––––

Their third night out this week. Their third different hotel. Either Cliff and his bit of skirt were doing a great job of keeping their affair secret or they were managing to spread the word with amazing skill.

This time they’d gone for the Travelodge, which might have saved them a bob or two but did nothing for adding atmosphere or culture to the experience of hanging round in the bar. Ray had seen more interesting-looking waiting rooms than this place. The chairs weren’t comfortable enough for a bar and the bright orange colour scheme probably had the same effect on drinkers as a load of artificial food additives. A snug this most definitely was not. The few strings of tinsel and a pile of mince pies under a glass dome did little to add any festive cheer.

Ray sat waiting for his drink, his fists tight as knots and the need for a cigarette bigger than it had been since he first quit. He watched Cliff chatting to the barman, a young Polish guy with spikey brown hair and a silver stud shining from just above his upper lip. They were laughing about something or other and the only bit of the conversation Ray managed to pick up on was ‘keep the change’.

There was that wink again when Cliff returned to the table. The guy could bullshit for Ireland. Ray wanted to knock seven shades of the stuff from his friend’s body. Shut that eye permanently to stop it from closing all the time. Most of all he wanted Cliff to stop treating his wife this way. She was a gem. A kind and beautiful woman who’d slipped off the tracks for a while when the baby came along. As far as he knew, she’d done nothing to deserve this kind of treatment. A man like Cliff needed to spend a couple of weeks with Paula to find out how the other half lived. If nothing else, she’d have him learning the true meaning of ‘under the thumb’.

The thoughts were messing with Ray’s head. A swirling mix of Paula and Izzy, of Jesse and Rose and the craving for a smoke had him needing to grab hold of something concrete to focus on. He chose the bottled Czech lager in front of him. Before pouring it into the chilled glass, he rolled the bottle around his forehead and felt it cooling his mind.

“Here’s to the newest employee of Belfast’s jewel in the crown. Cheers, mate,” Cliff said, the wink providing a kind of full stop to the toast.

“Cheers.”

They clinked bottles and drank from them.

The suds settled Ray down as he paid attention to them slipping down his throat and lowering his temperature. He took another gulp before stopping to pour the rest of the beer into the glass.

“Don’t worry. We won’t be kicking you out straight away. You can stay with us for the first month or two, no problem. As long as you can get your arse out with me for a drink a couple of times a week, we’re even.”

It made Ray feel like a prostitute, putting it like that. Reminding him that he was selling his soul for services rendered. The beer fizzed in his stomach as if it wanted to return to sample a little more of the Travelodge’s great atmosphere.

The phone on the table did a little dance. “There she blows,” Cliff said. “Bang on time.”

Ray wanted to smash the phone. To club it with the empty bottle in front of him the way hunters used to do to cute, furry seals. To watch the electronic guts of the thing spill out of the case and dribble down onto the cheap red carpet tiles.

“Back in a couple of hours,” Cliff said “You should bring a book to read or a paper or something. It’d do you good to take your mind off things.”

Ray didn’t say anything. Imagined rolling up the proposed newspaper and shoving it where the sun would never shine. Watched as Cliff hurried out towards the lift in the reception area.

When Ray was alone, the swirl in his mind picked up again like an early breeze warning of an impending storm.

Truth was he missed Paula. The way she shielded him from the outside world and made sure he knew exactly where he stood. When she was around, everything was black and white. Or at least black and blue. However bad it was, he wished she’d been there with him so he could buy her a beer. Would enjoy the early stages of her drunk before the balance tipped and the tidal wave of anger and malice took over. She’d have told him what to do and have made him do it. She might even have done it herself. He imagined Cliff in one of her headlocks. Saw her pulling at his hair and rubbing her knuckles into his skull. Smiled at the thought. “Get out of that, you fucker,” he said.

The barman looked over. Raised a pierced eyebrow and got back to drying off the glasses in a way that most likely left smears all over them for their next customers.

Ray downed his beer in one. Stood up and strode over to the exit, eager to get back to his new home.

*

While he walked through the warren of terraced houses, each street looking much like the last, he thought about Jesse.

He was a good lad. Had managed to do well at school in spite of everything at home. The boy deserved a chance in life and there wasn’t much likelihood of him getting that if Paula was the only one raising him. He might not even get to live to be a teenager if she carried on along the path she’d been treading. It would be a murder of sorts, no matter how things turned out. Either she’d kill him when she was on one of her drunken rants or she’d kill off every bit of potential the boy had.

It was while Ray took a shortcut down the ginnel that took him back to Izzy and Rose’s house that the idea struck him. He’d go back to Scotland. Pick up his son and maybe even collect the bag while he was at it. The thought of the bag had him reaching into his jacket to make sure the key was still hanging around his neck. The feel of the metal in his fingers relaxed him and he got back to planning. He’d ask Izzy about it later on, whether it would be OK for Jesse to come over and share the room with him until they found their feet.

When he got to the front door, he thought about returning to the hotel to be there when Cliff came down, all scrubbed and showered after sex as usual. If he was there, he could keep the boat steady. Avoid the iceberg as it were. Make sure Jesse would be welcome.

Still, he was there now and the urge to see Izzy and to protect her was greater than anything else he was feeling.

He put the key into the lock and turned it quietly so as not to wake the baby.

The light was off in the entrance and he had to feel around for the handle of the lounge door. An advert blared out the benefits of having fibre in your breakfast cereal and daring him to eat three. He was pleased that Izzy might still be up and about.

There she was, kneeling down in front of the gas fire that looked like burning coals. There was a green towel over her lap and she was drying her hair with a white one. Between the two towels she wore nothing.

The hollows beneath her long neck looked deep enough to collect little pools inside when she showered. Her breasts stood small and proud, with soft pink nipples that were perfectly in proportion. Her ribs were visible as though they were steps to guide his fingers up and down her body and her waist was tiny and trim even this soon after giving birth.

Ray let his gaze settle upon her face.

She was looking right back at him, watching him study her fine cheek bones and her deliciously pale eyes.

He felt the intensity of her stare. Wondered if he’d stumbled upon a new way of creating electricity of the renewable sort. First it gave him a tingle and then blasted him a shock. He wanted her to say something. To break the tension. But she seemed equally numb. At least she had the presence of mind to smile.

There was no attempt to cover herself up and no sense of embarrassment about what was taking place. She shifted position ever so slightly. Bent herself forward a little. Something about it suggested an invitation. The world, just then, seemed full of magic.

It was Ray who broke the spell. Instead of acting on his desires, he stepped back and closed the door. Ran up the stairs with his heart beating a kind of Morse Code. Dot dot, dot dot. Dash. Dot dot dot dash. Dot dot dash. Dot dash. Whatever the hell that spelled.

*

Izzy knocked on the bedroom door and poked her head in. “Is now a good time?”

She was dressed now, in stripy cotton pyjamas and a brown towel bathrobe with a hood. Made her look like the boxer in Million Dollar Baby. Ray pushed himself onto his elbows so that he was sitting up on the bed.

“Thanks,” she said to him.

Of all the things he’d imagined her saying, this had not been on the list. “What the hell for?”

“It’s been a long time since a man looked at me that way. Like he wanted me.”

“That obvious, was it?”

She nodded. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I guess not.” That was a relief to hear. It was also a relief that she wasn’t throwing things.

“And I respect the fact that you didn’t come on to me. There aren’t many of Cliff’s friends I’d be able to say that about.”

“Oh?”

“They’ve all had a crack at one time or other, the horny sods. Or at least they did before I got pregnant. Now Cliff doesn’t even bother to bring them round.”

Izzy came and sat on the end of the bed. “So I wanted to thank you for respecting me and Cliff the way you did.”

Was that what he’d done? Respected her? “I like the way you put it.”

“And if it’s all right with you,” she went on, “I’d be grateful if we made it the last we ever spoke of it. It’ll be our secret. Pinky promise?”

What the hell was a pinky promise?

She held out her little finger.

He followed his instincts and linked their hands together with his own little finger.

“I’ve been thinking, Izzy,” he said once the ritual was over, “about going home to fetch Jesse and bringing him back here. Would you mind if he came to stay for a little while? A couple of weeks even, just until I get my feet on the ground at work and they start paying me.”

“I’d love to meet him. And course he can stay. Cliff won’t mind. And it’s nice that he’s got a new drinking buddy. Speaking of which...”

Ray was ready for the question. “I thought I’d rush here and ask you before I mentioned anything to Cliff. And he was chatting with a couple of his mates, so I’ll not be missed. I’ll be getting back to him right now. I could book myself a flight for Friday?”

Izzy stood up. Leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. “For you, anything at all,” she told him and left the room, the many facets of her statement illuminating the room like it was an enormous diamond.

*

A couple had arrived in the bar while he’d been away. They spent most of their time giggling over things they were finding on their phone and didn’t seem to notice that Ray was there at all.

The barman was watching something on the tiny TV above the microwave, looking bored.

Ray sipped at his beer and savoured the flavour of the hops. The taste took him back to his early days in Edinburgh when he was working in the brewery down at Fountainbridge. He had a whale of a time driving around in his forklift, his nostrils filled with the smell of overcooked baked potatoes, a smell that would waft over to the Southside when the weather conditions prevailed. It wouldn’t be long before he was back there again, soaking up the scents and sights and catching up with everyone’s news. He couldn’t wait.

The sights would be a lot easier on the eye that the room he was in. This uninviting bar. Nothing about it made sense. From what he understood about the world, businesses took great care in setting up the right atmosphere so that people would spend as much money as possible. There was all that stupid pop music in clothes shops that was supposed to make you feel young and cool and ready to buy the latest threads. And there were the supermarkets and the way they greeted customers with the vibrant colours of fresh fruit and veg. So what was it about the crappy pictures on the wall that was going to get him to buy another pint? Cheap canvas prints with no frames, never a good look to begin with. Worse still, it looked as though they’d given a five-year-old child a camera and told him to take photos of anything he fancied – pebbles, venetian blinds, piles of leaves – and then used the images to decorate bars around the country. Maybe it was all about keeping the riff-raff out. Keeping the place so ugly that no one would want to drink there unless they had a room booked. At least there’d be no trouble at the end of the night. No need for security. A money-saving trick that made sense. The clever bastards.

Ray managed to avert his eyes from the artwork and got to work on the laptop.

One flight to Edinburgh, Friday afternoon. Check. No bags to be booked on. No need to pick a seat. No parking deals or need for a hotel at the other end.

Two seats back to Belfast. 2nd Jan. Plenty of time to settle down before taking the bogus interview for his new job and getting Jesse enrolled in a school.

The confirmation emails pinged around the ether for a while, then ended up in his inbox.

Ray checked all the details and was a happy man. He’d print off the boarding pass back at the house and that would be him sorted.

While he was there, he scrolled through his mail, deleting most of it as he went.

There was the usual junk about the stuff he could sell. There were the fliers from various rock’n’roll festivals that he wouldn’t be going to but liked to know about. There were plenty of Jesse’s about new games and sites he’d joined in the previous few days. And there was the one he’d been trying not to think about. The one from Paula that he still hadn’t read in case the wounds opened even further.

He moved the arrow over Paula’s message and let it hover. Took in a deep breath and clicked.

“Ray. You are a hole. I’m leaving. Look after the boy. Tell him I love him or something like that.” His brain short-circuited then rebooted. “Look after the boy.” What the hell was that all about? Leaving? Surely he’d got the wrong end of the stick.

His heart set off again with the fast pitter-patters that had him worrying it was about to burst. How could she leave him? Surely it hadn’t come to that.

A noise blurted from his mouth. The couple over at the far table finally looked his way, staring, and then hiding behind their phones as soon as they could. The barman’s eyebrows wiggled again in shapes of bewilderment and then turned back to the TV.

Ray sat back in his chair, put his arms around himself and held on tight, making sure that none of his insides spilled out as he tried to get a grip on what the hell was going on.


Hanging On The Telephone

––––––––

His hands were shaking as he listened to the phone ring. And then the break in tone came. He dived straight in. “Paula. It’s me.” The signal wasn’t the best and Ray could hear his voice cracking up as he spoke.

“Ray, you wee shite. I was wondering how long it would take till you tried again. What can I do for you, you old arse-wipe?” There were voices chattering in the background, talking over loud music. Sounded like The Jammers to Ray, which meant she was in The Bricklayers’. As she spoke, all the anger he’d felt about her leaving had deserted him. He slipped down into his chair and curled up in it.

“How are you?” It wasn’t what he meant. Or what he meant to say.

“Fine and dandy, you hole. How are you and your tiny cock?”

“Jesse.” Now he was back on course. “How’s Jesse?”

She laughed loudly on the other end. Made Ray take the phone away from his ear. “The fuck should I know?” she said. “He’s your problem now. Deal with it.”

He sucked in a breath. “Thing is Paula, I thought he was with you. Do me a favour and go home. Make sure he’s all right.” Asking for favours from Paula was like asking for a bank loan when you didn’t have a job or any prospects. She laughed again, louder this time.

“You’re so concerned about him, check on him yourself. And when you find out, make sure you don’t bother to let me know. Understand?”

There was no rage where it should have been. Instead, Ray felt his muscles relax. It was good being told what to do. Black and white was so much easier to deal with than grey.

“I’ll do that,” he said. “And I’ll let you—” The call ended before he could finish his sentence.

He put his phone into the inside pocket of his leather jacket and looked around.

The couple had gone and the barman had made himself scarce. Ray settled to enjoy the moment alone when Cliff bounced into the room, wearing the huge grin of the demented.


You Make Me Wanna SHOUT!

––––––––

The thing about clever people was that they said the right things even when they didn’t mean to.

Take Archie and his ‘getting a job’ crack. Most people wouldn’t have even thought of that as a solution for a kid in primary school and certainly wouldn’t have said it. Archie, mind, he could make a joke and find an answer at the same time.

Soon as school finished, Jesse headed home. He picked up his board from the flat and then whizzed down the hill, weaving in and out of the Bridges’ traffic that was already nose-to-tail. There were a couple of near misses with bikes and a bus, but other than that it was uneventful.

He took a right at the Royal Mile, skating through the lights just as they turned red and earning him an angry beep from a BMW driver who was hoping to run the light on his way up the hill, even though he’d have had to stop in the jam as soon as he made it through.

It looked better in the dark on the Mile. The lights shone and sparkled and he could practically smell Christmas in the air.

Once he got past the main shops, he stepped on the tail of the board and slowed down. Getting off the board, toeing it up and putting it under his arm all happened in a smooth run as if he was born to skate. Truth was he’d had to put in many hours of practice to get everything to happen just right. Lots of watching the older kids over at Bristo Square strut their stuff and more than a few cuts and bruises from trying to copy them.

When he got to the close, he cut through and stopped at Fish, the pawnbroker’s.

Jesse pushed the door and went in, greeted by the same bell as before.

A string of fairy lights blinked away along the cabinets and in the windows.

Lurch was standing at the counter, polishing something silver. Either a gun or a fancy cigarette lighter. Whichever, he seemed to be taking great care of it. He stopped what he was doing and looked in Jesse’s direction. “Young Master Spalding. We weren’t expecting to see you for weeks yet.” He nodded up at the shelves behind him.

Jesse followed his gaze and read the sign: ‘Available Soon’. Pride of place seemed to go to his Elvis record, which looked great up there when the coloured lights flashed on. Another label lower down the cabinet read: ‘Sealed bids please’. What the hell was going on? “You can’t sell it. Not yet. I’ve still got the ticket at home.” He was shouting at Lurch, even though he wasn’t feeling angry at all.

“Now, now. Take a chill pill. Isn’t that what you young folk say? It’s not for sale. Not yet.”

“So what’s it on the shelves for?”

Lurch smiled. “Think of it as being like eBay. We have an item that might be for sale soon. We want to sell it for as much as we can get. We put it up there to draw interest and we take the bids of anyone who might like to buy. It’s not for sale until the ticket expires, but the way Uncle likes it is that his goods are sold as soon as. You bring the ticket back and the money with it, you take the record home. You’re so much as a minute late with the payment and we’re on the blower telling the highest bidder that the item’s theirs.”

It made sense. Having a quick turnover like that meant being able to deal with more stock. More stock meant more cash. “That’s all right then.”

“Very funny.”

“You know what I mean. So has there been much interest?”

Lurch stopped his polishing and put everything down on the counter. “There’s this one guy comes in once a week, regular as. He always bids for music even if it’s complete crap. And we’ve got a few collectors besides. Not to mention the internet. Yeah. You could say we’re doing pretty well on this one. You don’t want to be late, that’s for sure.”

Jesse didn’t like the way it all sounded. The way the money he’d got for the records was disappearing, he wasn’t going to have enough to pay for a brand new copy of the one he’d brought in, never mind the signed original. He wished he hadn’t bought the new wheels for his board, but it was done now and he wouldn’t be able to take them back for a refund. Which reminded him of his reason for being there in the first place. “That cleaner job. Does it mean a cleaner to keep things tidy or a cleaner who’s going to be able to tidy up loose ends for Mr Fish?” He could manage the work, he figured. A couple of hours before or after school, not to mention the weekends.

“That was a real cleaning job. Pledge and feather dusters and all that.”

“Was?” Jesse screwed his eyes up for a moment, hoping things might be different when he opened them again.

“Sorry, son. The guy over there got in before you.”

Jesse noticed him for the first time, wiping shelves in the shadows at the back of the shop. They guy was rubbing away like he was expecting a genie to appear and make all his wishes come true.

“He’s Syrian or something. A refugee. He was setting out his sleeping bag in the alley the other night and saw the sign.”

Jesse took a closer look at the new guy. He had a thin grey beard that contrasted with his rich, brown skin. His eyes were practically black and soft as a puppy’s.

“He can read English?”

“Read English? Listen mate, he could save your life if you were knocked over by a bus. He’s a qualified doctor. Imagine him having to clean carpets for a living when he should be performing open-heart surgery or curing cancer patients or something. Talk about a come down.”

“Don’t suppose you need any other help?” It seemed worth asking.

“Sorry. No can do.”

Jesse rapped his knuckles on the counter. Hard.

“You want to watch that temper, sunshine,” Lurch said, but Jesse wasn’t interested. What he needed was to get out before he screamed the place down. So that he could release some of the pain that was burning in his hand. He turned on his heels, sucked in his cheeks and stomped out into the cold fresh air.


You’ll Never Be That Young Again

––––––––

Thursday night. Home-made lasagne and baked potatoes. Delicious. Could only have been improved by defrosting the atmosphere around the table.

Cliff didn’t look up from his food once it was set in front of him. His brows knitted together every time his wife spoke and he cringed as if her words were grating his skin and shredding his nerves.

The prick.

Izzy had stopped trying. She had the sense to make sure she only opened her mouth when she was putting food in it, which wasn’t very often. Less than halfway through her meal and she’d pretty much ground to a halt. Had moved past bothering to shift the pasta round her plate and just sat there, throwing the occasional false smile over at Ray.

Ray knew about meals like this. It’s why he and Paula had given up on sitting together to eat and on the rare occasions that they did, it was always in front of the television. If they got peckish early, they’d heat something up in time for Pointless. Later, and they’d be there for the soaps. After the soaps and they’d pop out to the chippy on the way to the pub or pick up a few packets of crisps to go with their beer.

Rose was stirring in her basinet, twitching her legs underneath her pink blanket. Maybe she’d picked up on the atmosphere.

“What’s for afters?” Cliff asked. If it had been up to Ray, it would have been a custard pie rammed hard into his face.

“Ice cream.” Izzy stood and picked up Cliff’s plate.

“Fuck’s sake,” Cliff said, slapping the edge of the table. “Ice fucking cream. Third night in a row.” He seemed to be looking at Ray, as if he might provide back-up if called upon. “Did having a baby completely wreck your imagination, woman?”

Izzy had turned away and was scraping food from her plate into the bin. Probably holding back tears and trying to compose herself. Trying to keep everything calm. It was a good move. Answering back would have only made things worse.

It was like being a fly on the wall for Ray. He got to watch the life of another family as they went, slowly, down the tubes. He also got to understand what it might be like for an insect that might get swatted and crushed against the paintwork at any moment.

The lasagne felt heavy on his stomach. He needed to diffuse the tension somehow.

“I could pop out. Get us something from the corner shop.” Pick up a packet of tobacco at the same time and smoke the life out of it.

“You kidding, Ray? Let’s leave that kind of thing to the womenfolk, shall we?”

It wasn’t a question that required an answer, but Ray had one in mind. A physical one. Not that he was going to make any moves with Izzy around. “Should I get the bowls?” he asked.

Izzy didn’t have an answer either. She took the ice cream from the freezer and some bowls from the cupboard, managing to keep her back to the table all the while. She conjured up a tin of mandarin segments to brighten up her husband’s meal.

She looked frail again. Always seemed smaller when Cliff was around. Ray couldn’t be sure, but he thought he saw her hands tremble as they worked.

It was like watching himself in his other life, skulking around the Edinburgh flat waiting for Paula’s next jibe, demand or put-down.

His insides began to shake in sympathy and his heels bounced up and down on the floor under the table. He felt himself shrink a little and hated himself for that. To kick back at his own pathetic being, he reached out and took the knife from the butter in the middle of the table. It was like he was Arthur removing the sword from the stone, strengthened by the act of having a weapon in his hand. He rolled it round in his fingers and sat up straight in his seat.

Rose picked that moment to wake up. Her eyes opened and she stuck her hand into her mouth and sucked it. It didn’t take long for her to realise that her fingers weren’t going to satisfy her hunger. When she did, she crinkled her face and gave out a muffled cry.

She was like one of those hand-turned air-raid warnings from the war. Started off with a feeble whinge, gathered momentum and morphed into a high-pitched wave that ended up as a full-blown scream which could be heard all over town.

Cliff didn’t wait for the second or third phases. He barked at his wife. “Sort her out, for Christ’s sake.”

The knife in Ray’s hand twitched. Seemed to call out to him to shut the miserable sod at the end of the table up once and for all. Ray found himself standing.

Izzy’s response distracted him. She ran over as instructed. Scooped up Rose and jiggled her up and down. Popped a dummy in the baby’s mouth and averted the storm.

Ray stabbed the knife back into the butter. Took his leather jacket from the back of his seat and headed for the door. “I’m off to pick up some chocolate,” he said. “I may be some time.”

*

Five lads in hoodies were hanging around outside the corner shop. Soon as he saw them, Ray stood taller. Put a little swing into his shoulders. Clenched his fists and unclenched them a few times to loosen them up. Hoped the kids had seen him and got the message: DO NOT MESS, even though part of him wanted them to mess.

As he got closer, he saw that the kids were barely older than Jesse. Probably weren’t even shaving yet. He lowered his shoulders a little, but not all the way. Teenagers, especially teenage boys in a pack, could do a lot of damage. It was ever thus.

“Excuse me mister,” the biggest one called over as Ray crossed the road without looking right or left. “Are you going into Ali’s?” The kid had a camouflage buff around his neck and a mop of hair that looked like it hadn’t been brushed for months and had probably taken hours of attention to get it to appear that way.

“Yeah.” One word was enough for now. Why waste any more?

“Thing is, we need something to keep the cold out.”

“Four cans of Special Brew usually work,” another of the pack said. He was the smallest, but his eyes were close together and his nose was flattened into his face as if it had already taken more than its fair share of hard knocks. Made him look tougher than all the rest by a country mile.

It wasn’t right, Ray knew, encouraging kids to drink. But what else were they going to do? Play Scrabble with their grans?

He’d buy booze for Jesse when the time came, so doing it for these lads just made sense. “Sure,” he said.

The little one with the nose handed over a fiver. Looked around quickly as if to make sure there were no prying eyes and stared back at Ray.

“Keep the change.” The kid smirked and the boys turned back together to form a tight circle as if nothing had happened. Slick.

The bell rang on the door when Ray went in. It wasn’t exactly as he’d imagined. The entire stock and the counter were behind huge Perspex screens. Someone must have tried to get through at some point as the screen to the left of him was cracked from the bottom corner to the top right and then clumsily taped up on the other side. Whoever it had been hadn’t made it, so Ray supposed that the protection may have been worth the investment.

There wasn’t a hint of Christmas to be seen inside. Not a bauble or a card or any of that false powdery snow.

Behind the screen sat a man in a turban, his beard neatly tucked away into a net that looked like a chin-strap. He looked up from his newspaper and nodded. His left eye was missing. There was no patch to hide it and no glass ball to make it look more attractive, just a mess of scar tissue and a hollow from hell.

An Alsatian dog sat at the man’s side, head nuzzling into his owner’s side. It was an old dog, going grey and getting fat down there by the till. Funny thing was its right eye was missing. Same deal as the man in the turban – no patch, no glass. Talk about dogs looking like their owners. Ray almost laughed. Instead, he got straight down to business trying to look the man in his good eye and avoid everything else.

“A small pack of Golden Virginia, a packet of liquorice papers and a box of filters, please.”

A young lad appeared, wearing short trousers and in bare feet. He set about collecting the goods for Ray without being asked.

“And I’ll take eight of your finest Special Brew.” The kid was over at the beer without having to think. Took off a fluorescent green star that had £4.99 written on it in black pen, picked up the cans, and replaced the star. Ray understood the smirk of the boy outside now. Keep the change, indeed. The lad out there would make a fine comedian one day.

It was an old-fashioned cash register they were using. The kind where the numbers were punched in hard and you could practically hear the mechanics of it performing the calculation. The total appeared in big plastic numbers at the top that were impossible to ignore.

Nobody spoke. Ray passed a twenty through the gap between the counter and the window. The man took it and put it in the till. The kid in the shorts fished out the change and dumped it into the metal box on his side of the glass, next to the beer and the smokes. Pushed the box so that it ended up on Ray’s side. Ray reached in, filled his pockets, picked up the four-packs and his new smoking kit, nodded and left.

The gang of boys outside turned towards Ray, expectant looks on their faces. Ray passed one of the four-packs to the tallest lad then fished around in his pocket for a moment. When he took his hand out, there was a penny in it. He held it out to the little bruiser, inches from his face.

The kid didn’t flinch. “Like I said, keep the change, mate. And don’t go spending it all at once.” He gave Ray a wink. It was a wink from the Cliff school of charm. Made Ray feel like he owed them something. Thankfully, he didn’t get to find out what that might be. The gang turned all at the same time and dragged their feet off into the night, like a pack of lions dragging their kill to a private space to be consumed.

Ray didn’t waste any time on killing his cravings.

Soon as they’d gone, he put the remaining beers down on the window ledge and took out his baccy. He still had the hard-wiring to roll the perfect ciggie without thinking about it, and his fingers still worked, even on a cold night like this. Tobacco packed in and rolled tight, but not too tight, the filter finding its place at the end. He enjoyed the sweet taste of the paper when he licked it into place and salivated at the prospect of the taste of the smoke.

He was all set. Reached into his pockets for a light and found nothing but lining.

“Idiot.”

There was no way he was going back into the shop for matches. Didn’t want to see those scars again as long as he lived.

He picked up the brews. Pulled one from the plastic rings and cracked it open. He took a sip, let the power of it kick his tongue into touch and the set off after the boys. “Hey, hang on,” he shouted after them and skipped off with his hands full, trying to catch them before they disappeared off the face of the earth.


A Handsome Brown-Eyed Man

––––––––

The school bell rang on the last day and the place was empty within minutes.

Jess pelted on home, flying on his board and giving the butterflies in his stomach no time to settle. There were too many hours left until the P7 party and there wasn’t that much to do to fill them.

He opened the door to the flat, took off his shoes and coat, hung up his bag and went to lie down on the sofa. He looked around the room, admiring his attempt to jolly up the place. The new tinsel really made all the difference. Cards had arrived for him and his mum and dad in increasingly large piles on the doormat over the previous days and Jesse had hung them all onto pieces of wool that he’d stretched across the room like washing lines. He reached over and clicked on the switch to the new fairy lights that were taped around the mantelpiece and added the finishing touches. All in all, he’d done a pretty good job, even if he still had the feeling something was missing. The flat looked like a home should at this time of year. Better than his parents ever managed. The only thing the decorations didn’t offer was the comfort he usually felt at Christmas.

What was missing was company. People. His dad. His mum too. And the way the place looked now was the way it was going to look for the next fortnight, unless he could come up with something.

Usually Jesse enjoyed the holidays as if they were like islands of paradise, but this time it looked like they were going to be more like the one Robinson Crusoe hung round on – isolated and lonely.

The buzz of happiness he’d felt all the way back home froze solid. Like a lump of ice in his belly.

Tears welled in his eyes and he picked up a cushion to give it a cuddle. He closed his eyes and waited for the sadness to pass.

*

When he woke up an hour later, the world seemed right again. His body had regrouped and topped itself up with energy, as if by magic.

There were only four hours until he had to pick up Bonnie Bird and he had plenty to do before then.

The music for his afternoon came via the soundtrack of American Graffiti. It had everything he needed to get through a day like this one. There were the harmonies, the beats and the tearjerkers all in the one place. Better still, there was Wolfman Jack taking him from one song to another. Jesse felt like he knew the Wolfman. He’d seen the film a couple of times with his dad and loved every minute, even the grown-up bits he didn’t really understand. The cars were boss, the hairstyles cool and the girls were gorgeous. Wolfman was just the icing on the cake and, while he played the four sides of the records in turn, it felt like he had a friend right there in the speakers.

With the tunes sorted, he set to choosing a bag to pack. He’d need to be ready to do a runner at any time and it made sense to be prepared. There weren’t many options in the bag department, so he used his school rucksack. He emptied it, putting the books and his gym kit neatly away. First thing he dropped in was the key to Archie’s treehouse which he slipped into the zipped pocket where he usually kept his snack. That felt like enough. He remembered about getting ready for the evening and lost his enthusiasm for anything else. He decided he’d finish packing up all of his clothes in the morning once the disco was over and done with.

Lunch was toasted cheese and ketchup sandwiches with coleslaw on the side.

He treated himself to an hour of the central heating, lay in the bath and soaked all the way through side three. He spread all his good clothes out on the double bed in his parents’ room and thought carefully about the possible combinations, even though he knew how he’d be dressing.

At six o’clock, he finally got out of his dressing gown and committed himself to an outfit.

Before trying anything on, he covered himself in deodorant. It smelled pretty good, but it made his eyes sting, so he had to open the windows to get in some fresh air, wasting some of the heat he’d built up over the afternoon.

The clothes he chose were the ones he’d wore to his cousin’s wedding in the summer. He had a black shirt with thin lapels and red panels at the shoulders that had Elvis’s face printed on them at various angles. The trousers were black-jean drainpipes that were almost impossible to get on. A lad at the wedding had accused him of wearing jeggings, so Jesse had punched him and cracked his nose, leaving bloody snot all over his face and his smart suit. For his sins, Jesse got a slap from his mum that he could still feel if he thought about it, as well as a lecture on how they shouldn’t be upsetting the bride “in her condition”. Next he had his pink socks to go into his Doctor Marten shoes with the silver tops and the crepe soles. To finish it all off, he went for his favourite clothing in the whole world, the grey car coat with purple trim and MEMPHIS written across the back in huge letters.

His favourite song this evening was “At The Hop”, Flash Cadillac and the Continental Kids covering the song by Danny and the Juniors and adding a little pepper and spice in the process. He took the stylus and lowered it into place so he could listen one more time while he did his hair.

By the time he’d finished slicking and combing and making regular checks in the mirror, he’d played “At The Hop” four times in a row and was ready for any dance-hall craves the night could throw at him.


Went To A Dance, Looking For Romance

––––––––

It felt like there was a lump in his throat the size of his mum’s fist when he pressed the doorbell at Bonnie’s house. He straightened his collar and hid the flowers behind his back as best he could while he waited for someone to answer.

The door opened and filled the courtyard with light. Mrs Bird smiled at him. “You must be Jesse. We’ve heard plenty about you. Nice to finally meet you.” She held out her hand and Jesse shook it. Her skin was warm and soft and welcoming. “Come in.”

His dad had told him once that when choosing a girlfriend you should always check out the mother first. That’s what they’d turn out like in the end. It was the way things went. Just like Jesse would, one day, end up with the Spalding nose and brows. His dad said he hadn’t known about it when he met Jesse’s mum, which explained why he’d got it so badly wrong.

Getting his first look at Mrs Bird at close range, Jesse decided that he had nothing to worry about. Most of the lads in his class would have called her a MILF, a mother they’d like to fuck. As if they were up to it. But she was beautiful, that was for sure. The kind of woman Roy Orbison and Bill Dees probably had in mind when he wrote the song “Oh, Pretty Woman”. Clean, light hair cut into a bob. Clear skin. A button nose and eyes the colour of the sky on a summer’s day. Her voice sounded warm and friendly and she smelled of washing powder.

“Thanks,” Jesse said, wiping his feet on the mat a bit more thoroughly than he probably should have. He looked through into the lounge and saw a huge Christmas tree with long pale-green needles, tasteful glass balls hanging from it and a home-made star perched at the top. The lights flashed pink, illuminating the whole room.

“Bonnie,” Mrs Bird called up the stairs. “There’s a handsome young man here for you.” Jesse’s ears warmed up at the words and he could practically feel them glowing.

There came the flurry of footsteps on the floorboards above him and Bonnie appeared at the top of the stairs. She was pretty as a sonnet in her green dress and with her hair sparkling in the light. “Hi, Jesse.” He couldn’t tell whether the pink in her cheeks was from shyness or her makeup.

“Here,” he said. “I brought you these.” From behind his back he produced a dozen of Tesco’s finest red carnations. She looked at him as if he’d just performed an amazing feat of close magic.

She came down, thanked him and ran back upstairs with the flowers. When she appeared again she was empty-handed.

“I need her to be back by ten, Jesse. Don’t let me down on that, either of you.”

“Mum!” Bonnie barked as she hurriedly put on her flat blue shoes and coat.

“I’ll make sure of that, Mrs B. Don’t worry about a thing.”

Bonnie kissed her mum on the cheek, put her arm through his and hauled him outside.

*

As it turned out, the disco went better than Jesse had expected.

There was the usual slot of Scottish dancing where ungainly boys pretended to be unhappy about stripping the willow and there were plenty of sniggers when they were called up for the Gay Gordons. Thing was, as soon as they got moving, it was about as much fun as anything on the planet. Like speed-dating on ice, everyone taking a turn with everyone else. Levelled the playing field. Even helped Archie blend in.

They had Irn Bru and pizza slices for supper. Dessert was as many slices of shortbread as could be consumed and a delicious Costco cake that kept the mood high.

When it got to the disco proper, it took a slight turn for the worse. Not a rock’n’roll number to be heard. Even so, having Archie and Bonnie to spend his time bopping with made it all bearable somehow. A string of Christmas hits that everyone chanted along to steered the evening towards its end. Pretty much sent the entire contingent hoarse with singing.

It was the last dance of the night that Jesse was never going to forget. The DJs might have created the moment just for him. Like he was appearing in some cheesy movie of his own life. Soon as he heard the opening notes on the keyboard he knew the song. “Unchained Melody”. Written by Alex North and Hy Zaret. The Righteous Brothers version. 1965. Colour of the label: black and white.

The best thing of all was that he didn’t have to do anything.

Bonnie stepped over and moved in close, putting one arm around his waist and holding his hand with the other. They came together like they were newly born kittens snuggling for warmth.

He looked up at her and saw the smile in the blue of her eyes. His heart bounced and his knees almost buckled. This, he knew, was the most wonderful moment of his life thus far. He was going to cherish it. Remember the sounds and the sensations until his final breath. This was the happiest he’d ever been and he wasn’t going to let anything spoil it. Not anything. Not ever.


(You’re The) Devil In Disguise

––––––––

There had been a moment the night before when Ray remembered why he didn’t drink Special Brew any more. Truth was, he avoided strong beers like he did Elvis impersonators. They just didn’t agree with him. Left him with the worst hangovers and black-outs that rivalled the holes they found in outer space.

That moment had been and gone.

At least they’d let him on the plane. And drinking the beer had definitely calmed his nerves.

Thank goodness it hadn’t been a long flight. His bladder had managed to cope and he’d not had to pull out any hair as a replacement for nicotine. He’d only been back on the ciggies for a day and he already felt them nagging at him when he didn’t have one in his hand.

He smoked a couple before getting on the airport bus and that had been just enough to keep him going until he alighted at Waverley Station.

It was good to be home.

He looked along Princes Street, the white lights sparkling in the leafless trees and drawing his eye to the Castle. It looked imposing at the top of the cliff, its dark silhouette filling the horizon. Beneath its quiet watchfulness, the city went about being festive. Kids were being flung up into the air in elasticated pods. Onlookers chewed on the enormous Wurst sausages they’d picked up from the German market, spilled fried onions onto the floor every time they took a bite and clung on to their bags of last minute stocking-fillers. The Scott monument glistened in the cold. Above the shops on the other side of the road, Ray watched the young and the crazy of the city swinging around on one of the new rides in St Andrew Square. The thought of being that high up reminded Ray of flying. Made him sick up a little Brew into his mouth. He spat it into the road, right between the tram tracks.

He took a smoke on his ciggy to get rid of the taste and took his mobile out. Pressed the screen and waited for an answer.

“Sorry, I’m not in.” Paula laughed at her joke. “But if you want to leave a message.”

“Hi, it’s me.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I...” He should have prepared. It would have helped him to know exactly what it was he wanted from her.

“Spit it out, man.” That was exactly what it was. Direction.

“We should meet.”

There was a pause. Ray heard the music – Jerry And The Pacemakers, “You’ll Never Walk Alone”. Made him want to wave his arms in the air. “Now what would I want to go and do that for?” She said it like she meant it.

“To talk. About Jesse.”

“What’s to say, Ray? You need to look after that boy. Set him a good example of how to be a man.” She sniggered. The image it conjured up wasn’t attractive.

“Please. Just five minutes. That’s all I need.” He could hear the begging tone in his voice and hated himself for it.

“How grateful will you be?”

“What do you want?” There was always a price.

“I’m hungry, Ray. I fancy an Indian.”

Ray thought about Ali behind the counter in his shop. Didn’t think he was the Indian Paula had in mind. But if that’s what it was going to take...


Run Rudolph Run

––––––––

It was the last Saturday before Christmas and the streets were mobbed.

Thankfully, Jesse had been going against the flow and was soon into the relative calm of the stretch he knew as Charity Shop Walk. Maybe it would get its own sign one day. He popped into all of his favourites, flicking through the records and CDs and taking a quick look at the clothes and the DVDs.

Nothing jumped out at him, but he didn’t mind. Truth was he still felt like he was floating. Like an astronaut looking down on the world and only able to see that everything was good.

He skipped along to Homebase and spent a good while eying up the trees that were out on display. Four pounds a foot they were charging, but that wasn’t going to be a problem. All he wanted was something small. Something to make his flat as cheerful as he felt.

His mum and dad always got out the fake tree they’d had since before Jesse was born. They were always going on about how nice it was and how much better it was that they didn’t have to spend all their time hoovering up the needles. And they didn’t have to drag it down for the bin-men at the end of the month either. Jesse wanted a real tree, just like Bonnie’s. It would make the whole flat seem much cosier.

When Jesse had taken the artificial tree from the back of the wardrobe that morning, it had seemed more pathetic than ever, as if it had caught some disease since its last outing. No way was he going to put it up in that state. Especially if he was going to have Bonnie round. He needed to set a mood. A romantic tone that would take them to the next level, whatever that meant.

Just the thought of Bonnie made his scalp tingle and made his tummy feel like a small electric charge had pulsed through it. He allowed the memory of the night before to wash around inside his head. The way they’d danced like they were made for each other. The way she smelled ever so slightly of strawberries. Walking her home and holding hands as soon as they were out of the sight of the rest of the gang. Stopping at the hedge outside her house and her pushing him gently back into the leaves and branches and then leaning forward to kiss him fully on the lips. It hadn’t made any sense at first and he’d been clumsy, but she let her mouth move in an easy rhythm and he just let his own reply in kind. His first time and it had been just like the movies. Better, maybe. They’d have kept going for longer if the door hadn’t opened and lit up the garden. Might even have used their tongues, but they’d get there soon enough. Just the idea of a Frenchie made his insides wobble.

Ten o’clock on the button it was when Mrs Bird called their names. She seemed to like it that they’d got back on time. Invited Jesse in for a hot chocolate and even put on the squirty cream and marshmallows.

When he’d got home and saw his reflection in the bathroom mirror, he noticed he had a tiny milk moustache. He’d been about to rub it off when he realised he wanted it there for as long as he could keep it and hadn’t washed since.

He touched the tip of his tongue to his lips as he looked at the temporary pine forest that had sprung up in the Homebase car park. Thought he could still taste the sweetness of her lips. Course, it could have been hot chocolate, but the details weren’t that important.

The trees all seemed huge. Way too big for a lad of his size to manage carting all the way home and the fatter ones would barely have fitted in his flat anyway.

Just as he was about to give up, he noticed the pile of small trees round the back. They looked like the reject pile, or maybe they were just the titches that were difficult to sell. What mattered to Jesse was that they smelled of pine. He picked a tree that seemed to have the right proportions – short, but full of body and nicely shaped – and took it over to the guy who was pushing them through a tube and netting them up. He was dressed in thin orange overalls, a bobble hat and wore a pair of thick gloves.

“Twelve pounds mate,” the guy said.

Jesse passed over a brown and a blue and swung the tree over his shoulder. “Keep the change.” It made the purchase seem like even more of a luxury, but Jesse didn’t mind. For now he felt like it was his mission to pass on goodwill to all men, women, children and animals.

“Happy Christmas, sir,” the guy said, and Jesse wandered home under a gathering storm feeling like he’d grown up overnight.

*

There was something about the door to his flat that made Jesse stop and think before putting his key into the lock. On the chrome handle were greasy finger marks and they’d definitely not been there when he’d left. His first thought was that the postman might have called and tried the handle, but that didn’t explain the new smell. The aroma of stale sweat, alcohol and cigarette smoke bore more resemblance to the doorway of the Southie than to his stairwell.

The smell only got stronger inside.

Instinctively Jesse dropped the tree, went straight into the kitchen and took the big chopping knife from the block. He gripped the handle tightly in his fist then he remembered the way James Dean used his blade in Rebel Without A Cause, directed by Nicholas Ray back in 1955 for Warner Brothers – First National Pictures. He relaxed his grip to see how that felt.

It was all about being able to manipulate the knife rather than just stab with it. His dad had told him that. Taught him how to prod and flick so that an assailant would never know where he was coming from next.

The big knife didn’t allow for that. He put it back in the block and swapped it for one of the smaller ones. That one felt just fine.

He went into the living room. The fairy lights were flashing, just like before he’d gone out for the tree and the laptop was still on the coffee table. He stepped back out and tried his room. Nothing more than a neatly made bed, his posters and books.

The bathroom was as immaculate as he’d left it, the glint of the mirror a testament to the polishing of the day before.

Only place he still needed to check was the main bedroom. The door was open a crack, but there was no light coming from it.

Jesse tiptoed over and listened. When he took his final steps, he heard a noise. It was the snuffling of an animal and a pretty big one by the sound of it.

A shudder of revulsion passed through him, followed by the pimpling of his skin. Depending on the creature, one knife might not be enough.

He went back to the kitchen. From the cupboard he took out the rubber gloves he used when he was cleaning in case he had to handle something ugly. After he’d put them on, he rummaged around in the drawer until he found the apron his mum wore when she baked. Last time he could remember her making a cake was a few birthdays ago and it looked like there was still some of the mix on the front of it when he put it on. It was one of those comedy tabards that was supposed to make the wearer look like a fat old lady in the nude, the boobs sagging down to the tummy button and a wooden spoon carefully positioned to block out the V of her pubic hair. Sad thing was, when his mum wore it the joke wasn’t at all funny, just made it look like she’d popped out of the bath. To finish off, he took another chopping knife from the block.

Double-handed, he went back to the bedroom and listened. The snuffling noises were still there and nothing seemed to be moving.

If it were a sleeping dog, Jesse decided it would be better to let it lie. He gently pushed his way in using his shoulder so that his weapons were ready for action.

First thing he noticed were the records tossed around on the floor. He thought immediately of Tony Fish, breaking in and robbing him. The guy had his address, after all, as well as the inside track on the kind of vinyl gems that were in the flat. “The sneaky bastard,” Jesse muttered under his breath.

Which was just the moment when he realised it wasn’t Fish after all.

Sprawled there on the bed was the large, twisted figure of his dad.

Jesse felt his head fill with steam, the pressure building until he wanted to let it out either as a scream or as tears. His body temperature escalated until it came close to matching his heart-rate, about two-hundred per, he reckoned. It might have been joy that he was feeling, but it might equally have been fury. Most likely a mixture of the two, a cocktail of emotions that always seemed ready to combust when they came together.

His dad lay still, his angular body on the crumpled duvet, his boots still on his feet and getting things all grubby. His snuffling was filling the air with the unpleasant stench of stale booze. When Jesse got closer, he noticed the marks on his father’s face. First off there was the dried blood that had crusted around the base of his nostrils. Next there was the swelling on the side of his mouth, blue and lumpy, as though he’d walked into a wrecking ball. To cap off the look, there were three scratches down his cheek. The wounds were red and sore-looking and were deep enough to make Jesse wince at the sight. They made a strange collection, those cuts and bruises. The scratches had a feminine aura, mainly because he didn’t think that blokes did that kind of thing to each other. The lumps, on the other hand, seemed full of the wrath of testosterone. If his dad had been attacked by a couple, things might be explained away. Or if he’d been attacking a woman and a hero stepped in to save the day, it would also make sense. If it was just the single assailant, though, there was only woman he knew who could punch like a heavyweight.

The image of his mother shook him back to the situation at hand. He looked at the way his dad’s head was lolling down by his record collection, as if he’d been looking through it for something. Elvis most likely. “That’s All Right”, which of course it wasn’t any more.

Jesse knew immediately that whatever he was feeling, identifying the emotion would have to wait. What mattered most was that he got the records back from Tony Fish before his father woke up. By the looks of things, the only saving grace was that he had time on his side.


Danny Boy

––––––––

When he got to the door of the pawnbroker’s Jesse pulled up his buff and made sure his hood was tied tight at the bottom. It was going to be a quick in-and-out job as far as he was concerned, but there was no point making things difficult by getting himself recognised.

He checked his bag to make sure he had everything. He had the two knives from the flat, as well as a hammer, just in case the shop was closed and he had to go through the glass.

Happy it was all going to be a breeze, Jesse pushed open the door and walked quickly to the counter.

It was the kind of thing he saw planned on the TV all the time. Go straight in, look at no one, do the job in hand and leave as quickly as possible. The only difference to watching things happen on the box was the buzz that was coursing through his veins as if his blood cells had suddenly mutated and become radio-active.

The adrenaline was doing its job well, keeping Jesse focussed. He saw the record on the shelf behind the counter through the gap between buff and hood and went straight to it. His eyes were focussed on the sunbursts of the cover and nothing else. He saw his hands reach out and grab the disk. Felt the reassuring cold of the card and the rim of the hard vinyl underneath.

Taking it away with him was a piece of piss.

Or it would have been if he hadn’t felt a grip of steel at his wrist. The grip gave a tiny twist, enough to bend Jesse’s bones around unnaturally as if they were about to break. The idea of his arm snapping was enough to get him to drop the record, which is when he felt the pain. It burned a little, but he’d felt worse.

Through the slit of his vision, he looked down and was able to see the reason for the change of events. Holding on to his arm was an enormous hand, the kind that might have demolished houses or slapped giants. “Ow,” he shouted, then, “Ouch. Get off me.”

The hand tightened its grip, sending pins and needles to Jesse’s fingers. It seemed to be a situation where neither fight nor flight would be enough. He’d need to do one and then the other in quick succession. With an arm out of action and the other flailing about uselessly, he went at the captor with his teeth. His incisors took hold and tightened. The bones and blood vessels of the knuckle made it hard for him to latch on. He ended up with a flap of skin in his mouth and bit as hard as he could. He tasted the iron of the blood and bit harder.

Another hand, just like the one Jesse was eating, grabbed his coat by the back of the hood and lifted him off the floor. Jesse’s legs kicked out, but all that achieved was to send him circling in the air. The bag he’d taken with him banged against his thigh as if it was calling out to him. He managed to steady himself, reached into the bag and got his hands on the handle of the smaller knife. He slashed the blade wildly, not really sure what he was aiming for.

After slicing the air a couple of times, he managed to connect. Felt the knife work through a resistance of some sort.

The body at the end of the arms began bobbing up and down, then coughing out a laugh that was deeper than the king singing “I Got A Woman” live in Memphis back in ‘74. “Bloody hell, Jesse. It’s true what they say about fathers and sons then, is it?”

The panic flowed through Jesse’s body at the speed of light, touching all of his nerves and reflexes and making them jump wildly like mutant spaghetti. He’d been caught on the rob, used a weapon and there was no way he was getting the record back to his dad before he woke up. “Fuck.” His body slumped and flopped now he knew the game was up.

“You bloody Spaldings,” the deep voice said. “You’re a bunch of nutters, ken?”

It was another of those questions that didn’t seem to require an answer.

“I thought your dad was crazy until I met your mum.” Jesse felt himself being lowered and then his feet touched the ground and he gratefully took his bearings from the floorboards. “You don’t really want to be waving that knife around anymore, do you, Jesse?” The voice slowed, becoming softer and oddly gentle.

Jesse opened his hand and dropped the knife.

“That’s better, pal,” the voice said. The muckle hand that held Jesse’s coat relaxed. It took hold of the hood and pulled it down, leaving Jesse feeling exposed. Lurch’s face came into view, not more than a couple of inches from his own. The scar, underneath the right eye and running down to the corner of the mouth, looked more horrific up close than it usually did. Gave Jesse a sense of how deep the wound must have been to leave such a gash. Sent a shiver down his spine and into his groin. “I’m going to let go now,” Lurch began. “What I need you to do is agree that you’ll stand still and leave that knife where it is. You got that?”

Jesse nodded his head quickly, hoping that the message would be clearer if he made the effort.

The enormous hand let go of his wrist and Lurch took a step backwards.

On the floor between them lay the record and the knife. Jesse looked at each of them. Wondered whether he should make a grab for either or both. Before he could decide, Lurch bent down and picked them up. “You knew the deal, Jesse. We take the goods and give you money. That’s what we do. Taking them back without paying first isn’t part of the contract.”

Lurch didn’t stand up all the way. Instead, he stopped at Jesse’s level and stared right at him. “But if you’re in trouble, I’m sure we can come to some agreement.”

The story poured out of Jesse’s mouth while the tears dripped from his eyes. The words seemed to be too quick to be understood by any mortal, but Lurch just kept looking and listening, nodding as if he was taking every bit of it in. “And if I don’t get the record back, it’ll break his heart.”

“Why didn’t you say? That seems like extenuating circumstances to me.” Lurch offered the record to Jesse. Instead of taking it, Jesse just stared at it. “Go on. Take it. It won’t bite. I’ll square it with Uncle, don’t you mind about that.” Jesse still couldn’t bring himself to reach out. “Do it quick, boy. Before I change my mind.”

That was all the prompting Jesse needed. He snatched the disk from the hand and as soon as he had it in his possession, turned and ran towards the door.

“You tell your dad Danny Boy says hello.” Lurch had changed his accent into something that sounded like one of those Glasgow cops on the telly. “Tell him any time he wants back into the fold,” he said, “we’ve always got time for the strays.” He laughed again, the depth of his tone making Jesse’s eardrums vibrate.

Jesse didn’t stop to hear any more. Wanted to forget Danny Boy and Uncle and his ticket and get the hell back home. He bolted as soon as he was back on the street and ran until his heart and lungs decided they’d had enough action for one day.


The Tide Is High, But I’m Holding On

––––––––

Ray’s eyes weren’t managing to focus on anything. Lying across the bed, he’d flicked through his records looking for his stars, but they didn’t seem to be there. Panic gripped his heart and was then loosened by a bigger sensation. His Solid Gold section was barely bronze anymore.

The pain in his head seemed too big for his skull. Ray wondered how it managed to squeeze in there. He needed it to go away and quickly.

Moving only made it worse, added razor cuts to the package, so he lay still with his eyes tightly shut and clutched a pillow to his stomach.

It wasn’t long before he started to drift, like a boat cut loose from its moorings. Pictures played on the inside of his eyelids. He watched them as best he could in as far as he could focus.

What he saw was a mixture of dreams and reality, the lines between them so totally blurred that he couldn’t tell one from the other. The special effects and bizarre lighting his brain was throwing in only served to confuse things further.

He could see himself sitting in the kebab house on the bridges. Paula was there with him. She wasn’t the Paula he’d come to know, but the lady he’d fallen in love with. Her black hair was cut into a shiny bob that was held neatly in place with hair slides and decorated with a blue flower that brought out the azure her eyes. And she was smiling.

Between them, on greasy white paper instead of on plates, sat two huge piles of chips that were decorated with a variety of samosas, pakoras, bhajis and ketchup. They were giving off the aromas of vinegar and exotic spice that had Ray’s mouth watering.

Cut to a scene on the Titanic. Just like that.

Ray was the captain, dressed in fine, red Teddy boy drapes. His shoes were blue suede and the gold chain that crossed from one waistcoat pocket to the other had the key to the storage lockup hanging from it. He fingered the key and took a comb to his hair, trying to get some sense of order to it in the wind that blustered around him. He watched on as women and children packed themselves into lifeboats at the side of the ship. When they were all in place a new calm descended. All was as it had to be and he turned to the band that had appeared before him. “Play on,” he said, and they did. The mighty sound of Glen Miller’s “In The Mood” calmed the storm.

In the middle of the brass section, Cliff appeared. He pushed and pulled on the slide of a trombone. He gave Ray a wink and Ray felt his stomach cramp. He put his hand on his stomach and felt the sudden panic of not being able to find the key on the chain or even the waistcoat the chain was attached to. Then he remembered. He wasn’t on a ship and the key was still around his neck. He rolled over and felt the pain in his stomach pass.

He was back in the kebab shop, at the table in the café. This time the food was almost gone. So was the old Paula. In her place was the new one. The fat had returned. Her hair was long and straggly. The skin was more leather than silk and her long fingernails were covered in tomato sauce. She pushed food into her mouth which was covered in grease. Chewed it so that the whole world could see and she rocked ever so slightly, back and forth. Back and forth.

And then they were outside. On the Meadows, down by the play park. She was raging. Shouting and screaming, an avalanche of words leaving the black hole in the centre of her face and pouring over Ray. They came too fast and furious for Ray to understand. He just stood there feeling the spit attack his face while he was assaulted by the sourness of her breath.

On the bed, the sweat on his skin made him itchy all over. It was an itch he couldn’t scratch. Moving wasn’t an option. He curled a little more tightly into his ball and waited for the next instalment of the nightmare.

The band members on the ship were getting into the lifeboat. Cliff was waving him over and shouting. “Come on, you stupid git.” He could just make it out over the noise of the crushing waves. “It’s not like the old days, Captain. Just get your arse over here and you can live to tell the tale.”

He wasn’t sure if he wanted that. To live. To tell the tale. Some things were better taken on the chin. He watched the lifeboat being lowered into the sea, well away from the damaged hull. Cliff stared over at Ray, but didn’t bother with any more waving or shouting. He must have realised that it was just the way it was.

Instead of seeing the boat float away into the distance, his attention shifted back to the Meadows.

Paula’s arms and legs were flailing in his direction. It was like he was being attacked by a swarm of enormous insects. And then he was.

The insects hit him with sharp wings and claws. One of them crashed right into his mouth. He felt a couple of his teeth give and the inside of his cheek split, the taste of warm iron bitter on his tongue. Another smashed into his nose. Cracked him right on the bridge. There was a crunch and a tingle that sent shockwaves through the pain of his headache. A third landed on his cheek. Dug its legs under his skin and pulled hard. Ray felt his skin lift in furrows like his face was being ploughed. His cheek burned in the cold. The pain reached a new pitch. A high fever.

Ray swatted at the insect on his face. Swatted hard. Watched it fall to the floor, lying helpless on its back, legs waving madly in the air. The little bastard. He lifted his foot and slammed the heel of his boot into the insect’s head. It buzzed back at him in defiance so he did it again. And again.

It felt good to be in charge. On top of the situation. Yet he was also frightened. Felt the hollow pain of fear spread through his insides until that was all there was. He needed to get rid of it before it stuck with him forever.

Falling to his knees, he grabbed the insect between the head and thorax. Squeezed as hard as he could and kept up the pressure until the creature stopped squirming and all was still.

He was back on the ship. Standing alone in the middle of a deck that had split down the middle. He stood to attention. Saluted a flag that he knew was there, somewhere. Listened to the howls of the wind and to the gushing of the sea. They combined to make the reassuring sound of water pouring from a tap. As waves of comfort washed through his body, he went down stoically with his vessel.

He sank into the welcoming deep and the silence, water filling his ears and numbing his brain. The peace was good. Felt right. It was the ending he deserved and he was enjoying every moment of his homecoming.


Behind The Green Door

––––––––

There was no noise in the flat, not even the snuffling of earlier in the day.

Jesse set a bath running and then walked cautiously through to his parents’ bedroom, only this time without any fear. He pushed the door open slowly and poked his head around. “Dad?” he whispered. “You OK in there?” The smell was of pump gas and alcohol and Jesse imagined the whole place going up if he were to present a naked flame.

His dad sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands, his face lit by the light from the hall. There was no colour in his skin and his hair was far from being anything like its usual immaculate self. Instead of answering, he rubbed his neck hard as if trying to get more blood circulating to his head. He turned to look at his son and his mouth formed a half-smile.

“Were you looking for this?” Jesse asked. He held the record out. Noticed a crease in the bottom corner that he’d never seen before and a rosette of damp ink on the E of Elvis where one of the tears had landed back in the shop.

His dad didn’t answer. Instead, he reached out, ignored the record and motioned with his fingers for Jesse to move closer.

When he was in reach, his dad pulled him in and held him close. He burst into tears. “I’m sorry, son,” he wailed. “I didn’t mean it. I’m so very sorry.”

Fathers weren’t supposed to cry. They were supposed to be the strong ones. The ones keeping it all together. The ones spinning the world on their fingers to turn day into night and night back into day.

Jesse pulled back a little, trying to get some distance between him and the outpouring of emotion. It only caused his dad to pull him in closer. Made the room seem tiny and his lungs incapable of anything.


And His Mamma Cried

––––––––

Jesse had added so much bubble bath that the foam peaked and troughed like a mountain range.

His dad came through, slipped into the water and disappeared beneath the mountains and valleys. When he surfaced, he blew out a stream of alcohol stink and brushed his hair back on his head. He leaned back, gazed up at the ceiling and closed his eyes.

He stayed that way for a good while.

When he emerged, he cleaned his teeth and sorted his hair. He put on side one of Del Shannon’s “Little Town Flirt” and pulled on his favourite turn-up jeans while Del sang his heart out.

Del was special. Sang with attitude. Could make your heart bleed for him or fill you with courage. For Jesse it was a toss-up between “Wanderer” and “Runaway” for the best of the best, but his dad was a “Hats Off To Larry” man all the way through.

The bath and the music seemed to do the trick and Ray was ready to speak again. He sat at the kitchen table and rolled a smoke. Jesse admired the tattoos on his dad’s wiry chest. ELVIS THE PELVIS under his collar bones written above a beautifully inked picture from Jailhouse Rock that he could move up and down with his chest and stomach muscles to make it look like it was dancing. Down his right arm there was a guitar and along his left the words JESSE GARON in curvy letters that were almost impossible to read. Alongside the gold cross that he always wore was a key that wasn’t normally there. His eyes were bloodshot and his hands shook, but having his hair gelled back into place made everything seem all right again.

“Belfast’s amazing. You should see it. And the job at the museum, it rocks.” He lit the cigarette and Jesse watched the smoke pour from his nostrils like he was a tame dragon.

Jesse screwed up his eyes and placed a clean blue ashtray on the table for his father to use. It didn’t seem right having the stink back in the place – his place – and he went to open a window in the hope that maybe his dad would get the message.

“I missed you, Jesse Garon. Like there was a hole in my heart that needed filling all the time. So I decided to come back and give you a Christmas surprise.”

It sounded promising and filled Jesse with enough hope to make him stand a fraction taller. “You mean you’ve brought me a present?”

Dad shook his head. “I’m the present, you dafty. But I’ll get you one. Promise.”

He would, Jesse knew. There were still a few days left, after all, and Santa always seemed to manage a little something. Even on the Southside of town. For now, all that really mattered was that his dad had stopped apologising. He didn’t know anything about Jesse being left alone to fend for himself, after all, so there was no blame to be left at his door.

His dad puffed out another lungful of smoke, then did the thing with the tattoo.

The pair of them broke into laughter, just like they always did when Elvis did his thing.

“I was thinking. You might like to come with me and start again. I know about you being alone, Jesse. Did you think you’d get away with it?”

Yes. Yes, he had. Not just get away with it, but carve out a nice little life. He nodded his head to let his dad know. Then he shook it to turn down the offer of moving to Ireland and to see if the act of shaking would help him understand what the hell was going on and who knew what.

He quickly decided it didn’t matter how his dad knew what had been going on and that there was no way he was about to turn his back on his new love. Not a chance in hell.

He was about to tell his dad all of that, all about Bonnie Bird and the way she kissed. Maybe even ask for advice about the next steps and how quickly they should take them. He didn’t get the chance. He was interrupted by the doorbell. Bad timing. He decided to ignore it. Let the buggers come back later and he could ignore them then, too. At least until he’d got the Belfast nonsense straightened out.

Over on his dad’s chest, Elvis seemed to disagree. He stopped dancing and stood perfectly still. His dad just froze where he was, the blood seeming do drain from his lips as he stood there turning from red to a shade of wet putty.

“Let’s just leave them, eh?” Jesse said. “We don’t need anything. Nothing from anyone. We’ll get by on our own, Dad. You’ll see. Here in Edinburgh. We can make it.” He could hear the quiver in his voice and wondered why it was there. It seemed that the answer might be written on his dad’s face, only if it was, it was in some kind of code that he couldn’t interpret.

There were more knocks on the door and they were much harder and more urgent than the average carol singer. There was a voice too. Muffled at first as it came through the wood, but clear as a digital radio signal once they opened the letterbox. “Mr Spalding?” It sounded gruff and Glaswegian. Working class made good. “Police. We need a word. Mr Spalding? Could you please open the door. It’s very important.”

His dad lifted his head. Ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry, son.” This time there were no tears and the words were barely whispered. “I didn’t mean it, Jesse. I’m so very sorry.” He gave Jesse a hug, stepped over to the door and lifted the latch.


Put A Chain Around My Neck

––––––––

The four of them walked in as though they owned the place.

Leading the way was a man in a suit. His skin was orange. Too many hours on the sunbed, most likely, or maybe a mid-winter break on the Algarve.

Following on were a couple of police in uniform weighed down by heavy, black safety vests and whatever it was that was stuffed in all of the pockets. The first was tall and wiry. Could have cleaned windows without a ladder. The second was a woman, her hair tied up in a tiny bun and her trousers seemed to be battling with her huge hips and ridiculous arse to make sure they managed to keep them hidden. Pear-shaped, she was. A bit like everything else in Jesse’s life.

Behind them, in the same duffel coat and shiny shoes he always wore, came Jesse’s favourite social worker, Rupert Wallace. He had more of a swagger to him than usual, probably buoyed up by the presence of the heavy mob.

Jesse’s first instinct was to run. He could go get his bag, dodge past them all and escape before they could get their acts together. The woman wasn’t going to be leaving the traps like a greyhound that was for sure. The guy with the tan looked like his main form of exercise came from rubbing in lotions. Rupert Wallace was pathetic. Even if he caught up with him, Jesse reckoned he could do him. That left the tall guy. He might have the legs, but he’d be awkward around the bends of the stairs and all that gear he was wearing was likely to slow him down enough for Jesse to get away.

His heart pounded in his chest so hard that it felt like it might escape all by itself. Jesse tried hard to calm himself down. To think things through quickly before taking action.

He’d never have expected old Lurch to have dobbed him in after what had happened, not in a million years, but maybe Tony Fish had cottoned on and called the police. They’d got there bloody quickly, mind. However it happened it might be as well to just come clean and admit to it all. Take the punishment and keep his nose clean forevermore so that he could rub it against Bonnie’s cheeks and nuzzle at those delicious ears of hers. He lifted his arms and held them out, offering them up for cuffing.

For some reason, none of them seemed to notice. The tall copper poked his head into all the rooms and announced that they were clear. The Weeble blocked the kitchen door with her ample behind and the two men in civvies only had eyes for Jesse’s dad.

The plainclothes cop introduced himself and everyone else, but Jesse had forgotten their names almost as quickly as he’d heard them. The cop went on. “I’m afraid we have bad news, Mr Spalding. At eleven o’clock this morning a body was found in the Meadows.” He cleared his throat and Jesse waited for the next instalment. “Hidden down by the buildings next to the children’s play area. We’ve already made an identification based upon the fingerprints, not that we really needed them. How many women have Elvis written across their chests, after all?”

The words stung Jesse’s ears. Had him picturing his mum’s breasts all inked and jiggling, sometimes when she was having a jive, others when she was taking a swing at him. His teeth squeaked as he ground them together. A wobble passed through his legs making him lean forward to grab the back of the kitchen chair to keep himself steady.

An arm took hold of his shoulders. It belonged to Wallace and just proved that the guy was a freak. Jesse shrugged hard to try and remove it. When that didn’t work, he threw his right arm backwards in a circle and broke the hold.

Jesse looked at his dad. He’d dropped his head and was rubbing the sides of his bruised and lumpy nose, as if he was trying to remember something.

“We believe that it’s your wife, sir. Paula Spalding, of this address.” The room seemed to be getting smaller and seemed to be tilting a little, like it had become a fairground attraction. The policeman stared hard at Jesse’s dad, who was visibly wilting under the gaze even though he wasn’t actually looking into it. “The thing is, Mr Spalding, we have witnesses who say they saw a man very like you with your wife last night. Outside Sandy Bells at closing time. And you didn’t seem to be getting on all that well at the time. And if I might get a little personal, you look like you’ve been in something of a scrape. Would you mind me asking where you got those scratches?”

His dad’s hand went to his cheek. His fingers ran softly down the cuts on his face. He shook his head and mumbled something.

The conversation went on, but to Jesse the rest of the words melted into coloured shapes and floated around the room and inside his head. He tried to watch them, but their motion just made him nauseous. His dad started to say something more, but the words didn’t come out cleanly. There was something about putting on a shirt and coming down to the station and questions and heavy looks from one uniform to another.

Jesse hummed a tune. “In The Ghetto”, written by Mac Davis, released 1969. And his mamma cried, he sang, only in the real world she didn’t. Not anymore. She’d never cry or shout again.

His dad came back into the kitchen. Went over to Jesse and put an arm across his shoulders. Addressed the others. “Mind if I give the boy this crucifix? Keep him safe while I’m away.”

The man with the tan shrugged and Ray Spalding reached inside the collar of his leather jacket and fiddled with the chain around his neck. The wincing of his face suggested something was hurting. His hand maybe, judging by the scrapes on his knuckles that Jesse was noticing for the first time.

Watching his father’s shaking hands fumble with the clasp was too much. “Here, Dad. Let me do that.” Jesse reached over and had the necklace off in seconds.

“Keep this with you always,” Ray told his son. “It’s very important. I’ll tell you all about it one day. Don’t take it off, not even in the bath. Promise me that.”

Jesse put the chain on. “I promise.” The weight of the gold surprised him. Must be worth a few quid. He’d definitely be looking after it until the time came when his pile of cash needed a top-up, if nothing else.

“The key especially.” Ray was whispering now. Into Jesse’s ear. Keeping the words in the family and away from the boys and girls in blue and orange. “Make sure you don’t lose the key. Understand?”

“Sure, Dad.”

“Come on, Mr Spalding,” the man from the Algarve told him. “There’ll be plenty of time for catching up after we’ve finished our enquiries.”

Ray hugged his son.

Jesse felt protected. Knew it was an illusion – it had been for as long as he could remember – but it was an illusion he loved to keep up. “Dad,” he said. “I almost forgot. Danny Boy told me to say hello.”

Ray stood back. Held Jesse at arm’s length. “Danny Boy? Danny Boy Floyd? Last of the giants?” Jesse liked the way he said it. Like it had given him his spirit back. He came in close again and whispered once more. “Tell him everything. The whole shebang. He’ll know what to do.” He picked the gold cross up in his fingers. Kissed it lightly. “There is a god, Jesse. I bloody knew it.”

A hand appeared on Ray’s shoulder. “Sorry to break this up, but it’s time we got going.”

Jesse wanted to bite it. To grab his dad and run.

Instead he saw the look in his father’s eyes. There was a glimmer of hope in there. Something to cling to. A lifebelt in the middle of a stormy sea.

*

Wallace was using his full range of compassionate tones as he watched Jesse pack his bag. “Enough for a couple of days,” the policemen had said.

“Don’t worry, Jess. We can always come back for more if need be,” Wallace explained.

There wasn’t that much to be done. The bag had already been half-packed in case he’d had to do a runner. The key to the treehouse was safely stashed in an internal pocket. He had pants and socks, a couple of shirts, a fleece and a copy of “The Adventures Of Tom Sawyer”. To that he added his wash bag, his swimming shorts, a towel, a tub of Brylcream and the copy of “That’s All Right”.

When he walked back into the kitchen Wallace followed closely, as if he was auditioning for the part of shadow.

Jesse’s dad stood in the middle of the room in his leather jacket, a cigarette stuck to the undamaged side of his bottom lip. He looked older, somehow, like a misspent youth and years on the booze had caught up with him, finally. He looked at Jesse with hound-dog eyes, all the hope of minutes before already gone.

“Let’s get this over with,” the plainclothes guy said and everyone made to get ready.

Somewhere in the middle of the chaos of motion, Jesse’s dad moved over to his son, opening his arms for a hug. Jesse allowed himself to fall into them, but kept his own arms by his side.

“I’m sorry, Jesse. I didn’t mean it.” His dad was whispering into his ear to prevent the coppers from hearing. “She came at me, you know?” Jesse knew. For a moment his heart was full of compassion. He wanted to tell his father to stop right there. To tell him that he loved him. To hug him tightly and never let him go. “It was self-defence.”

Instead of the hug and the words, Jesse answered by shoving him hard in the chest and pushing him away. As the beanpole in the uniform stepped in to settle things down, Jesse swung his fists into his dad’s face, feeling the crunch of the nose and the bones in his own hand warping on impact.

It hurt. The pain felt good. Covered the misery like it was a coat of whitewash.


We Are Family

––––––––

George and Vera weren’t religious nuts or hard-case disciplinarians, which was a bonus. Their house was clean and smelled of air-freshener. They cleaned behind the chairs and under the sofas. The TV in the living room was half the size of the wall, had HD and SKY and surround sound. They had the Wii and a Play Station as well as an iPad for the kids to mess around on.

They might not have lived in the poshest house in Morningside, but there were six bedrooms and the playroom housed a full-sized snooker table and a pinball machine, as well as a stack of board games that would keep children of any age happy.

George called all the troops down for tea. He was balding and wore spectacles with lenses that were so thick that it was hard to see which way he was looking. His pot belly hung unashamedly over his jogging bottoms and he wore flip-flops around the house.

Jesse had been hiding in his bedroom when the call came. It was clearly a room they set aside for boys – a Star Wars poster hung on the back of the wall and there were footballs on the wallpaper that made it difficult to stare at them for long without feeling dizzy. He stretched out to loosen his limbs after being hunched up in a tight ball for the last few hours and headed downstairs.

There was a huge pot of tomato sauce and an enormous plate piled high with grated cheese in the middle of the table and Vera stood there holding a ladle and wearing a smile.

“C’mon kids. Let’s fill those bellies.” Her American accent was warm and homely and from what Jesse could see of her enormously fat legs she’d most likely spent much of her life stuffing herself with treats from her kitchen.

The chairs around the table were soon filled. There were a couple of girls who were identical twins, a teenager with acne, a young lad who looked like he’d taken a beating fairly recently and a tiny toddler with thick curly hair and busy hands.

George served out bowls of pasta, the acned teenager poured out juice from a huge jug and Vera topped each pile of spaghetti with the sauce, according to the individual requests of the kids.

Jesse didn’t say anything when he held out his dish. He watched the sauce as it was poured, all thick and healthy looking. Probably good baby food.

When everyone had been served, they were allowed to grab handfuls of the grated cheese and sprinkle it over their dinner. Everyone took plenty and then took plenty more. Everyone except Jesse.

“Vera’s own doughnuts for dessert, everyone. All you need to do is clean your plate.”

Jesse managed to twirl a knot of spaghetti around his fork. He managed to dip it into the sauce and lift it to his mouth. He even managed to get it into his mouth to taste the zing of the tomatoes and the subtle hint of herbs. What he couldn’t do was swallow the stuff. No matter how much he chewed, his throat didn’t seem to want to open. He sat for a while watching the rest of the crew tuck in like gannets with table manners and George messing around with a spoon and doing the choo choo thing to get the toddler to eat up.

Spitting food back onto the plate didn’t seem to be the right thing to do. Running from the table and getting rid of it down the toilet probably wasn’t the done thing either. Jesse chose to sit there with his mouth full while the sauce cooled and congealed around his tongue. It was all he could do not to cry, but with girls in the room and the teenager, he wasn’t going to let that happen. He gripped the handle of his knife and fork and pushed his feet into the floor to make sure there were no wobbles.

“Now, now, Jesse. Don’t you want a couple of Auntie Vera’s homemade doughnuts?” Vera put a hand on his shoulder and Jesse felt the comfort seep down through his shirt and into his heart. “Finest this side of Georgia.”

The warmth in her tone loosened his jaw enough to let him chew again. He went for the swallow and some of it went down. Another try and it was all gone.

George gave him a wink and went back to eating. The wink looked weird through those lenses, like it was the only movement of some sedentary beast in an old horror film.

“They’re the best, just like she says,” one of the blond twins said through a smile. Just for a moment she reminded him of a younger version of Bonnie. He pushed his plate away.

“Tell you what,” George said. “How about we make an exception this time? It’s your first night. Sit with us until everyone’s done and you can choose yourself a cake from the tin. How’s that, Jesse?”

It was bloody amazing as far as Jesse was concerned. He didn’t say that, though. Just nodded his head and sat in silence as the rest of the collection of wounded souls munched through their meal.

*

A sugary film still coated Jesse’s lips as he sat, fully clothed, on his bed and hugged his bag close.

He’d phoned Archie and told him he was on his way. He’d been sitting, ready, ever since.

The kids had been right about the doughnuts. They were the best he’d ever tasted, each of them filled with a caramel that was perfect. He’d even been allowed two, this being his first night and all. He’d liked the way she’d said ‘An’ all’. The drawl of the American South was almost as sweet as the cakes and made him think of Mrs Presley bringing up Elvis and mourning the loss of his twin in some kind of tangled mess of emotion.

Compared to the other families he’d been sent to, this one was the best by a long way. The other kids seemed to know it, too. They were mostly nice to each other and didn’t do much fussing, not even when it was lights out. George and Vera were so kind that it made him feel guilty enough to write a letter trying to explain his actions. He left it on the pillow for them to find in the morning.

It was half-eleven when silence eventually conquered the house and Jesse had the confidence to get going. He stood up and crept over to his door for a final listen before opening it and stepping into the hall.

All of the children slept on the top floor and he was confident that everyone other than the teenager would be sound asleep. As it turned out, there wasn’t so much as a trace of light coming from under any of the bedrooms and the hallway was pitch-dark, in spite of the window in the ceiling above him.

Jesse licked his lips as he padded towards the stairs and hoped the energy boost would serve him well.

The stairs were way wider than any he’d seen before. They had a carpet that ran up the middle of them, flanked on either side by polished wood. Jesse made sure he kept to the carpeted section as he went, letting his weight sink into each step as slowly as he could to make sure he could predict any creaks. Soon as the boards made a sound, he shifted his weight back to his standing leg and moved his foot to a different spot.

As he came to the bottom of the steps, he was startled by a grunt. It was followed immediately by the bangs of a headboard against the wall. Jesse froze, one foot on the last step, the other on the floor. His body went numb and all of his blood seemed to rush up to his head and swirl around. Got into his ears and slushed away like the Forth on a stormy day.

He pictured the scene behind the door. Thought of his mum and dad. Imagined the blows falling and the hateful words cutting slices of one and then the other. Felt the walls close in on him as he thought George or Vera might have heard him out on the landing with his bag in his hand. Saw the fire in their eyes burn when they realised what was going on.

His body played along. Remained frozen and silent. Silent apart from the sea-storm that pounded in his brain.

The next sounds were quite different. Vera was panting out ecstatic moans and George started to repeat himself. “That’s it. That’s it, honey-pie. That’s the way.”

At first, Jesse’s body flinched at the mental images of Vera in a state of undress, her varicose veins pointing to the ceiling and the flab pulling down her skin. It relaxed a little when he remembered that George was probably blind enough to miss the visuals and was probably just finding pleasure by grabbing handfuls of flesh. It finally relaxed altogether when it became clear that no one was about to burst out of the room and send him back to bed with his tail tucked between his legs.

He walked quickly and lightly to the next flight of stairs and descended. He opened the inside door, entered the porch and pulled the main door to as quietly as he could, shutting it just at the point when Vera’s screams of joy rattled the air around him.


Jungle Rock

––––––––

On the way to Archie’s, Jesse walked close to the shops and house-fronts to make himself as inconspicuous as possible. Where there were shadows, he stepped into them. If there were shortcuts, he took them.

There were no police cars to be seen, just like always. There never seemed to be any uniforms on patrol no matter what time of day you were out and about. Still, he kept a lookout and was ready to make a run from the law if the need arose.

Morningside offered a better class of drunk to the one Jesse was used to. There were groups of middle-aged ladies who tottered about on high heels and fell into each other, allowing their fur coats to get better acquainted. The older men all seemed to be in suits and long overcoats and were often to be seen waving brollies at black cabs. The rest were students who were far too interested in their own jolly japes to pay any attention to Jesse. He watched one of them impressing his mates by donning a traffic cone. Stupid sod.

Jesse cut across the Meadows. The lights made the trees look pale and intimidating. It was when he got to the Jawbone Walk that he wondered about his mum. She must have been lying out there overnight, unseen by the young revellers of Warrender Park Terrace. Was she staring at the stars or gazing at the worms wriggling in the soil beneath her?

He started running and the weather changed. Raindrops punched his face and tapped out a rhythm on the tarmac of the roads and paths.

On the Southside, only the hard-core were out in the open. The drunks had retreated to doorways where they could sing and shout or take a piss at their leisure while they waited for the storm to pass.

Being back on his own turf, Jesse slowed down to a walk and set himself along the familiar route to his friend’s house.

By the time he got to Archie’s he was soaked to the skin. He had the presence of mind to remember the instructions on how to avoid setting off the security light and got to the bottom of the tree without event.

He climbed up the slippery steps carefully and unlocked the door to the treehouse and went in.

Just as arranged, there was a torch on the doormat. Jesse picked it up and shone it around, careful to avoid pointing it directly at the windows. Archie had had his mum run up some curtains for the place. Told her it would help to keep the light of the screen when he was playing on his iPad. They were good curtains, too. Would help keep in some warmth, but their material wasn’t thick enough to conceal the light from the torch.

The beam caught on a sleeping bag rolled out on a camping mat on the floor. Next to it were a collection of goodies – a flask, a packet of chocolate digestives, a sandwich wrapped in Clingfilm, a present wrapped in Christmas paper, a candle with a box of matches, a can of beans, a slice of cake and an envelope.

Jesse put the torch down. Felt his body shiver as he stripped off and took the towel from his bag to dry himself off. He lit the candle and cupped his hands around the flame, his fingers warming, pink and orange glowing between them.

It wasn’t long before he was dressed in layers and curled up inside his new bed. His clothes were draped over chairs and tables and over a telescope on its tripod in the corner.

His bones had thawed and the hot chocolate that Archie had put in the flask was warming Jesse from the inside.

He still didn’t have much of an appetite and ignored all the food. It would make a good breakfast and it seemed extremely likely that he’d need one.

He reached out for the envelope and gave it a shake to see if he could find any clues as to its contents. There were none. He opened it clumsily, tearing the edges, and pulled out the card that was inside.

‘Happy Birthday’ it said on the front and there was a badge with a number five in the top corner. Inside, Archie had left him a message:

“Welcome to your new home. Here’s a little something, just in case.” Fifty quid in ten-pound notes fell from the card and only just missed the candle flame and a ten pence piece dropped onto the floor and rolled over to the sleeping bag. “The coin’s so you can toss to find out what the hell you’re going to do next. Will phone in the morning. Your mate, Archie.”

It brought a smile to Jesse’s face. At least there was one person out there who he could depend upon. If he was right about Bonnie, that would make two. That meant he was better off than his dad.

His throat swelled at the thought of his father. The cops would have got the story by now, but Jesse could pretty much have told them what had happened as soon as they walked into the flat. Sure, he didn’t know how his mum had died, but he reckoned she probably deserved it. However it had gone, his dad wasn’t likely to be getting home for a long, long time.

Tossing a coin wasn’t a bad idea. He picked up the ten pence and rubbed it as he considered the options.

Living in a treehouse would do for a while. He wouldn’t be able to go to school with Rupert Wallace on his trail, but at least he’d be close to Bonnie’s house. The Commonwealth Pool would do for keeping clean and maybe he could persuade Danny Boy to wangle him a job with Tony Fish. When he tossed the coin, that would be heads.

Tails wasn’t so easy. Best he could come up with was London. Wasn’t that where all the waifs and strays ended up? Selling his record would get him enough for a train ticket, he was pretty sure about that, even with the teardrop smudge and the new crease that had appeared. Not that he wanted to go south of the border. All those wankers in the city. All those bloody Englishmen.

He rested the coin on his thumbnail and flicked it up into the air. It spun high and he watched it circle back down to earth.

When he put out his hand to catch it, he only managed to flick it out of range. He heard it hit the floor and roll away somewhere into the darkness. Somewhere he couldn’t be bothered to go.

Maybe he’d just need to take a third way. Follow his dad’s instructions. Go and see Danny Boy. Tell him about the police and everything and see if he knew what the key Jesse was wearing around his neck was for.

Whatever.

Jesse lay down on his new bed. Picked up the present that had been left at his bedside. Gave it a shake and something rattled inside.

He picked at the tape until it came away and pulled out a box from the wrapping.

A pack of cards. A pack of Elvis cards. The official playing cards featuring the king of rock.

The king looked up at Jesse from the cover of the pack. Seemed to be telling him that everything was going to be all right. Winked at him as he blew out the candle and settled down to sleep. Made Jesse Garon feel like a million dollars.
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