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  Laughing Boy's Shadow is written in British English, meaning it is filled with extra u's, ise's instead of ize's and other peculiarities of spelling that might well jar American readers. Further, speech is denoted by single quotes, in the much older British method 'thus', and not double quotes (or speech marks "thus"). Double quotes are used sparingly to denote speech within speech, when one character is quoting another or citing some information verbatim. Words such as no-one appear hyphenated, again in the British style. Rather than Americanise (ize) the book I thought it only right to maintain the quintessential Englishness of the novel and trust that in reading this you will not feel the urge to throw your Kindles, Nooks or Sony's across the room with yells of disgust that: 'The moron can't spell!'
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  The Search For Greater Meaning:


  An Introduction to Laughing Boy’s Shadow


  
     
  


  By Gary A. Braunbeck


  
     
  


  “The whole conviction of my life now rests upon the belief that


  loneliness, far from being a rare and curious phenomenon, is the


  central and inevitable fact of human existence.”


  -- Thomas Wolfe, “God’s Lonely Man.”


  
     
  


  “Loneliness cries deep fro my soul


  Keeps trying to tell my about the world growing so cold…”


  -- Grand Funk Railroad, “Loneliness”


  
     
  


  This time around, you get two Introductions for the price of one; the short and sweet one, and the longer, more analytical one.


  The short one:


  Laughing Boy’s Shadow is a mesmerizing, disturbing, compelling novel of modern-day horror and alienation that might possibly change you once you’ve finished reading it. It is a novel that perfectly fits my own personal definition of what constitutes the best kind of horror fiction, and reading it was nothing short of a genuine experience (in the dictionary sense of the word) for me.


  This novel will hit you hard in the mind and heart, as well as scare the bejeezus out of you more than a few times. There. Now if you want to read the more analytical version that follows, do me a favor and wait; jump ahead, read the book, and then come back to read the rest of this. You can thank me later.


  Whenever I sit on a panel at a convention, the question of “What is horror?” inevitably comes up. I almost always point out that the question – a pertinent one, no argument – is nonetheless incomplete; nine times out of ten, what the person actually means to ask is either, “Why do people read horror?” or “What purpose is served by horror fiction?”


  Not to dismiss the first question, but debating the nature of what constitutes horror is tantamount to trying to offer a universal definition of Art; it exists solely in the eye of the beholder. Yes, it’s easy enough to point to stories in the news about war, famine, natural disasters, child abuse, or any of the endless nightmares that afflict humankind, but in all those instances (most of the time) there is a certain, safe distance involved; it’s happening to someone else, somewhere else, and while we may very well be horrified at the events, each lacks (again, most of the time) the element of personal terror that makes horror a very intimate, personal experience.


  And nowhere is this personal experience more delicate and intimate than in horror fiction. What terrifies you may be nothing at all to the next person; what moves you at the core of your being may very well be thought silly or inconsequential by someone else.  But there is, I believe, one universal element that unites all horror fiction at its core, be it fiction about vampires, or zombies, or ghosts, or child abuse, psychological disintegration, the collapse of society, nuclear war, etc., and it’s this universal element that I always offer up at conventions when asked about the purpose of horror:  The best horror fiction concerns itself with exploring the connections between violence, grief, loneliness, and suffering, and how we as a species reconcile these things with the concept of a Just universe watched over by a supposedly loving Supreme Being wherein even the most mundane and trivial of our everyday tasks carry some kind of greater meaning.


  Even if you’re an Agnostic or Atheist and remove the Supreme Being element from the above equation, the central  concern of horror fiction remains unchanged. To offer a concrete example of what I’m talking about, ask yourself this question: what purpose is served by my doing the goddamned laundry when there are children being murdered by their parents every day?  Woody Allen had a fairly funny line in Annie Hall that touched upon this concept: “If one guy is starving, it puts a crimp in my evening.”  You get the idea.


  Being a stubborn subscriber to String Theory (what used to be known as the Grand Unification Theory), I fervently believe that on a quantum level, everything is connected; every thought, belief, action, event, philosophy, object, and sentient being.  It would not surprise me one bit were I to discover that Steve Savile feels the same way, for Laughing Boy’s Shadow is that rarest of horror novels: one that grapples with sociological, theological, philosophical, and – gulp! – metaphysical issues, yet never once becomes didactic or ponderous. Savile never has any of his character climb up on a soapbox and shout through a bullhorn that I Have An Important Message, Dammit! He illustrates, he shows; and considering the core of his subject matter, it would have been oh-so easy for him to preach, but he never does. In fact, his First-Person narrator, Declan Shea, describes many of the events with the semi-detached, unsentimental eye of a documentary filmmaker; he presents things as they are, and leaves it up to the reader to decide how much emotional investment he or she cares to give to the scene or event in question. As a result,  much of what Declan encounters is powerfully heartbreaking and often terrifying on a deep, organic level.


  Take for instance Declan’s encounter with a homeless man named Matthew early in the book. Declan and his girlfriend, Aimee, meet Matthew in the wee hours. Matthew is a denizen of the streets, and has accepted his fate. (I’ll leave you to discover the reasons behind Matthew’s circumstances for yourself.) It would have been tempting – perhaps too tempting – for a writer to sentimentalize Matthew’s plight, to present him as an object of pity, but thanks to Savile’s restraint and Declan’s world view, the sequence never even flirts with sentimentality, and is all the more affecting for it.  It is Declan’s encounter with Matthew, however, that serves as the main catalyst for Declan’s entering the “Underground” – the world from which Matthew has come, populated by other denizens of the streets. (And Declan’s voyage into the Underground is arguably Horror’s equivalent to Dave Bowman’s entering the Monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey; surreal, poetic, terrifying, lyrical, and mind-bending.)


  And once Declan enters the Underground, reality becomes twisted and warped beyond (sometimes) his ability to adequately describe it. Think Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere by way of Lovecraft and Jean-Paul Sartre. It is here that Declan learns more about the connections between the Haves and the Have-Nots, as well as the purpose behind suffering, loneliness, violence, and grief, and why these darker elements of existence must be perpetuated.


  The Underground sequence comprises the bulk of this novel, and accomplishes what all great fiction strives to do; it transports you into another world, one so far removed from your daily existence that you’ll rarely recognize the elements waiting there.  It is also in the Underground sequences that Savile turns Laughing Boy’s Shadow into the type of horror novel that is so infrequently seen these days it’s in danger of making the Endangered Species list: a study in genuine alienation.


  Now, before you shrug off that term, consider the Psych textbook definition of that word: “…a psychological condition in which an individual comes to feel divorced from the objective world or parts of his or her own personality or feel that he or she is nonexistent.”  Alienation goes well beyond mere loneliness – in fact, it would take the light from loneliness a few thousand years to reach alienation. It is the complete and total subtraction of the Self from not only the world but from one’s self, as well. There is no purpose, no meaning, no psychological, spiritual, physical, or even imagined connection to anyone or anything. You cease to be, even to yourself. It is misery personified, and damn few writers have dared to grapple with the concept the way Savile does here. Camus’ The Stranger is arguably the prototype for this kind of story, followed by Kobo Abe’s existential masterpiece The Box Man; and I can think of only a small handful of modern-day horror writers who have attempted to explore the subject of alienation with an unflinching eye: Tim Waggoner’s Like Death, Tim Lebbon’s unjustifiably overlooked and underrated Desolation, and Matthew Warner’s Eyes Everywhere. (Humility and common sense prevent me from adding my own The Indifference of Heaven (a.k.a. In Silent Graves) to the list because, in the end, the central character’s alienation is nullified, whereas in the other novels mentioned it is only intensified.)


  But in the end, Declan emerges from the Underground, and I can say in all honesty that the final 30 pages of Laughing Boy’s Shadow achieve a level of stunning, chilling lyricism that left me shaking; Declan’s final statement to the world, contained in the last 4 pages, is simply amazing; the passages are so luminous that the words threaten to shimmer right off the page.


  What makes this book all the more remarkable is that it was Savile’s first novel; for 95% of its unfolding, it doesn’t read like a first novel; it’s polished, beautifully-paced, and written with the sure craft of a writer who knows precisely where the story is going and who’s refined his narrative voice to razor-sharpness. Sure, there are some bumps along the way; the Prologue (herein called the Intro) strikes me as a bit superfluous; there are a few too many instances where one character “hisses” a line at another, only the words they “hiss” contain no sibilants; and a couple of the events described seem surreal and nebulous for the sake of being surreal and nebulous.


  But in the end, these are minor quibbles that in no way detract from the feverish power of this novel; think of them as being scratches on fine, hand-tooled leather: proof of the authenticity of the product.  And just to reiterate: this novel will scare the hell out of you more than a few times. It will also move you, sometimes deeply so.It is, as I said before, a novel that fits perfectly my own personal definition of what constitutes the best horror fiction.


  So, if you’ve picked up Laughing Boy’s Shadow thinking you’re going to find a novel filled with the traditional tropes of horror (zombies, werewolves, vampires, etc.), then you’re holding the wrong book; if you think you’re going to find a tale jam-packed with the usual ooga-boogas, bloodletting, and big-budget set pieces, put this down; and – most especially – if you think for one second that you’re going to be spoon-fed everything in crystal clear terms that even a 6th-grader could understand so you needn’t tax your brain dealing with the implications of everything that happens in this story, if you think you’re going to come out of this unscathed, all safe and sound in the warm embrace of a happy ending wherein the hero overcomes all obstacles and life returns to normal, then close this book right now, start the car, and drive to your nearest Walpurgis-Mart to pick up a copy of this month’s newest horror paperback release featuring zombies, werewolves, vampires, or an ominous-looking house on its cover.


  But I hope you won’t; I hope you’ll dive into this redoubtable achievement and indulge in the dark feast Savile had set out for you. Laughing Boy’s Shadow has garnered something of a legendary reputation here in the states due to its lack of availability; as a result, those who have read it have hyped it to high Heaven, leaving more than a few readers to ask, “Can it possibly live up to its reputation?”


  The answer is a resounding yes.


  This novel will knock you onto the floor and remain with you for years to come. In the event that you didn’t take my advice at the beginning and start the book right away, then you’ve no choice but to do so now, because I have kept you from it long enough.


  Meet Declan, who hates cities, and follow him to the Underground. Bring all the courage you can.


  You’re going to need it.


  
     
  


  Gary A. Braunbeck


  Lost in Ohio


  August 22, 2006


  


  


  



  Intro. . .


  
     
  


  My hands are my downfall. Shaped like the wings of angels their touch whispers to me words of death, not beauty. Never beauty now. I see faces in their creases. Enigmatic, contorted, hypnotic, and bleeding.  Always compelling. My dead. The faces contort when my hands close into fists. My dead screaming with me, screaming through the black spread-winged bird branded into them.


  I have killed.


  And now I cannot sleep; demons live inside my head. I cannot forget them, my dead, and, because of the memories, I cannot forgive. Until forgiveness comes I doubt very much whether sleep ever will. The loop is ironic. Poetic and unbreakable.


  I am not here seeking forgiveness for my demons. The past is done and there is little to be gained from dwelling there. I have come here looking for someone to talk to.


  It is bitterly cold out here on the bridge tonight. The wind is biting, its voice another scream to haunt my ears.


  This is where my world fell apart.


  On this bridge.


  Since then there has been someone else inside me; someone who has seen all the bad there is to see, watched it pass like so much bloodied water under this bridge.


  He has been betrayed. Cheated. Lied to.


  His name is Declan Shea, it is all he has left.


  We are not so different that way.


  My name is Declan Shea, and he is all that I have left.


  I come back here to look at the lights across the water, out of reach like the gates of heaven. More than anything, I want to start walking. You won't understand what that means, not yet, but you will. . .


  


  


  



  Theme One


  
     
  


  Beggars’ Banquet


  The Road to Redemption


  
     
  


  


  


  



  one


  
     
  


  Not quite three a.m. and already I had Saturday chalked up as one more in a long line of  miserable experiences eager to come my way.


  You know how some days have their own smells? Well, Saturday was mothballed in that rancid, mouldered smell of the meat markets.


  Outside, it was raining hard. Sports cars aren’t made for rain. The Midget's soft-top was leaking and her heater had given up the ghost the week before. To add insult to injury, crossing the bridge into Gateshead, the DJ  slipped into that monotony of love songs aimed at helping loners through the worst of the night. Keeping my eyes open was struggle enough. I was in no mood to suffer another bout of that emotional bullshit, so I switched radio for tape, and coming up Split Crow Road, The Surfing Brides were happily informing me that  Everything's Fine (If The World Was Going To End).


  A nice, cheerful little number; its selection was a pretty good indication of my state of mind right then, but I had a car full of music and not a single word about love anywhere to be heard.


  I wanted to be at home, in bed, curled up around Aimee's soft crescent, not cramped behind the wheel, driving through Newcastle's own grim parody of Hell's Kitchen; backstreets, bridges and graffiti. The entire side of a tower block had been painted with the silhouette of a bird, wings rising in a thirty foot 'v' that scraped the roof of the tower. Each detail of the shadow was immaculate, though God alone knew how the artist had accomplished his art. I had wondered the same thing nearly every day for the thirteen weeks since the bird's manifestation, but like everyone else I was no closer to an answer for all that wondering.


  The lights on the roundabout up ahead were changing to red. I thought about running them for as long as it took me to yawn and my foot to ease down on the brake. There were no cars coming either way, so I let the lights run through their cycle again while I groped around on the backseat for the pockets of my jacket and, deeper into the puzzle, my tobacco tin and lighter. The roll-ups were one last throw back to the good old days I wasted as a student, scruffing about Liverpool Poly. There's something soothing about the whole process of rolling your own, drawing on the smoke, letting it leak out in a veil that rafts up in front of your eyes. It's still the cheapest form of therapy I know. That said, I'm not an idiot. I live with my addiction, call the home rolled coffin-nails my pocket shrinks, and tell anyone stupid enough to ask: 'They're helping me to quit.'


  Maybe they are, and maybe they aren't; that's immaterial. I enjoy my occasional drag, and that's healthy enough for me right now. When the doctors tell me I'm riddled with lung cancer and have three months to live, well by then it'll be too late anyway, so I'll probably start chain-smoking my home-rolled Virginia leaf and taking nicotine intravenously.


  Stifling another yawn, I knuckled the ache out of the bones in the base of my back and stretched, rolling the muscles of my shoulders. I was exhausted, and it felt as if the last week had been an endless series of to-ing and fro-ing between Gateshead and the pianos of the civilised world. London and back twice in the space of three days, and all aches twelve hundred miles could inflict centred on the two-inch square of vertebrae above my belt. Two times over. Once to Golden Square to lay down six tracks worth of  free fall backing piano for Tachyon Web's Live And Unplugged session on Virgin 1215 though what a Tech-Metal band wanted with a jazz pianist I shudder to think and then again to Charlotte Street to audition for the resident piano slot on one of those night-time chat shows The Channel 4 Gurus have been rehashing ever since The Last Resort went its own sweet way.


  This marathon was served up with a Jazz Club chaser, backing a band called Poetic Justice, and a late night poker session with the boys after the performance.


  Still, to misuse a cliché; mine is not to reason why, mine is just to grab the money with both hands and make like one little Linford. If they are prepared to pay me to play, I'll play. I'm all for prostituting what little talent God gave me.


  The lights changed again. This time I went with them.


  Indicating left, I swung out onto the Old Durham Road.


  I hate cities. I always have.


  Gateshead at night is a dying animal. The streets have emptied. The gangs of kids have gone home to bed, and the older, more dangerous ones have risen from their pits to prowl, attracted by the danger-pheromones drifting off lonely car stereos. The bag ladies and the old soaks have crawled back under their shopping trolleys and park benches, taking their bottles and bad breath with them. Women walk in pairs because one in three streetlights don't work. Every avenue has its own boarded up windows. They've even built a garage on Lover's Lane. One more strut from the scaffold supporting my childhood that has been dismantled by greed. A second-hand fix-it workshop cut into the arches beneath the Railway Bridge, its rust-buckets spilling out and down the alley where the good kids and I was one of them were supposed to emerge winking and wisecracking when they had: 'Been there, and done that.'


  Cats and dogs, all slack skin and stuck-out bones, run wild, scavenging after whatever scraps the bins have to offer. The litter looks more at home on the road than the cars do. More common, too.


  As a place, it reeks of abuse, filth and decay, and I have to call it home.


  


  


  



  two


  
     
  


  The road curled around into the onset of the local labyrinth. Nothing as elaborate as Daedalus' creation for the Cretan king; it mazed through avenues of redbrick and cement up away from the harbour of the Tyne Valley into the avenues around Saltwell Park and home.


  I wasn't lying when I said I hate cities; there are few things I am more passionate about. I hate the lies they offer with their numbers and bodies close packed. I hate the innocence they stole from me, and from others like me, pretending to offer the world in return. I know how it feels to walk the streets and feel the brittle and naive dreams of youth crack between the soles of your shoes and the chill hardness of the pavement. I walked alone, surrounded by people smiling because they weren't alone. I survived. So many others didn't. So many more won't.


  The music changed. I stopped listening. Noise was noise. I was thinking about Aimee and the sort of day she must have had at the Arnessen Refuge, battered children and all. She knew my feelings. She wasn't hard enough to cope with the sorts of abuse those bastards dished out. I'd be there when things got nasty, and on her first day I had made a promise to myself; not a single 'I told you so.'


  It must have been the absence of other cars on the road, or the repetitious regularity of the twisting and twining road where it followed the familiar contours of the houses, the built-up monotony of the cityscape all around. I started to drift. Felt the car drifting, too. Riding the white line. Faster than was safe in the rain. Yawning, I corrected for my lapsing concentration. Knuckled the sleep out of my eyes.


  'Oh, don't you dare. . . Don't you bloody well dare.'


  That was my first thought when I saw him standing at the roadside. One hundred yards away, give or take. An inch-high dark stain in the perfect circle of the Midget's spotlights that the wipers couldn't sluice away. His squalid gabardine coat tattered in the wind like black rags. Streamers of cotton and wool lapped at his legs, swam around his lower half like a terrier snapping at his heels. He was staring straight at me through the full-beam, waving a bottle of something, and all I could think was:


  The bastard thinks he's playing chicken!


  I don't know where it came from. It was as if a bolt-hole opened in the back of my head to let in this one suddenly cold certainty. The crazy old bastard was psyching himself up for a race his rickety old pegs couldn't hope to win.


  'You want to kill yourself,' I muttered, trying to shake off the soupy blanket that tiredness was draping over my head. 'Fine, but I don't need you on my conscience.'


  His face was split by a grim parody of a smile; a rictus that had to be a trick of the peculiar light. As the distance rapidly narrowed, the hazy edges of my perception hardened and the visceral world the real world trapped out there on the other side of the glass snapped into focus. Inside the bizarre chiaroscuro the old man seemed oddly content to meet his maker, both legs shattering on the radiator grille even as his body was tossed up into air like rag doll.


  We looked at each other, sharing the same terrible token of recognition; murderer and victim. I tried to convince myself it was the dazzle reflecting back from the glare of the headlights, but it wasn't. The rain blurred the sight, as if he were losing some shape. His eyes seemed to be pleading with me to put my foot down on the accelerator and plough straight through him. I couldn't do it. Without thinking I was slamming my left foot down on the brake and praying a litany:


  ‘Pleasegodpleasegodpleasegodplea’


  To whatever deity or angel watched over bums and piano players at three o'clock on a Saturday morning.


  The bite of the rubber on the road was a short-lived sensation, replaced by the sickening glide of the wheels locking as the water on the road undermined the little tread that hadn't worn away. The Midget was sliding away from me before I had the chance to start wrestling with the wheel.


  My prayer had fallen on deaf ears; not that I should have expected anything more.


  He stepped out into the road and stopped, holding his hands and bottle out as if to cushion the impact or turn the free-wheeling momentum of the Midget aside. His rakish, chicken-bone skeleton had no realistic chance of succeeding at either, and the taut rictus he wore in place of a smile said he knew as much.


  The speedometer was arresting; a hideously graceful fall from sixty down to zero. The car wasn't slowing.


  'Why me?' I wanted to scream I was screaming, but I couldn't lay claim to any particular sounds that might have been deciphered by sharper ears than mine.


  And then he was punched high into the blue-black sky and the only sound I could hear was laughter.


  


  


  



  three


  
     
  


  The thought went from gas to solid inside my head. I was sure I had killed him. I couldn't move; not even to find out. Suddenly I was the victim, sitting in stunned agony after the battering, waiting for the sirens, the police and the ambulances to come and pick up the pieces.


  But my hands plotted rebellion, popping the lock on the door and opening it. Before the shakes could take hold they were levering me up out of the driver’s seat and I was planting my feet on the road, dimly aware of the presence of other sounds now. Music. The tape was still playing, but what, I couldn't tell. Other cars in other streets, loud enough to be heard in the tempered quiet that seemed to have swallowed the entirety of the road, from the hotel on the corner right back to the lights. Muted televisions feeding the host of insomniacs behind closed doors. But no sirens.


  I wiped the blood from my eyes.


  After hitting the old wino, the car had gone into spin and instead of doing the right thing and trying to steer into it, I was screaming and pulling against the momentum of the fishtailing Midget, which took her into a tighter arc. I was suddenly sure she was going to roll. Blind runners of panic succeeded in shutting out  everything as the car span through a series of wild three-sixties ending with the bone-jarring impact of her front-ending a lamppost.


  The seatbelt probably saved my life. Without it, the whiplash would almost certainly have thrown me headfirst through the windscreen. As it was, the snap of the seatbelt cut across my neck, virtually garrotting me as I was thrown about in the driver's seat. My forehead slammed down into the steering wheel. I was thrown back into the bucket seat and suddenly I was seeing the world through a red filter. Blood in my eyes. Even as I was going back I felt myself being catapulted into the steering wheel again as if I weighed nothing at all. Less than nothing. At least one rib cracked as I bounced between the harnesses extremes like a human crash test dummy. I felt it splinter inwards. It should have been agony, but I must have been tripping on adrenaline or something because all I felt was numbness. The only twinges seemed to be when my breath hitched on the inward pull. Like a stitch, almost, but one of the splinters must have punctured a lung because each successive breath was that little bit more difficult to draw than the last.


  As if my lungs were starting to fill with blood. Or starting a gradual collapse.


  My morbid imagination was busy constructing cemetery thoughts even as my hands committed their coup: Haemorrhaging. Internal bleeding. Punctured lung. Rest in pieces.


  Out of the driver's seat, I collapsed. I forced myself to my feet, sagged, needing the car to lean on.


  Blood guttered in my eyes. I thumbed it away without actually breaking the red washing filter.


  He was lying in a puddle in the middle of the tarmac, dissected by the white line; a broken doll. The streetlight caught half of his body and threw the remainder into shadowy relief. The old wino looked small and pathetic. Broken by the fall. Crumpled. Leaking stuffing. His gabardines were ripped and torn and blackened by the blood and water soaking into them. Red and wet where they had pulled around his stomach. A laceration slit his belly from rib to groin. Opened him like a textured map of corruption. A secret glimpse at the anatomy of this place.


  He had died in a whorish sprawl, legs splayed inviting the next traveller to drive between them. I couldn't stand to look.


  Thank God he was faceless. The tarpaulin of shadows negated the dead set of his features. He owned nothing; no eyes, no nose, no mouth to breath through the thickening clot of blackness. Nothing.


  We must have looked like the ugly remnants of a gunfight. Two gunslingers. One dead with a modern day bullet through the head; the other walking wounded. Hurt badly, but not down. Not yet.


  Forcing my legs into motion and I hurt I went to where he had fallen. It was one of those forever sensations, walking, walking, and not seeming to move or get any closer. Each step was one on a road littered with upturned nails, where knives were driven into my chest, and steps were taken at the expense of my heaving lungs. I could feel myself drowning on my own blood, my breathing locked in an ever decreasing cycle as my lungs’ capacity dwindled. Then I was on top of him, looking into the ruination carved by the accident. A hole had been punched into his neck by the bottle. The bottleneck had broken off and stayed lodged inside the wound, gouting pulses of blood as I sank to my knees. The stub of broken glass was working like an improvised catheter intended to let the blood run free; but even that died.


  There was nothing to be gained by checking for vital signs, but I needed to be doing something. Hesitantly, I rested my palm against the dead man's cheek. Felt a coldness so deeply entrenched it couldn't possibly have been less than two minutes old. I flinched; I didn't want to, but at the same time I did. Looking at him, I saw how old he was, and how frail. 'Oh, my God. . .' It went from a whisper to a scream. His eyes stayed open, seemed to be looking me straight in the eye. Penetrating. I wanted to apologise, say I was sorry. I wanted to hear him say it was all right. It wasn't my fault. It was an accident. But even between us, we didn't have the breath to spare for so many words. We shared blood, seeping from the rags wrapped around his torn chest into the material covering my own. We shared blood, little else.


  Standing again was a sheer agony of sharp gasps. My lungs had virtually nothing left to give or take. For a moment I honestly thought I wasn't going to be able to do it, that I wasn't going to be able to stay on my feet even if I could stand. I was going to fall and in minutes be dead, side by side with him, but then I was up and moving unsteadily back towards the car. The entire bonnet had folded around the listing lamppost. It looked like a falling angel, wings spread to catch itself. I stopped twice, more than twice, needing the support of parked cars, street signs and the lamppost-angel before I collapsed back into the driver's seat.


  The cellular phone wasn't in the charger. I fumbled open the glove compartment. It wasn't in there either. It had fallen under the passenger seat. I dialled 999 and listened impatiently to the ringing.


  When the emergency operator finally asked which service, my breathing had become so laboured I could barely phrase the word ambulance. I told her where I was. What had happened. Then I dropped the phone, closed my eyes and waited for the sirens or suffocation, whichever won the race to be with me.


  


  


  



  (When I'm With You I'm) All Alone


  one


  
     
  


  Waking was bitter-sweet. Aimee was sat on the edge of the bed when I opened my eyes; hiding behind her tears as she shuffled and dealt the cards. Forty Two immram cards, hand painted and arranged in a circular spread with her heart's desire at its core, tools to occupy her fretting fingers. The sun came streaming in through the fly-window, though it wasn't the sun that she hid from. She ran slender fingers through her hair, impatiently ruffling the peroxide white-blonde bob so it danced across her bare shoulders; a savage reminder of paradise. I tried to smile. She wasn't looking at me.  That was a blessing in itself. She didn't see the way my lips betrayed me with a twist.


  She shifted, looked thoughtfully at the unfolding pattern of islands, from harbour to landfall through the realms of many colours, terrors, glass and wonders, with the nameless maiden from the shores of Tir nan Beo, the Everliving Realms, her soul guide through the repugnantly innocent repetitions of greens and golds and blues and reds fanning out over the bed covers. Aimee supported her thoughtful face with fingertips beneath the chin. I tried to guess, from the changing set of her mouth, which card was under her gaze at which moment: the Revolving Beast, with spirit antlers rooted in the skull of a great hound, a fantastic beast with the body of a stag and a fine white tail that evaporated into a mist of transformations, hound to lion to eagle in a cycle of incarnations; Cannibal Horses, in battle on a plain above a sea of crimson; the Shuttered Door, a plateau on a pillar of stone, no approach to it save a locked door at the pillar's foot; the Green and Burning Tree, in leaf with a foliage of flame; Sorrow, a grief-stricken woman lamenting on the cliff edge, the familiar crimson sea and the engraved pillar-stone with its face of primal misery at her side. . .


  I knew Aimee wasn't going to say, 'Oh, Declan,' when she saw I was awake; she wasn't an 'Oh, Anyone,' sort of woman. Despite the way she made herself look black Levi 501's cut off to make culottes, black hiking socks and eighteen hole Doc Martins, cheap white tee-shirt and black waistcoat elaborately embroidered with dragon-headed endless knots that somehow suggested change within themselves without physically changing she was far too sensible for anything even remotely like that. I sank back into the bolstered pillow, content to watch her play out the hand, tears glistening in my eyes even as she blinked her own away.


  Aimee wasn't beautiful by any stretch of the imagination; her nose was slightly too long, her complexion slightly too waxy, her feet slightly too big, frame slightly too tall. Every little thing about her was untamed. Raw, fresh and refreshing. She chewed on her bottom lip as she read some sort of meaning into the immrama.


  Her hands moved with a deceptively fluid sureness, gathering up the immram cards, shuffling and recreating the immrama three times more before she tidied the cards and folded them inside the turquoise reading rag. Three times the Island of Sorrow was turned over at her harbour, preventing Aimee from asking any more about her chosen journey. Maybe hospital wards gave off bad karma, or something. I don't know. I won't pretend that I believe in that hocus-pocus New Age shit. I don't. But she does and the coincidence of three Sorrows affected her badly. Her eyes had narrowed, hiding the blue, and her breathing was coming short and fast.


  I tried to lever myself into the sitting position, but the pain in my ribs flared and I sank back into the pillow again. I must have greyed out for a moment; two heartbeats. That, or I closed my eyes against the pain, so when I looked her way again Aimee was already looking at me.


  There was so much in that look. So much heartbreak experienced in that one shared second. And I was right; there was no 'Oh, Declan,' to greet me as I returned to the land of the living. No kiss. My eyes said, 'I love you.' Hers, 'You betrayed me.'


  The pain in my chest wasn't all physical. I sniffed. Aimee did her best to smile. 'Some pair,' she said, wiping at her eyes and almost unconsciously hiding the deck of cards. She knew my feelings about her New Age crutch.


  I didn't need to ask where I was. I recognised the view of redbrick walls through the room's single window. The Royal Victoria Infirmary, on the northern edge of the city. There was something I needed to ask, though:


  'The old man, is he. . ?'


  Aimee looked askance at me and I didn't even begin to understand. I belong to the modern school of 'wave-your-own-stupidity-like-a-flag-rather-than-try-and-hide-it.' I was clearing my throat; that was something my father had always done whenever he broached a subject he found particularly distasteful, never otherwise.


  'The old man,' I said again. 'The tramp. Is he dead?' I knew he was. I had taken his non-existent pulse, felt the ice rotting under his skin but, however stupid it was, I still needed to hear someone else say it out loud.


  She shook her head, clearly not understanding, and for a moment had me doubting myself. Only then I saw his bottle and his hands held out and I saw him staring, his eyes burrowing into the back of mine, and I thought: 'Don't you dare. . .'


  Oh, Christ. . . It was all there.


  'The old man. I hit him with the car.' It was like being an unwilling actor trapped in a Noh play, going round and around in word circles. No matter how many times I said it, or how many different ways I said it, always the same outcome: incomprehension. Aimee talking to me as if I were a child, explaining:


  'You hit a lamppost, Declan. No one else was involved. You didn't hurt anyone. You didn't kill anyone. You hit a lamppost.'


  


  


  



  two


  
     
  


  Aimee left me to fetch a doctor. I was asleep if you can call it sleep as opposed to being semi-comatose before she returned.


  Unconscious, I drifted into some pretty gloomy thoughts; my own personal darkness that lived with me through the comfort of sleep and nagged, chipping away into the waking up on the other side.


  The morning after the accident I woke up bathed in a stinking sweat, unsure how much of what I remembered was owed to the night's hideous dreams. The accident, the look on the old man's face as he stepped out in front of the car, how it changed as he died.


  I was alone in the room. I could have cried. It was the usual, cheerless hospital lockup with its insipid blue colour scheme and twin reeks of ammonia and disinfectant. I had been tagged around the wrist like a new born baby: Shea, Declan Thomas, was written on the plastic bracelet in block capitals of blue biro ink. I guess that was in case one of us suddenly forgot who I was. And the worst of it was that I could picture it: Nurses and doctors on a frantic room to ward to room search looking for my lost body, not asking anyone, just grabbing patients by the wrists and checking them off on a register of missing bodies.


  Aimee had left her book open like a dead butterfly on the small window-side table, and next to it, her Discman, sandwiches, coke can, and a small selection of compact discs: Jules Sheer, Sister Double Happiness, Liz Phair, Dave Matthews, Carlos Santana, and two others I couldn't read for the light reflecting off their slipcases.


  I stretched, and again that isolated flare of pain in my lower ribs. Tentatively, I felt out the tender spots, which seemed to be a whole hand's worth below my right pectoral. The doctor's diagnosis chart was hooked to the metal frame at the foot of the bed. An educated guess placed broken or fractured ribs somewhere on my roster of injuries. I struggled against the restraining blankets to sit up far enough to reach the chart, but it wasn't happening so I resigned myself to at least a morning of lying prostrate with nothing to look at comfortably but a three foot square strip of ceiling above my head.


  The wishbone headphones of the hospital radio headset were hanging within reach, but even as I started to reach for them a ghost DJ inside my head dedicated the next track to Mary, the woman on Ward 3 dying of leukaemia. I gave up stretching.
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  For such a young example of his trade Stephen Carroll wore his careworn compassion with comfortable resignation. Regular eighty-seven hour shifts with the terminally ill had taken their toll on his washed-out smile. If I was meant to feel reassured by the sight of my doctor stifling a yawn, one of us was going to be mightily disappointed, and no prizes for guessing which one. I felt about as hopeful as Chicken Licken when he thought he was going to have to hold the sky up all by himself.


  'Ah, how are you feeling this morning, Mr.-,' Carroll glanced down at his chart. I felt like thrusting my bracelet under his nose. Might as well get some use out of the damned thing. 'Shea? Those ribs feeling tender?'


  'Those ones and these ones,' I joked weakly, touching both sides of my ribcage to show I was trying to be funny. It raised a glimmer, but not much of one. I decided against asking if I would ever play the piano again. I got the rather frosty impression that he didn't appreciate my sense of humour.


  'Good, good. And how about that head? Fetched it a nasty crack. You are a very lucky man, Mr. Shea. Still, the bleeding has stopped and there doesn't appear to have been any further complications. Of course, we'll want to keep you in for observation, just to be on the safe side.'


  'Of course. I feel fine,' I lied, hoping to head off the rest of his lecture. I'm sure he didn't intend to sound sanctimonious. To do what he was doing he must have cared at some point. Given similar circumstances two years ago Carroll might have sounded genuinely concerned, but now everything about him, the way he held himself, the way he peered down his nose at my notes, said he had seen too much to fret about an idiot who wrapped his sports car around a lamppost at three o'clock in the morning. 'What happened? I remember the car spinning, but after that. . .' I shrugged, feigning convenient memory lapse in the hope he would let slip something about the old man's condition. The way I had it worked out, Aimee must have wanted to shield me from the truth until she knew I was strong enough to cope with the fact I had killed a man. Carroll didn't strike me as being the sensitive sort. I expected the truth, and put bluntly, but what I got was more confusion.


  A tiny frown furrowed his brow. He had been talking to Aimee. We understood each other. No placating lies. I hadn't earned any.


  'Giving you the benefit of the doubt, Mr. Shea, you lost control of your car, as you say, and span, out of control, into a lamppost. You received mild cranial trauma from the impact of the collision and fractured three ribs, one splintering and puncturing your right lung. Which is why everything from your neck to waist feels as if it has been trampled on by a herd of wild horses. God be thanked, there was no one else involved.'


  'What about the old man?' I asked, waving my flag again.


  'What old man, Mr. Shea?' Carroll said, shaking his head. 'I think, perhaps, I should explain. You were in a car crash, in which you received a severe blow to the cranium. You were lucky in that there was no haemorrhaging, but the trauma may have caused your unconscious brain to latch on to some sort of anchor. It’s not uncommon. Indeed, it may well be what keeps accident victims like yourself alive. But however you look at it, there was no old man. I’ve spoken with your girlfriend. She understands that there may be some confusion initially, but I wouldn't want you to push her any more than she needs. She isn't lying to you, and I don't suppose she would even if I wanted her to.'


  I felt the smooth sided pebble of doubt sink into the pit of my stomach. 'What are you saying? I don't understand. I wasn't hallucinating.' I was shaking my head now, but I understood all right. 'No. I couldn't have been. He stepped out in front of me. Without him there wouldn't have been a crash. I tried to brake, to avoid hitting him, and I lost control. The car skidded on the water and wouldn't slow down. I went back to try and help him. I saw him die for Christ's sake.' I could tell Carroll was uncomfortable with me now, but I refused let him go easily. I pressed: 'I even phoned in the accident. You can check it with the police. Yes. You can check it with the police. I reported hitting the old man outside the Springfield Hotel. Three a.m., Saturday morning. Ask them for yourself.'


  I had Carroll with that one irrefutable fact. I had phoned the accident in before I lost consciousness. Whatever else he could disprove with his medical logic, he couldn't touch that. I had made the call before my unconscious brain could latch on to any anchors. I wasn't losing my mind. Somewhere a written report of that telephone conversation would back me up when I said an old man died on that street, and it was my fault.
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  I spent a neurotic hour worrying about the state of my mind. Fear joined worry at the hip. Brain-damage from the accident was the first possibility I was forced to chew over. That something was wrong with the inside of my head. That everything from seeing the old man stepping out onwards was nothing more than a figment of my comatose mind. I didn't like the plausibility all of them had lying in my thoughts, but I had no option but to wait things out. Carroll would talk to the police, then the police would want to talk to me, and once we had corroborated enough evidence between us, we would all be in the same boat: left wondering what could have happened to the old man's body.


  When Aimee didn't reappear, I assumed she had gone home to grab forty winks between bedside vigils. I wasn't about to begrudge her them, even if I couldn't sleep myself.


  Still, I had nothing but my thoughts to occupy myself with. No magazine or book with someone else's musings to take my mind off my own. No music that I could listen to comfortably without the fear of being suddenly reminded about poor old Mary on Ward 3. So I closed my eyes.


  I dozed into and out of various states of boredom and inertia, but I didn't sleep and I didn't dream. I don't think I have ever been frightened of dreaming before. It was almost a fight against sleep. I can't say I liked the sensation, either. I forced myself through some mental gymnastics: overlapping punk riffs and baroque arpeggios to get a feel for how the two would sound sandwiched together in a freewheeling Tachyon Web solo. I half liked my creation, but failed to see a useful purpose for it outside the lunatic asylum. I started playing with twelve-bar blues instead of punk riffs, using the arpeggios as bridges, then giving up that idea I tried using the blues as the bridge. It was frustrating. It should have worked, but in the end I was left with no option but to give it up as a bad job and start trying to occupy myself with something else. Inevitably, I kept coming back to music, home ground, but this time I mentally tripped through Michael Petrucciani's Pianism, with its synthesis of modern and bop techniques, and Keith Jarret's Eyes Of The Heart, free jazz fused with diatonic harmonies.


  It was quiet torture, running a thousand thoughts over inside my own head. I went so far as to play commentator on my twenty six years of life, and found them woefully wanting. I thought about what I had, my incentives to get out of bed in the morning, and couldn't come up with one viable reason why I needed to bother. No one outside my immediate circle would miss me if I hid beneath the covers. I didn't touch that many people's lives, not in any worthwhile way. I thought about the vows I made at the Poly: How I was going to be different, how I was going to make a difference, how I was going to enjoy each second of every day simply because each one was different and I was in love with their individuality. And I thought about just how miserably I had failed myself. My dreams cut up and bled dry.


  Thankfully, food and medication arrived before I went stir-crazy with self pity. I hadn't thought about eating since waking up a quick glance at the clock on the wall told me that was four hours ago but I still couldn't whip up much in the way of enthusiasm or appetite for the plateful of pre-digested fisherman's pie set before me. I couldn't help, however, but spare a glance for the two painkillers left beside my beaker of water.


  Trusting that I was still a competent liar, I promised to clear my plate before I washed down the medication and as soon as I was left alone I abandoned the lukewarm pie in favour of the pills. They made all the difference. I stopped thinking of it as vital that I didn't weaken and succumb to the void where all my dreams were hideous, and started thinking in terms of my eyes getting heavy, my body being tired, getting sleepy. . .
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  I jolted awake with a suddenness and surety. The Angel of Death was there with me, in my room. My tramp. He was hunched double in Aimee's chair, licking spindly, grubby digits as he spooned a handful of mushy potato into his mouth. His bitten down nails were black, thick with dirt and spittle.


  It was a crazy thing to pick up on, the state of the wino's manicure, but it didn't feel that way to me then. It seemed decidedly sane against the vista of craziness laid bare by the last twenty four hours. Coming around to find the man I had killed sitting by my bedside, living, breathing, eating my leftovers. . .


  I blinked twice. I won't lie. I couldn't force myself into believing it was him. Not straight away. Even as a child I hadn't been gifted with the kind of imagination necessary to create imaginary friends and scary monsters, so, crazy or not, I couldn't force myself into disbelieving, either. Not while there was the uncertainty of doubts.


  I think if it had been my imagination he would have been different; not a rag-clothed tramp but a corpse, maybe, that split from groin to neck, innards squirming warmly, glossy red, to wrap around my throat. Or a man whose hands were birds where the skin had been flayed raw and the muscles had been released. Tendons like maggots. A face that had been stitched into the flesh by needle and a thread of catgut. Tattoos that danced with death across alabaster skin. Lips like blood. Eyes that bled fire down scarred cheeks. A halo of barbed wire. Nails driven into every inch of exposed thigh. Ribcage hollowed out. Skin cut away, bound with a criss-cross of wire over the empty cavity.


  Images sick enough in-your-face to be instantly identifiable to any one of my generation. Visual and visceral. Stomach churning. Sickening. Physical. Unreal and yet, paradoxically, real enough to be in any of the thousand low-budget slasher movies playing on all sizes of screen.


  Not a rag-clothed tramp. Not something so familiar. Something that could have been dragged in off any street of any city. Something so possible… and because of it, so menacing.


  I watched him tilt his head, tonguing a fishball forward so he could dissect it with nicotine-stained teeth. It was as if I wasn't there for him. His eyes gleamed; dead lights. There was something else there; Malice.


  I wanted to scream, but couldn't. Wanted to reach up and tug the emergency cord but my body's already flimsy control over its automotive system had degenerated to a compulsive head shake that refused to stop; nothing more.


  He lifted the plate until it was level with his lips, fingered the last cold scraps into his mouth before he lapped it clean. I wanted someone in the room; someone to verify that I wasn't losing my mind, but I was alone. Twice I had seen him now; twice, alone.


  My chest felt sticky with something; food. It felt like cold mashed potato. It didn't make sense, not straight away. The hospital-green gown had been rucked up over my chest, cold potato smeared into the skin like balm. I put my hand to my chest, felt the lumps where the potato had begun to congeal.


  The old man let the plate drop. Brushed his hands on the lapels of his coat. I was right when I guessed he was clothed in rags. When he stood, I saw the strips of cloth like bandages mummifying his body. Tatters of the rainbow. Rags wrapped and knotted and tied with strings. He walked unsteadily, moving as if he were unfamiliar with the rolling sensation, distrustful of his own steps, as if they might somehow get away from him.


  'Who are you?' It was all the questions my throat would allow.


  He didn't answer. Not directly. He pushed me down in to the bed. His touch was icy. Cold fire burned where his fingers dug into my bare shoulders. He stared at me then, his gaze burning insanity as naturally as a fire burns flame. There was no light inside his stare. His head went down. Hands pinned me as his coarse tongue laved across the skin of my chest, lapping up the smeared skein of potato. His head came up again, long enough for him to stare into me as he wiped the smears from his lips. There was blood, too. And that rictus.


  The gesture was unambiguous. I hoped my eyes lied. But they didn't. It was blood that leaked between the old man's teeth, and death that had stricken his wretched face. He withdrew his hand from my chest. As he pulled away the bleeding increased, doubled, trebled. He showed me bloodied palms. Blood his blood? my blood? oozed from their every pore, fresh enough to run down his arms as he raised his hands in defiance.


  'Are you afraid?'


  His eyes were full of tears as he spoke. There seemed to be a shifting in his features, in their substance, no longer the beard and scabrous chin, beneath the corruption of the streets the hint of another face, smooth with childlike innocence, was coming to the fore. A trick of the light, or a bird-shadow through the small window. That bird-shadow mouth even seemed to smile. Then, as subtly as it had appeared, the illusion faded and I was left staring into the blank eyes of my tramp, fearing the presence of another mirage.


  He stooped, kissed me. His lips didn't touch mine, but the blood did. It pooled inside my open mouth.


  I could feel myself beginning to drown on my own blood even as he withdrew his kiss.


  'Yes, yes. . . I can taste it. . .'


  Terrified, I reached up, clawed at where his face ought to have been, but he was gone.


  Distantly, I heard an alarm.


  


  


  



  Street Corner Evangelism


  one


  
     
  


  Inflating the lung was like smoking a hubble-bubble pipe in reverse.


  Carroll made a neat incision and fed a thin sterile tube into the cavity left by my collapsed lung. The tube was attached to a bubble jar that appeared to be filled with circling wisps of smoke.


  'Vacuum principle,' Carroll explained as he worked, talking me through the relatively simple procedure because there wasn't time to take me under. The anaesthetic meant I saw all and felt nothing. By draining the air out of the cavity the deflated organ was left with no option but to expand and backfill the vacuum. It felt like I was taking part in some sort of surgery by numbers. You take the tube from point twenty two, affix it to muscle seventeen and wait until organ one has expanded to fill cavity nine. Three neat stitches to suture the incision and that was that. Panic averted. All that was left for me to do was rest and recuperate.


  Personal feelings aside, Carroll was more than adept at his trade. I was never less than safe in his hands, and I don't know how many other patients could profess the same blind confidence in their physician. Nevertheless, we argued almost solidly for the next week. Every time he made an appearance we fell back into dispute, Carroll accusing me of over exertion and a fanciful imagination, me reversing the stroke and accusing the doctor of narrow-mindedness, pig-headed obstinacy and an imagination that was unshakeably banal. The riposte was invariably mine. The man had no soul.


  We each became quite adept at feinting and parrying the other's verbal assaults, and ended up firm friends after I gave up trying to convince him of the old man's part in my right lung's second collapse. Carroll's ultimate practicality left no room for belief in the unreasonable. The empirical he had an abundance of time for, the hypothetical he enjoyed, the fanciful he dismayed at. My visitor was my own HoodooMan. If he chose to eat his lunch using my chest for a plate, that was my problem. My body's way of telling me to take better care of it in the future, no doubt. When I stopped pushing for his acceptance it felt as if the disinfected wards around us heaved a collective sigh of relief. I think Carroll viewed it as me taking the first shaky step on the path toward putting the accident behind me.


  Aimee came by to visit every day, bringing news of mutual friends and the goings on of the outside world. I hadn't realised just how isolating a hospital could be until then. I lay propped up in bed, listening to her describe the whys and wherefores of the carnival that, until Saturday, had been ninety-five percent of my adult life, and felt utterly superfluous. It stemmed from drear thoughts already well entrenched in my head. Who would miss me, bar the occasional taproom drinker who enjoyed listening to the tinkerings of a not-so-wonderful pianist? Like the gigolo in the Dave Lee Roth song, I was left to lie there thinking: life goes on without me.


  Seven days seemed like they were destined to never end. I practised walking with the crutches Carroll provided, spent time prowling the wards, one grey cement rectangle to the next. There was nothing to see, nothing to stimulate the imagination. I saw dropouts with narcotic stares waiting groggily for detoxification. I saw children and pensioners with breakages and disfigurements, braces and crutches, wheelchairs and gurneys. I saw hope in the eyes of patients awaiting the results of tests. I saw despair in the same eyes when the test results came through. I saw tears wept. Heard prayers spoken. Soft words. In the end, I couldn't wait to escape.


  That was exactly how it felt.


  I was being released to rejoin my life. I had had a scare and now I was getting a second chance to get my act together. A reprieve. Another bite at the apple or whatever other cliché I wanted to adopt. The perfect geometry of the situation wasn't visible to me, I saw it only in terms of being free to do whatever I wanted this time around. I was quite happy to seduce myself with mental images of how things were going to be second time of asking. I would take the Channel 4 job when they offered it it wasn't a matter of if anymore. I would start playing with the club bands at Ronnie Scott's and Bass Clef and take that tour of the old night-club sites, the Bag O' Nails, Jig's Club, and Café de Paris. Soak in the history. Maybe I would even bully Tachyon Web into live shows at impressive sounding venues, with Declan Shea guesting on the keyboard, playing in front of an audience of thousands. My name would mean something to the grungy kids that worshipped the Gods of Heavy Metal and that was kind of scary. I would be a name on everyone's lips. No more sitting back and waiting for the right calls.


  I walked out of the Royal Victoria Infirmary ready to grab the world by the ears and shake it until the mouth dropped open and the good times rolled out.


  My resolve lasted less than quarter of an hour.
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  Walking, even with the support of the crutches, was exhausting.


  I was forced to stop twice before the hospital gates. Impatient people bustled and steered around me not bothering to hide their wariness and even annoyance. I could see them looking, wondering what it was that had reduced me to paraplegia without leaving any external scars for them to read. I couldn't imagine having to carry their morbid curiosity every day for the rest of life. Their eyes lingered long enough to make me feel dirty.


  I forced myself to walk on and found myself making excuses for everyone who thought of themselves as normal.


  Some things stay the same, no matter how much they hunger for change. Money can be poured into the infertile soil only to wither and die as projects fail, while twenty feet down the road, where the grass is forever greener, the self same projects could have been blossoming. Parts of Newcastle are like that. The walk down Leazes Hill to the Haymarket is like that. The Trent House on the corner, with its sawdust, spit and polish atmosphere cynically designed at snaring student grants, is like that. The red brick buildings that stand four and five storeys tall are like that. The Georgian terraces are like that. The wooden portakabins are like that.


  I crossed the road at the converted zebra, expecting horns to blare when the waiting drivers realised my legs weren't capable of covering the black and white stripes as  quickly as the green man dictated. I poled my way to the centre, looking apologetically at the blind windscreens. Again, I had to pause to gather my second wind. I felt momentarily guilty. I knew I should have waited for Aimee, but I just didn't feel like being shepherded or cloistered. Walking on my own was something I had to do. My own stubbornness saw me refusing the offer of aid when it came my way. The drivers took my halting progress well. The bitter man inside me said it was because they saw a cripple and were thinking: But for the grace of God, there go I.


  Somewhere inside all of them was a memory of a moment when a slightly different twist of fate could have propelled them into an involuntary role reversal, be it a knock picked up in a kick-about, a trip on the staircase at home, walking out in front of a car, or over-compensating for a skid. The variations were as endless as the outcomes and every one of them was feeling guilty for thanking their lucky stars. I didn't begrudge them, that was almost exactly what I was feeling myself.


  The streets are a hostile place for someone on crutches. Too many people don't think –  too set on their trajectory, all elbows and pushes as they arrow for gaps that aren't there. Crutches are trial enough without having to ride against the current of shoppers or go down.


  The open air bus station and its wreath of thick exhaust fumes was a welcome sight, even if it meant another road to cross. I sat outside the Oxfam shop on the corner, watching the cars and the starlings. A black cab glided into the rank with its buckled railings.


  An old woman wearing too many coats for the tee-shirt weather clutched carrier bags and pushed a wire-framed shopping trolley towards the lights. Her entire world was in that trolley. Clothes, papers, jewellery, boxes and bottles. A scavenger's treasure trove of useless oddments. She stopped before the repetitive beeps of the crossing said it was all right for her to wade out between the stationary cars.


  I levered myself to my feet and started to shuffle-walk to stand beside her at the lights, looking past the iron staircase into Eldon Square and the reflections of glass walls to the circling birds above the hidden Grey's Monument.


  When she saw me, she screamed. This poor old woman literally dropped the bags she clutched so desperately, opened her cracked lips to say something, couldn't and started shrieking. It was a terrible sound. I stepped forward, forgetting the restrictions of my crutches. One went clattering to the floor. Panicking, she tried to fend me off, throwing her hands up defensively and slapping at the empty air between us. I held up my hands to show her I meant no harm. Her bags spilled rubbish onto the street. People had stopped to look at us. I felt like turning and yelling at them to leave us both alone. I would have if I thought it might have helped.


  I took another unaided step forward.  The skin across my ribs pulled. She pushed her trolley straight at me. I had no chance to dodge, so I let it clatter into my legs, praying it wouldn't be enough to topple me. It wasn't. The old woman was crying hysterically. Clawing at her own face. Her fingernails dug into the bags beneath her dull eyes. Soon, her tears mingled with blood on her cheeks and her fingernails clawed all the more fervently, scrabbling after her eyes.


  I backed off, still in a stupor, bending to grab my fallen crutch. I fell sideways against the side of a car, needed its support to drag myself back to my feet. I couldn't move anywhere near as quickly as I wanted to. My horror effectively hypnotised me.


  Her fevered fingers pulled at the skin, burrowing into the wretched flesh. Working by feel, they undermined the roots of her eyes. Splashes of blood gouted down her wrists and forearms. The skein of muscles and nerves beneath the skin parted in some insoluble puzzle of knots. Her face was blazing with the lustre of pitiful triumph.


  'You won't. . . harm me. . . now,' she said, whether to me or to herself, I couldn't tell. Her voice was that of a mewling infant, albeit spoken from an elderly mouth. She was shaking her head wildly, her feet rooted to the spot. Above her head the green man started to flash but the warning was too late for her. Her fingers neatly snapped the worms of nerve and then pulled out her eyes.


  Screaming, she turned blindly, drawn by the beeping overhead, and lurched into the traffic, eye sockets empty, blood streaming down her cheeks, hands fighting off whatever demons her blind senses were conjuring. She twisted back on her self, stumbling. She fell to her knees in the middle of the road. Lifted her head to look up. Those vacant sockets seemed to stare right through me. Her hand was on her face, her look now stricken, as she realised what she had done. No euphoria.


  I clutched the traffic light for support. I wanted to be away from this place, badly.


  Her mouth was a raw wound between the planes of blood. Her head no longer raised above the height of her body. Her voice clung to coherence with the greatest of difficulty, but I heard the remnants of the old woman there, clinging to life.


  'You remember, don't you. . ? You remember. If you don't. . . you will. . . I knew you'd come. . . You get down on your knees. . . and you pray. . .'


   She fumbled blindly ahead, clawing at the road, her eyeballs abandoned beside her.  Her head twisted, hearing something I didn't.


  The car didn't slow down.
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  I heard people screaming.


  There was nothing I could do: even my own sick fascination lost its hold when the play became one of revulsion. I poled away from the traffic lights. No one shouted or objected at my disappearance. I don't know how many of the onlookers even registered my presence. They had another act to occupy them; the bag lady's head thumping on the bonnet of the braking car. Her brittle bones breaking on the road. Next to that, what was I? One cripple standing at the roadside?


  Head down, I hobbled through the dazed people, not stopping until I was past the car park, the art gallery, tobacconist, record store and the breeze-rocking sign for the Three Bulls Heads. Choking black fumes hung around the mouth of the renovated underground bus concourse, separated from my harbour by the width of the road; this strip of Percy Street one of the most unhealthy in the North East with its permanent pollution of buses. The banshee wail of the sirens wasn't long in coming. I didn't anticipate being called back to answer their questions.


  And what could I tell them that twenty other people couldn't? My eyes didn't see anything different. I had no special insight. I was frightened; that is about all I can truthfully say. I was frightened.


  There was a sign glued to the billboard above the concourse entrance; a television vicar perched on a Harley with his hands together, his ethic three-feet tall: 'Last Chance To Pray Before The Freeway.'


  I didn't put my hands together. I was shaking, pale and jittery. That didn't surprise me in the least. My body felt as though it had been worked over by wooden staves and baseball bats. People were stopping to look at me, to ask if I was all right. I didn't appreciate their concern. What I wanted was anonymity. I fended them off with snarls. All I could think of was beer. Standing, lost on the street with the sirens dying behind me, vicar gazing down on me, I half-convinced myself that more than one form of anonymity was waiting at the bottom of a glass. I knew for sure it wasn't the anonymity I was looking for, but it was as good a place as any to start looking.


  The drink, when it came, was left untouched. I listened to the conversations taking place on all sides. People naive enough to think their own words were important enough for others to want to hear. Gossip and rumours. Scandal and outright lies. The words were sucked into a vacuum of bonhomie that was worse than expectant silence. I listened to all of the conversations at once without making sense of any of them.


  Something was happening to me, and it went deeper than coincidence. My head buzzed with sour thoughts. There had to be an escape to a saner world than this. A world where an old woman wasn't compelled to gouge her own eyes out because of something she thought she saw in a perfect stranger. A world where the hobo version of the Hoodoo Man wasn't waiting for me on every street corner.


  All eight screens of the Video Juke Box were stuck in the same stage of the loop, beach buggies and drag races across the sand dunes, the glitzy muzak backing track enough to bully the afternoon drinkers into feeding the slots for music no one really wanted. More than one smoky fragrance was discernible. The musk of closely packed bodies. I got up to leave, offering my untouched beer to the nearest group of talkers.


  I had nowhere to go but home, but there was nothing waiting for me there, and I really didn't want to be alone, so home was the last place I was going to go. I could have gone looking for Aimee. It didn't occur to me that she might have been anywhere other than work, and I thought of intruding on her there, the one place where I wouldn't be glossed over with pity, and I thought of how she would feel; and I stayed away.


  Instead, I haunted the streets of the city during the long hours of the day, stopping frequently for respite from the strain the crutches placed on my arms, listening to the murmurs of the pedestrians. The effort and concentration walking required kept my mind off thoughts of escape, old women and dossers.
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  I heard his voice first, bemoaning our lack of faith. Accusing us of betraying Jesus Christ, Our Lord. My walking had led me in a grand series of circles and through the most crowded byways, to Grey's Monument as always, the hub to my slow meanderings.


  He was carrying his wooden crucifix, though it took all of his strength to bear the burden, both hands grasping the wooden spars to keep it from falling. He was vying for attention with the Animal Rights Anti-Vivisection table and the Socialist Worker touts. The pigeons and starlings were his audience, a cross between the bible and a misplaced loyalty to the Twentieth Century his gospel. The last of the shoppers ignored his preaching with the self same deaf ears he was decrying, intent only on dodging the Socialists so they could carry on with their orgy of spending. Children screamed and squabbled, rode skateboards and made as much of a nuisance of themselves as their own street credibility would allow. They smoked, ate burgers and drank from cans, swilling the lager down as fast as they could drink it for fear someone might spirit it away.


  My God, I thought, watching the circus. The philosopher has a point. I stopped and eased myself down onto one of the benches outside the book shop to listen, resting my crutches on either side of my legs and crossing my arms. Sometimes these street corner philosophers were interesting enough to warrant the waste of ten minutes, and I had ten minutes that could have done with wasting.


  His words came in excited bursts, part of his address lost amid the swirling noise of Newcastle preparing to close down for the night, but he caught my attention all right.


  'Do you think you have contented your Lord?' he yelled, pointing. 'Do you? You, the cripple over there, do you think your God is happy with you?' The way he laboured over the word cripple made it sound like the basest insult he knew. I started to gather my crutches together as soon as it became evident the philosopher was looking for me to respond in kind. I wasn't getting into a slanging match over a God I didn't believe in. He laughed mockingly. 'Did He strike you down because you were a good citizen or because you were an exile from His example? Did He touch your soul and wrench out your heart as a reward for a good life?' His voice was spiralling as he propelled himself into his tirade heart and soul. 'No, of course He didn't. He looked upon your countenance and reviled what He saw. He looked upon the image He created, the reflection of Himself and He saw corruption. He saw sin.' I levered myself up to my feet. 'That's it, get up. Flee. Flee before God reclaims the little dignity He left you.'


  'I don't have to take this,' I muttered, but he left me with no choice at all: either I crutched away down Grey Street to the riverside with him heckling at my back, or I faced him down.


  People were slowing down to catch a glimpse of the carnival now, human nature as it is, their curiosity frightened it might miss something of the coming entertainments. No one wanted to walk on by before this one hand had played itself out. They weren't all well dressed shoppers, either. I picked the rags of three tramps out from the congregation. The I saw a fourth. There were probably more working the outside of the gathering for coins.He saw me coming and laughed harshly, his eyes blazing with righteous indignation. I couldn't help but wonder what I had ever done to him.


  But then the cadence of his laughter changed. He backed up a stumbling step, clamping his mouth shut. I saw why. Blood was spilling out between his clenched teeth. The cross fell from his hands. He wasn't laughing now. It was as if his closeted world of God and Evil had collapsed around him in one shuffling backstep. His eyes blurred with abject terror. He opened his mouth to scream and his tongue spilled out. The gash where he had bitten through it looked like the body of a crimson millipede. Spindly legs that convulsed in the ripples of sine waves. Panic took the philosopher. He backed up to the body of the Monument, thrusting his hands out to fend me off, and staggered. Then he fell.


  It was a half-second that lasted an eternity. I couldn't move. I was fifteen feet away from a man who had bitten his own tongue out.  I wanted to run for my sanity.


  He had an audience now but no one was trying to help him. In fact one of the tramps was clapping; the sound of his hands sending a shiver tracing down my spine. I could hear breathing behind me, or a parody of breathing that was so near to perfect it was indistinguishable from the real thing. The other tramps joined in with the applause.


  He strode past me, pushed his way through the throng. My tramp. The crowd seemed to shrink away from him as he carved a path through them. He was ignorant of their revulsion. His eyes fixed on some point invisible in the middle distance. His fingers were wrapped in scraps of cloth now, his hands bandaged, the only superficial changes since I had last seen him hovering over my bed. The pigeons and starlings were flocking to be near him. More tramps were pushing through the crowd in time to see the first one land on his outstretched arms.


  The way his look singled me out, I got the distinct impression this whole hellish act was for my benefit and mine alone.


  I balked, grabbed the nearest person to me, a teenage boy with an unruly shock of yellow-corn hair. 'Him, him.' I said urgently, pointing. 'Do you see him?'


  The boy cringed back; had he seen what had happened to the last two people who tried to talk to me? I had no way of knowing.


  'Do you see him?' I insisted, shaking him.


  There must have been forty deadbeats ringing the Monument. The noise started with one of them stamping his feet. Another joined in. Then another. One took to chanting; an eerie, ululating howl. Another growled low in his throat as the stamping intensified.


  The boy was transfixed; but not by me. My tramp was commanding an army of feathers. Birds of all descriptions were coming to roost on his body. Feathers, beaks and eyes. He started to spin. At first I thought it was a stagger, the weight of the birds too much for him, but the gradual increasing of his momentum convinced me otherwise. One foot to the next, from a shuffle to a wild spiral, as the tramps' peculiar whooping chant goaded him into faster and faster spins. The birds clung to him as long as they could before his tribal dance forced them into flight, then they broke and banked higher, their circling fanning out into looser arcs.


  The sky was full of wheeling birds. A vortex of wings centred on the spire of the Monument.


  The noise of the gathering was insane. The sounds of the birds disseminated unintelligibly into the tumult.


  The boy saw him. I didn't need his nervously whispered: 'Yes. . .' to know that. The boy saw him. I was so frightened, I didn't know whether to laugh or weep. If I knew how to pray, I think I would have said a prayer for myself then, but I didn't have the knowledge nor the time.


  The boy went stiff in my arms, as if someone had rammed a blade into the base of his spine. The muscles in his arms tensed, tiny tremors furrowing beneath the skin. The shocks ran into my hands through his shoulders. The tension in his body thrilled through my restraining hands. I looked at him then, for the first time paying attention to the fight going on under my nose. The boy's face seemed incapable of holding one expression for more than an eye-blink. Rage warred with fear in his plain features. Cheek muscles contorted, the strength draining from the gaunt hollows. Lips peeled back in a feral snarl to bare nicotine-yellowed teeth. But his eyes, oh, his eyes. . .


  The fear was in those washed out orbs, stark and unremitting. But it wasn't the fear that sent me screaming and reeling backwards. The crowd and the buildings around me lost all of their colour and most of their depth and clarity as my brain recoiled against what it was interpreting. The street scene was suddenly one of few hues, turbid umber and ochre. My hearing lost its clarity, too, and volume, as if the air had somehow transmuted to water and we were all drowning. Feeling the trembling of his body against mine it was too easy to share the boy's trauma.


  Before the reality of light and sound flickered away altogether, I had a moment to feel dizzy and glad of the support of my crutches. Despite the fear in the boy's eyes they had dulled to become remarkably placid, but even that new calm couldn't rob them entirely of what I had seen. He was suddenly an empty glove, a discarded thing that had lost its sense of place, his eyes dead. I had seen those eyes before. He tried to speak normally, but there wasn't enough breath left in his lungs. It came out no louder than a whisper, but this voice I wasn't going to be able to lose amid the eerie chanting of the deadbeat crowd.


  'I know you,' he said, but he said it in that voice, the one my tramp had used when he asked if I was afraid. 'I know who you are.' His face went as blank as his eyes for a heartbeat, but then he smiled that rictus smile.  The smile of someone who believed himself ultimately untouchable. He had a different face, but it was him. His eyes rolled upwards, going over on themselves. The tension fled his muscles and one second later he was gone, and I was left holding the boy's limp body in my arms. I wept as I tried to shake life into his body, lowering him to the flagstones, breathing into his mouth, once, twice, three times. Pumping on his chest. A cycle. Three times. Three times.


  'You can't die on me,' I howled, punishing myself because I couldn't convince his body of that fact. The boy shuddered and I thought I had won his life back, one for the two I had lost, but even that brief glimpse of victory was yanked out of my grasp. I felt the life seep out of him in a series of weakening shudders.


  He died in my embrace.


  I screamed into the sky, and for just a moment my guilt and grief drowned out the vagrants’ chorus. I threw my gaze toward the Monument, the fallen cross and my tramp.


  He vacated his perch on the raised dais of the Monument's steps, leaving me with a look of mocking triumph. Around the Monument, the street people dispersed into the fractured shadows, taking their own segments of the chant with them.


  There was a chill in the air.


  The night smelled sharply of smoking hickory wood and something else, something rotten compared with that sweetness.


  I huddled up against the new chill, rocking the dead boy in my arms.
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  I left the boy propped up against the bulk of a streetlight, his chin on his chest, eyes closed.


  It was over for him.


  My head was a mess inside. At first I just hunkered down beside him dazedly, shielding his empty corpse from prying eyes. I didn't abandon him to the carrion eaters. Part of me was hoping I would be able to get through this on some sort of mechanical level where I didn't need to believe in the phantasms my eyes offered. I waited patiently for the boy's eyes to open, expecting my tramp to take repossession of his puppet the moment I bared my undefended back. I was walking on the edge of a very dark precipice, the cliff beneath my feet eroded by the recognition of madness, my balance not my own and therefore unreliable at best. The howling wind wanted me to fall. Wanted to pluck me off the cliff edge and hurl me out over the abyss and the dark glass sea. Wanted to dash my body against the stones so when I landed in its country I would be utterly broken. All I had was the word of a boy my proximity had destroyed. His whispered 'Yes. . .'


  Against the violence of the long fall summoning me so very eagerly, it was precious little. A sweet song that illuminated the pitfalls of the dark landscape ahead, as steadfast as a candle in the howling wind. Who would believe me if I risked pouring my heart out? Not the police. The official quarter would offer disbelief and contempt. I could well imagine the conversation:


  'You see, Officer, I killed a tramp and now he's haunting me, making women who see me claw out their own eyes and men who try to talk to me bite out their tongues.'


  'Yes sir, now you just sit there and we'll get you a cup of coffee.'


  Only in this instance the coffee was a euphemism for a straight-jacket and a padded cell, both mine, at the local asylum's leisure.


  Equally, though, I couldn't allow the madness to fester inside me unchecked. But who could believe me when something as real to me as my home had become a warren of traps and illusions and all I had to offer was the truth as I saw it?


  Aimee, champion of hopeless causes?


  She would listen to my words without prejudice, no matter how much reason insisted on her dismissing them as the ravings of a lunatic, but listening wasn't believing.


  I rummaged through my pockets, making sure I had the change, then I crutched across the square looking for a phonebox.
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  Aimee came to rescue me from Newcastle.


  I promised myself I wouldn't look back at the boy's streetlight. I broke that promise as well as every other one I had made since three a.m. last Saturday morning.


  'Why the hell didn't you wait for me to come and meet you at the hospital?' Her anxiety made her sound harsher than she had intended. I sank back into the passenger seat, robbed of the strength to argue. I shrugged and shook my head. She knew better than to press the point. I looked at her, driving with all the concentration I had neglected the last time I sat behind the wheel of a car. 'Ciaran's been asking after you. He would have come to visit but he couldn't face the hospital.' I nodded without answering.


  Ciaran, was my only brother, older by two years and everything my parents could have asked for right until he turned seventeen. Their Golden Boy, they couldn't stand to think of him as different, and for that he's making them pay the ultimate price. He won't let them near him now he knows he is dying. He's lashing out blindly at everyone who wants to be close to him, making them hurt for hurting him. Sometimes he's a complete wanker, but he's my brother. I love him dearly. He can't tell me this self imposed exile of his isn't hurting him as much as it's hurting mum and dad.


  The minutes ticked by. I wanted to talk to her. I ticked over a variety of explanations, but couldn't settle on one that would suffice. The effects of the day were beginning to catch up with me. I wanted to sleep but I wasn't sure I would be capable of sleeping ever again. The Tyne was high tonight, its waters a dank filthy grey.


  In the end, I couldn't stand the silence. I tuned the radio to 1215 on the medium wave in time to catch the tail end of Chumbawamba's Give The Anarchist A Cigarette. The disc-jockey slipped silently into another album track. I hummed along as if it was the most natural thing in the world for me to be doing.


  We were heading back through Gateshead, Aimee taking an alternative route to mine, probably thinking she was doing me a favour by avoiding the stretch of road outside the Springfield Hotel.


  'Can we drive past the hotel? I want to have a look for something.'


  To her credit, Aimee didn't question my desire to return to the scene of the accident. If she had, I don't think I would have been able to pinpoint why I wanted to go back there. I wasn't hoping to find anything in particular. I didn't think there was anything there to find. I was looking for an angle. A way in.


  With an uncertain, formless apprehension, I watched the streets change until we reached the lights, the hotel no more than a couple of hundred yards ahead.


  'Stop the car, please.'


  The street was lighter than the last time I had seen it. Aimee turned into a side street to park, wheels crimped against the curb.


  We walked slowly. 'It's no use wanting to wrap me up in cottonwool. I don't want to pretend it never happened. I want to talk about it. I'm hoping this is the right place to talk – and if it isn't…' I shrugged. The streetlights had come on in the time it had taken us to park and walk back around. A balmy night, just right for a walk. 'I'll tell you the truth because I need you to believe me.'


  Aimee tried to smile.


  I offered her the truth, but kept my silence which Aimee allowed to stretch without trying to hurry me until we reached the first landmark. The streetlight was crippled, the bulb broken, the post reduced to a listing thirty-degree angle that had it hanging precariously out over the road. 'I killed him, Aimee. I know you said no one else was hurt.' Aimee went to interrupt, but I raised my hand to stay her objections. 'I know. . . I know. Please don't say anything. I want to take you through this in some sort of logical progression. If I start thinking about your questions I'll forget something. I need you to hear everything and then tell me I am not going mad.'


  I hadn't realised how fiercely I was clutching at the hand grips of my crutches. I loosened my grip, waiting for Aimee's cue to go on. She had tears on her cheeks but she was trying to smile. I knew she was finding it hard, but there was a selfish part of me that wanted to lay my troubles at someone else's door. I gestured away down the road.


  'I was back by the lights when I saw him. He was an old man. A tramp. He was standing on the pavement, other there. Hovering, as if he wanted me to accelerate. We were playing a grotesque game of chicken.


  'I lost control of the Midget, hit him and ended up here. I called the accident in to the police on the cellular phone. I reported hitting an old man. They can verify that.'


  Aimee took a step towards me. My mind was scrambling around for adjectives to describe the rest of my story, but it kept coming up empty handed and subsequent trawls became rapidly more difficult. I wanted her to believe so desperately, but if she couldn't accept the presence of the old man here, at the beginning, how could I hope to convince her of his reappearances down the line?


  The answer was I couldn't.


  'I don't know why I'm bothering. You don't believe me. Take me home.'


  'No.' Her refusal surprised me, but I had to admit that her presence was comforting. Being there with her was comforting. 'I want you to tell me. I want to understand.'


  She didn't say that she wanted to believe. I had to bite my tongue because that selfish part of me wanted to throw her choice of words back in her face. She was making an effort, tentatively holding an olive branch. I counted to five mentally, for each one naming twice as many reasons why I loved her, like the old game: How Do I Love Thee? Let Me Count The Ways.


  I loved her for her smile.


  I loved her for her humour.


  I loved her for her eyes; the way they sparkled when she thought she was getting one over on me.


  I loved her for her voice and the words it had to say.


  I loved her for her lousy cooking.


  I loved her for her big feet.


  I loved her for the way she made me think.


  I loved her for her nose and its love of natural odours.


  I loved her for her unshakeable faith in all of things bright and beautiful.


  I loved her for her rotten musical taste.


  I loved her for loving me and saying so.


  The list came easily. With so many ways, how could I do anything but open up to her?
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  And she tried to believe me, God love her, she really tried.


  I hadn't even begun thinking how far I could push Aimee into believing. That selfish part of me just kept on insisting that best was best, and in this case making Aimee believe me was the best for both of us. I never dreamed of questioning whatever it was that directed my logic. After all, why would I lie to myself?


  I stripped my retelling of the accident and the days after down to the bare essentials. Listening to myself rehashing the intricate mesh of craziness that seemed to be weaving itself around me ever tighter was somewhere akin to listening to a straight-jacketed man suddenly dragged out into the daylight after a lifetime confined in the dank, clammy chambers of a dark asylum.


  What I said pushed believability to its very outer limits, and several steps beyond at times. Aimee digested it all, her weak smile dying altogether before I finished talking. She stopped me to ask questions and probe where she thought she saw tears in the mesh of craziness. Where she questioned and where she erected taboos and cordoned off no-go areas betrayed a fundamental inability to believe that stung me. The stinging wasn't acute. I was disappointed by the way she looked at me, but my faith wasn't irreparably shattered.


  We must have made some kind of spectacle; a succession of drivers kept slowing, their expressions announcing that they could make little sense of my erratic semaphore as I re-enacted my stagger from the Midget to where my tramp had fallen, and then back again.


  'I believe you,' Aimee lied, sounding even less sincere than I do every time a Jehovah's Witless threatens to take root on the doorstep. But maybe she wasn't so far from starting to believe; maybe it was just me being scared, needing her belief to be committed, whole-hearted and without question.


  I took her hand in mine, lifted it to my cheek and held it there. I couldn't begin to tell you if I was trying to leech away some of her body's heat or force her into feeling the bone-deep chill that had replaced mine. I couldn't let go of her hand for a very long time. Aimee didn't try to draw it away, either. She simply allowed me to keep it there, pressed against my cheek, understanding somehow that I needed the contact.


  How was she to know that I was literally willing some kind of mental telepathy to bloom suddenly between us?


  I forced my mind's eye into replaying the worst of what my real eyes had seen, tried to pump the visions out of my head and down through Aimee's fingers until she could see exactly what I had and she had no choice but to believe.


  When I pulled away, severing the contact, it was my choice. Her eyes hadn't changed. That they hadn't changed said I had failed.


  Aimee reached out for me. Held me close.


  We were no further forward, not really. We had constructed a few shaky foundations that a sneeze could have brought down, and that was the top and bottom of it. I thought of the Abyss Line and the kind of monster I had dogging my shadow. I kissed Aimee's palms and as I did I realised love could only be stretched so far before something had to give.


  It was most likely to be me. I harboured no illusions on that score, either. My grip on the good old reliability of reality's terra firma was already beyond tenuous. One good firm push from behind and


  'Show me,' Aimee said, out of the blue. She twisted me around, forcing me to look at her. 'Take me to these places. I need to see them.'
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  She can be as stubborn as a mule when she sets her mind to it. I have seen her dig her heels in over the most ridiculous issues; our argument of car over crutches was one of those times. It didn't matter that rain was slowly liquidifying the air around us, nor that I was suffering. I could hardly stand after a long day of turmoil and irrationalities, but she wanted to walk and there was no other way she would have it. So we walked.


  There was no touching; no familiarity of body against body, skin on skin. Aimee walked patiently at my side, the rain spilling down her face as her eyes swept left and right scouring the gathering dusk for whatever secrets it held. Conversation was as sparse a commodity as contact, the few words passing between us little more than colour for the commentary of the streets. Oddly though, it wasn't an uncomfortable walk. We seemed to have settled into a comfortable trudge. I pointed out the few necessary landmarks where something had happened during my drive from the Jazz Club on Forth Street. The somethings in question were pretty much non-entities really; where I thought about jumping the lights; where I switched radio for tape; I virtually provided Aimee with a guided tour to the accident and all of its by-blows.


  I'm sure Carroll would have had something to say about my excessive exercise on my first day out from under his nose. If I had been him I know I would have had plenty to say about it, but cursing my own stupidity wasn't likely to help so it was pointless offering it free-time when I had so much else to think about. My ribcage stung; it felt almost exactly as if someone had rubbed a tubeful of Fiery Jack into the skin and then abandoned me in an ice box, the contrasting burns were so acute.


  We had walked maybe three-quarters of a mile when I had to stop. I should have stopped earlier but stubborn pride and a wide streak of obstinacy kept me going well into my strength's dwindling reserve. The benches outside St Columba's proved too tempting, however, even for my pig-headed pride. I slumped into the seat glad of the respite it offered, however temporary. Aimee didn't sit. She placed her hands firmly on the bench's backrest and began hunkering and standing alternatively, going through what I assumed to be impatient limbering up exercises. Even if I had been of a mind to, I don't think I could have moved. Right then, sitting in the rain, wet and warm as it was, felt wonderful.


  The second hand on St Columba's ancient clock juddered through an arc of sixty seconds, marking off another minute of my life with its jerky motion.


  Bill stickers pasted across the window of the burnt out pub across the street advertised inconsequential bands with names like Verbatim and Melodeon Cross. Intricately shaded graffiti obscured the faces and the logos beneath an explosion of colour that clashed painfully with the down-at-heel appearance of the old watering hole.


  Spanning the water, the TyneBridge's lofty vault of fluted girders and serpentine railings was suffused with the amber afterglow of the spotlights and streetlights made misty by the steady downpour. From this sort of distance the bridge seemed to retain an element of its daytime bustle. Headlights came and went in a staccato. It felt like one of the most lonely places on God's earth, crammed with a constant stream of people who queue up to ignore you while they chased their own form of white line.


  I think I understood why Aimee needed to walk back over my route. It wasn't that she wanted to see me hurting; there wasn't a hateful bone in her body. No, I think she was hoping there would be something out there she might feel. Something tangible she could pick up on. An essence on the street. Maybe it was there. Maybe it was there and I couldn't smell it. Maybe non-believers were somehow denied the tang of its special aroma? Who was I to say?


  I forced myself to stand, determined to shuffle-walk as far as the bridge despite my body's protests. Rather like one of those elaborate illusions that regularly enthralled me as a boy, the bridge refused to appear any closer than it had from the seat. It was like some iron siren leading me on. I looked down at the sodden path and crutched on with my head down, hoping to sneak up on the construction by surprise.


  His back propped up against the concrete facing of the bridge's plinth, a boy huddled clutching a "Help Me" card. You'll have seen the sort, "I'm homeless and hungry, please help me." His head was slumped, as if he were sleeping. He must have had about fifty or sixty pence in copper and small silver in the polystyrene burger box on his lap.


  I crutched over to where he was, ignoring Aimee's hand as it reached out to hold me back. His head came up, his skin a beautiful rich ebony and his eyes a peculiar blue. I read his card: "I'm Matthew. I'm Seventeen. I'm cold and I'm hungry. Please help me if you can."


  For a second there I didn't know what to think, but I didn't need to think. There was nothing sinister about a boy obviously far from home and finding it hard on today's meaner than ever streets. Rummaging in my pocket, I pulled out a handful of change. There must have been six or seven pounds there. I held out my hand, offering what little I could to Matthew.


  His face lit up. The smile that materialised on his lips was nothing shy of brilliant. I don't think I have ever seen such a look of raw, pure gratitude in my life. Matthew cupped his hands to collect the coins as I let them spill between my fingers. The poor lad had tears in his eyes but I could see he didn't want to cry, not in front of  complete strangers.


  Aimee gave me a look as if to say: You daft sod and I felt good, my own smile a match for Matthew's any day of the week. I shrugged out of my crutches and struggled around awkwardly until I was sitting beside him with my back propped uncomfortably against a lattice of metal.


  'It's all right,' I said. I didn't know what else to say.


  Aimee hunkered down at Matthew's other side, stretching her arm around his shoulders and huddling in as close as he would allow so he could share a fraction of her body's warmth.


  Matthew sniffed, wiping the back of his hand across his wet nose. He put the burger box on the floor and drew his legs up. The movement was instinctively protective.


  I felt around in my jacket pockets for my tobacco tin and lighter and rolled all three of us cigarettes to smoke in the rain.


  The shared cigarettes were a hand of friendship Matthew had no idea how to deal with. Certainly, it was more than my offering him the change had been. You didn't have to care to put your hand in your pocket – shame made you do that willingly enough – but sitting down, sharing time, well that was sharing wasn't it. It wasn't a burden or a duty, it was something I wanted to do.


  'What are you doing out here, son?' I have never been tactful, but I couldn't believe just how much I was starting to sound like my father. He would have come out with something like that, but he would have followed it with some sort of ultimatum. That was one mistake I wasn't about to let myself make. Matthew had his reasons for sliding gracelessly out of society's clutches but it was no-one's place to judge but his own. That was one of the fundamental differences between the last two generations of Sheas: neither Ciaran nor I felt the need to judge. Mind you, neither one of us was in a position to.


  I thought he wasn't going to answer me. He appeared to be mumbling quietly to himself, making the same or very similar lip movements over and over again. He took a long drag on the skinny rollup and exhaled a heavy sigh that suggested to me at least that he had seen more ugly things in his brief time on the streets than either of us had during our accumulated fifty years of comfortable houses and comfortable lives. He spat a thick wad of phlegm on to the ground between his feet. He looked me straight in the eye with those startlingly blue eyes of his and said:


  'It's not your problem, friend, and I don't particularly want to share it with you. Okay?' There was a surprising lack of hostility in Matthew's voice when he spoke, just a cagey reticence that was all too understandable.


  'I can respect that,' I conceded easily, looking out and down the river to Scotswood and the abandoned berths in the distance. A baleful foghorn sounded from somewhere down the Tyne, too far away and around too many meanders for me to discern its source.


  I was gathering my crutches, ready to lever myself back to my feet when Matthew surprised me by saying:


  'Don't go. I want to talk. Really I do. But I haven't talked to anyone for so long. I don't know what to say.'


  'That's okay,' Aimee reassured him before I could. I could see her slipping casually, and easily, back into her persona of refuge worker. 'What do you want to talk about? We're both good listeners.' She made a gesture that encompassed all three of us. This was the first time I had seen her in her element, so to speak. I had always known her as idealistic and dangerously undiplomatic, but maybe I had been too hasty to judge her against an outdated gender stereotype because Matthew seemed to take to her naturally. I settled back down and proceeded to roll another round of smokes while Aimee talked very naturally about nothing and Matthew listened and let his guard down inch by precious inch.


  I used the redirection of attention as an opportunity to look at Matthew without being seen to do so. He looked surprisingly well when I started making allowances for the effects of a few hours sat out in the rain. Okay, his clothes were ripped and grubby enough to suggest he had been sleeping in them for a while, but otherwise he was in pretty reasonable shape. No obvious signs that he had been forced to go without food for very long, but then again I couldn't even begin to guess at the number of tramps I had seen eating out of dustbins and the like. To that extent it depended almost solely on the level he had sunk to, and that again only he could say.


  I didn't notice that Aimee had stopped talking, I was too tied up with trying to make sense of the brittle defences she was artfully dismantling. Matthew's existence seemed so bleak. He came from Leeds. He wanted to go to University; everyone told him he had a real talent for art but he had no education to speak of. He had drawn pictures all of his life. Pictures were how he escaped. His mum died when he was eleven, with pserosis of the liver. His father had driven her to drink with his constant beatings, so either way you looked at it, he had killed her. They had a fight at the funeral and his father gave him a black eye and a good beating. The beatings continued for as long as Matthew stayed at home, then one day Matthew struck out and hurt his old man. The he ran, and he had been running ever since.


  The pavement beneath my buttocks was uncomfortably hard and unyielding, its chill seeming to seep up through my bones. By some curious form of osmosis I was left feeling colder on the inside than I did on the outside.


  


  


  



   five


  
     
  


  We stayed with Matthew for a good portion of the night, but neither one of us could be there to hold his hand forever. Not that he would have wanted us there anyway.


  Aimee gave him an address in Prudhoe Street where he could get food if things got too bad, and a gentle kiss on the cheek that said we were both sorry it had come to this. I took his hand in mine, then rather self consciously pulled him into an embrace. He felt like nothing in my arms, more skin and bone than anything else and not a great deal of those if the truth be told. Layers of baggy woollen jumpers hid his condition well. Letting go, I reached into my back pocket for my wallet and pulled out one twenty and a three tens and pressed them into his hand, figuring he needed them a damned sight more than I did.


  'I don't want your money, man. Keep it. I got money, see.' He pointed down at the burger box as though it contained all the riches any one man could own.


  'So now you've got more money,' I answered, closing my hand around his, intending the gesture to be unarguable.


  'Man. . . Oh, man. . . I don't want your money,' Matthew insisted. There were real tears building in his eyes this time, not artful ones summoned for an audience. I felt like a first class bastard for making an issue out of the money, but I wasn't letting him go until I knew he had enough to see him through. What he did with it was up to him, but fifty quid ought to have been enough to pay for a room in a hostel for a couple of weeks and that was what I had in mind.


  'Get yourself a room somewhere,' I said, my grip on Matthew's hand tightening. 'Get some hot food inside you and see what the world looks like tomorrow. It isn't always such a bad place.'


  'Oh, man. . .'


  'Do it for yourself. You can pay me back someday by writing me a letter when you're at University. Okay?' We both knew that that would never happen, but neither one of us felt the necessity to deflate any dreams. There was a reassuring sense of perfection to what I had said, allowing Matthew to retain some of his self respect. Where he was going self respect was both his sword and his shield; disarmed he would be nothing; nothing, he would be as good as dead.


  I felt his hand form a fist around the money.


  'You're doing the right thing,' I assured him as I loosened my own grip.


  Matthew seemed to be considering something. He seemed torn, uncertain. 'I want to give you something,' he said eventually, reaching in under the collar of his sweaters to feed out a tarnished silver necklace on a leather tie. 'My mum gave it to me. Look after it until I come back with the money.' He slipped it over his head and around my neck.


  'I can't-' I started, and stopped, understanding that this was something Matthew had to do for himself. I felt Aimee's arms curl around my waist reassuringly, the first physical contact we had shared since the hospital. 'Thank you, Matthew. I'll keep it safe, I promise.'


  'I know you will,' he said quietly, and turned to gather his few belongings, spray cans and coins, together. 'You're too nice not to.'
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  I didn't look at Matthew's gift until we had crossed the bridge.


  I felt guilty for letting him part with it when it was probably the only thing he had left to remind him of the good times. For silver, it was surprisingly heavy and so deeply tarnished I doubted any amount of polishing could ever recover that familiar gleam. One side of the necklace seemed to be the body of a bird, a crow or a raven, its wings spread into the fan of flight formed a very precise vee. The detailing was exquisite, the intricacies and the minutiae immaculate and compelling. The traceries that were the feathers seemed to divide into a maze too complex for my eyes to solve.


  The paths I picked strayed over the boundaries of one avenue into the next. On closer inspection these avenues formed the outline of a figure, arms outstretched as if in crucifixion or perhaps proprietary benediction. I got the dreadful impression that it was wearing the long coats of a tramp, and just the faintest glimmer of a smile, though how my eyes picked a smile out of the confusion of features, I couldn't tell you.


  I had found the answer to one riddle, or at least a fraction of that riddle. How Matthew had accomplished his tower block art, well… that was as much a mystery as ever. Looking back to see the empty expanse of the bridge behind me I reluctantly conceded it would probably remain that way for as long as Matthew had my money. The other riddle, well, there I felt lost, and not for the first time, alone. The sum of my wisdom the few places I had seen my tramp before. Not nearly enough, not when I needed so desperately to convince Aimee, but all had nonetheless.


  I turned my attention back to Matthew's necklace and the shadow it cast on my open palm. To the best of my memory it was a perfect replica of the eighty foot mural. It was an attractive piece of jewellery. I weighed it in my hand, turned it over.


  There was an inscription on the reverse. I thought it might have been a message from Matthew's mother, something personal like that. I very nearly didn't read it and I almost wish I hadn't. Next to the ornateness of the other side, the inscription was peculiarly plain:


  'Even The Laughing Boys Cry When The City Dies.'


  It meant nothing to me. It felt like one of those truisms mothers always come out with. A half caught glimpse of some incredible philosophy.


  I shrugged and slipped the necklace inside my clothing, feeling it fall naturally into the declivity between my pectorals.


  The birdman felt curiously warm, almost clammy, against my skin.


  Aimee took the place of my left crutch, slipping under my shoulder to support my weight whenever I needed her to, and together we walked awhile, quite happy to ignore the rain.
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  Declan,' Aimee hissed, her fingers digging sharply into my side. I did well not to scream as they dug in beneath my damaged ribs.


  'I know,' I whispered back, my lips barely moving. I was aching hurting all over from the twisting and jerking I had put my body through since checking out of the Royal Victoria. I couldn't help but wish I had stayed there, closeted from the lunacy of the real world. At least there, black was black and white was white and grey was a subtle shade of in between.


  We had looped around from the TyneBridge, walking halfway down Grey Street (or as the dirt smeared sign still said, Grey tree) before taking the right-hand turn heading towards the nether regions of the Bigg Market. All of the good feeling I had drawn from meeting Matthew had slowly evaporated with the steam rising off my scalp. People around us seemed to be trying very hard to have a good time. Phantoms. Drinking and shouting, full of boisterous Joie de vivre. Very few of them, I felt suddenly sure, believed they were having a good time. Most were simply drawn to this part of the city because they had nowhere else to go. Here was where they chased after their preconceptions of what a good time really was. For each winner there were fifty casualties that fell along the way.


  I kept Aimee walking. We headed back down towards St. Nick's and, eventually, the river.


  'Don't look around. There's another one rummaging through the skip over there.' I made the gesture with my eyes. I had noticed the first of them, a booze and rain soaked body, propped up against the rusted railings where the Bridge Hotel became one with the Castle Keep. He appeared to be fascinated by the ragged polythene bags snared on the railings spines as they struggled desperately to be free. We were on the darker side of the street, approaching the garage on Lovers’ Lane. The tramp was wearing sunglasses despite the lack of sun. The bridge's sodium lights stole whatever features might have been his. Looking at him, he could all too easily have been a mannequin marooned in my own miserable reality. Headless. Eyeless. Nothing more substantial than a gathering of shadows propped against the railings to ward off wandering spirits. Layers of black rags hung loosely from his shoulders where the shop dummy would have been draped with designer labels. I felt the surge of adrenaline as it flooded into my system to kill the pain for a little while longer. When it returned it would be twice as bad, three times, but for now the adrenaline was succour. Matted tatters and knots of lank hair transformed the body into a man. The rain and the grease of the streets had bleached it from a lacklustre shade of brown into an oily crop of syrup. As a man, he was possibly the most sinister sight I had ever seen, at home among the detritus of takeaway containers, yesterday's news and chocolate wrappers that cluttered the street.


  Traffic lights changed their spots, stopping cars that weren't coming.


  The tramp looked at us, then looked away towards his companion skulking around the overflowing skip. His mouth moved. I assumed he was muttering some terse obscenity beneath his whiskey sodden breath, but then I heard his mangled whisper-rendition of 'Yesterday'. A hand went up to shield his eyes as if the tired streetlights were dazzling him through the dark lenses. Was he trying to appear casually disinterested? I doubted that very much. Something else was going on here.


  The second tramp was struggling to untangle a metre-long metal stave from the frame of a buckled bedstead that had been jammed into the skip along with the melange of metal and torn rubber that made up the jumble of rubbish. I watched his struggle in horrified fascination. Why would he need a weapon unless he had someone to attack. If he had someone to attack, who else was there but us? Until then, I had thought myself desensitised to this kind of menace, but I knew then, without doubt, that I had been lying to myself. Erecting barriers of cardboard inside my head to shutter out the horrors. If something as commonplace as saturated tramps looking for good pickings among the day's litter had me ready to curl up and die, what would another episode of real horror be capable of? Another scene of eyes being clawed out or tongues bitten through? I shuddered. Lying to myself was the safest of the options open to me, I supposed.


  'It could be nothing,' I said casually, knowing I had to keep my voice level as much for myself as for Aimee. If Aimee had any idea just how spooked the sight of these two drop-outs had got me, she didn't show it. 'But if I say run, then run. No arguments.'


  Not a clever thing to say, under the circumstances.


  I felt her stiffen against my side then. I could have kicked myself. She was coiled up almost as tightly as I was. I couldn't even blame my lack of consideration on the selfish part of me because all of me was selfish. I hadn't even stopped to think how Aimee might be feeling. I simply expected her to cope because that's what she did. She coped. Between the two of us something had to give, and I had the distinct impression that things were about thirty seconds away from shooting off every which way.


  I shifted my hold on my right crutch, so if needs be I could bring it up to use as a club. My preferred defence would have been flight every time of asking; hardly a viable option after the abuse my body to gone through recently, though, and I was no Kendo expert, so what kind of difference a crutch might make I couldn't have said. At least not truthfully.


  The place was too damned dark, with too many enclaves for the bastards to lurk unseen. I knew I was jumping at shadows, but how many more of them were there in those shadows? None? Twenty? Shapes clutching brown paper clad bottles tightly. Stooped. Thick. Heavy set. Skeletally thin. Towering. All of them poised to spill out of the woodwork like lice. . .


  I would have killed, right then, for any familiar sounds: sirens; drunken Rugby club banter; even lovers’ soft shoe steps emerging from the lane. But we were very much alone.


  The whistling faltered. I was in no particular hurry to discover what had made the tramp lose the melody's thread.


  I pulled Aimee closer. 'Come on, let's get out of here.'


  Shadows and shadow shapes. Some phantom. Some real.


  Even the brickwork of the arches seemed somehow sinister. Decay left room for phantoms where daylight would have decried crumbling mortar and chipped and cracked stones. The recesses were home now to all of the creatures my imagination could spin in less than quarter of a minute.


  I didn't want to stop; I don't think I would have, but wants aren't always what we get out of life, are they? I wanted to be anywhere else but Lovers’ Lane, at any other time but now. But that's where I was, and now was most definitely the time, however much I might have wished it otherwise.


  It's probably an understatement, but I didn't feel much like whistling a happy tune.


  We moved as quickly as we could without seeming to be in a hurry; both of us knowing the last thing we needed was to start drawing attention to ourselves. If Tweedledum and Tweedledee weren't looking for us then so much the better. If they were, well. . . we'd have to cross that bridge when we came to it, and probably quickly at that.


  I looked for lights, somewhere bright where people would be congregating. People were our best hope of safety and the nearest sure haven was back at the Bigg Market, too far away by a long way. That limited our choices from Eeenie and Meanie down to just Eeenie. Eeenie being head down and keep walking. I didn't much fancy Eeenie as things stood.


  I could hear the railing-bound tramp shuffling after us. He'd given up the pretence of whistling. His steps were a loud cycle of shuffle-drag-shuffle. I started hoping he was lame rather than just drunk. That kind of thinking tipped the odds back in our favour. I wasn't lame, I hurt but I wasn't lame. If push came to shove, I could still push, and if my odds were the ones that counted when it came down to the crunch, well, then we had a chance. However slim.


  Tweedledum, Tweedledee's erstwhile partner, was still rattling around inside the skip after his chosen weapon. The longer he was tied up with his fruitless tug-of-war with the bedstead the longer Aimee and I had to make like shepherds and get the flock out of there.


  That kind of thinking lasted about twenty-five feet. Shadows I gambled on staying as shadows didn't.


  A fist formed around my heart and began pounding against my ribcage. Three of them detached from the darkness. They reeked of stale odours; alcohol, cigarettes, sweat, a fusion of other less normal aromas, and underlying them all, that basest of warning reeks, urine. They were like animals marking out their territories. Piss against a wall and claim it for their own.  Vomit on a stretch of pavement. Territorial. The law of the streets. I could well imagine them recognising one another's reeks and knowing well enough to steer clear.


  'I think we're in trouble,' I said needlessly. Somewhere along the line I have developed a nasty habit of  reacting to oncoming trouble with bloody stupid understatements like: I think we're in trouble. It must be some sort of bodily defence mechanism. Open mouth, make things sound funny instead of scary, and hey presto! a blanket's thrown over the eyes and suddenly the brain thinks things aren't so bad after all. At least that's the theory.


  Aimee squeezed my arm. 'I think you might be right.'


  They had slipped out of the meniscus of blackness that stretched across the entrance to Castle Keep. Three body-shapes, the fabric of which could easily have been as insubstantial as a wisp of imagination’s thread, or conversely as substantial as an out-of-control lorry jack-knifing across three lanes of motorway and straight through the central reservation. That made us the oncoming traffic, moving too quickly to slow down, and to follow that kind of thinking through a head-on collision was inevitable. Already I was thinking in terms of damage limitation. I thought I could run, but I had no idea of how far or how long, and I didn't want to force myself and find out that what I thought should see me over five hundred yards couldn't make it over fifty.


  I stopped walking. My gaze darted left and right, looking for something anything that I hadn't already seen. Westgate Road was a dark possibility. The windows of Rake's Photocopiers spun back the reflections of the cars racked up outside, massive plates of oily images that doubled the dimensions of the street but halved the opportunities for hiding. If it came down to hiding we were in serious trouble. The narrow street was poorly lit. Quiet. Too quiet. We were on the edge of a city, there should have been more in the way of noise. People laughing. Shouting. Music from the pub across the street.


  Maybe there was. Maybe my senses had tuned them out, better to focus on close quarters. It made me all the more certain that the entire underbelly of trampkind was waiting to pour out of the nooks and crannies.


  I didn't have time to think about it.


  A streetlight transformed the three body-shapes into very real people, lit them sickly. The one in the centre, tallest of the three, was a mass of blonde ratty hair and tufts of beard that belied the gaunt circles where his eyes ought to have been. A bicycle chain was wrapped around his fist, six inches or more dangling in a rusty tail. Either side of him the picture became bleaker. To his left, black hair and scars. At first I thought he was weaponless, but then he raised his hands to touch his cheeks. Each thumb was implanted with a barbed razor nearly two inches long. He made a gesture that I interpreted sickly. His facial scars were self-inflicted. If he moved, I knew I was going to vomit. To his right, thick beard and a strawberry birthmark the size of my hand. The birthmark masked one entire side of his face. His menace was the most obvious of all. A butcher's hook curved out between the fingers of his clenched fist. The hook was imbedded in the flesh between his knuckles.


  As with the Tweedles, my mind very quickly provided tags for this freak show: the Tin Man with his razors, the Scarecrow with his mop of blonde and chainlink tail and the Cowardly Lion with his metal claw.


  'What's the problem?' I sounded a lot calmer than I felt with the renegades from Oz bearing down on me like something from a bad trip.


  The Tin Man laughed and touched his blades to his cheek again, drawing a rivulet of red from the web of blue veins and scar tissue that marred his skin.


  I held out my hands, palms up in a shrug that was meant to convey my confusion. 'Do you want money? I have money if you want money. It's yours. I don't want trouble.'


  The Scarecrow shook his head. I expected him to say something. He didn't. His answer was to allow another three inches of chain to slink over his knuckles, lengthening the tail's bite.


  'I don't want any trouble,' I repeated stupidly. Aimee was keeping very quiet. I sensed movement behind us, wished we'd kept on moving rather than allow ourselves to get cornered like this.


  Scarecrow started walking towards us. Unlike the majority of his brethren, he was surprisingly graceful, which wasn't reassuring by any means. I got the impression that in the tramp-world he was somebody. He had a kind of horrific presence. It was almost irresistible. He was confident in his ability; he'd done this kind of thing before.


  Scarecrow let chain lick at his rag-clad thigh suggestively, twisting his wrist abruptly to cause it to dance to his tune. I knew what he was saying to me. He was saying: Run, little man. Run. Run as fast as you can. Faster, I'll still reach you. . . I'm the Gingerbread Man. . .


  And I couldn't move until he was close enough for me to taste his derelict breath on the back of my throat. He shook his head. A small, economical gesture. His hand came up. I thought he was about to punch me.


  Aimee screamed.


  It wasn't a punch.


  I half-turned to see what was happening, by then the length of bicycle chain was lashing in for my face.


  Instinctively, I threw out my arm to block it. Bar taking the chain in the face, it was possibly the singly most stupid thing I could have done. The pain was incredible. It felt as if my forearm had been wedged beneath the wheel of a reversing car. If had been more familiar with brawling, I might have stood a chance, but as it was I was so stunned by the pain in my arm I didn't have a hope of stopping the Scarecrow's next swing. He didn't reverse it. He whipped the length of chain around like a bolo. I took the full force of it across the face. The teeth of the chain ripped through my cheek, widening my mouth by nearly an inch. My hands went up to protect my eyes as my legs buckled and I crashed to my knees. All I could hear was screaming.


  The bicycle chain thrashed across the backs of my hands. Tore half of my ear away from the side of my head. I could see the blood on my palms. I couldn't scream for Aimee to run, I could only hope that she would. And that she would find help in any form.


  I didn't want her to see them kill me.


  'Go. . .' I managed, though it may have been hallucination. My conscience trying to salve itself. I closed my eyes and began counting to forever. I didn't even make it as far as three.


  Something came crashing down into the top of my skull.  I shrieked. White light exploded in sick fireworks inside my eyes as whatever it was the butcher's hook pierced the bone platelets and punctured deep into the cerebellum. Pain. My teeth bit down on the rubbery flesh of my tongue, neatly cleaving it in two. Blood swamped my rictus-locked mouth, spilling back down my throat. I was dead, my body just hadn't had enough time to adjust to the violence of my demise. The hook pushed deeper, forcing my body into spastic convulsions as the Cowardly Lion began to turn it around, unscrewing the inside of my head.


  The streets themselves screamed as I died.


  When my hands fell from over my eyes I could still see. The street was awash with a redness my eyes refused to blink away. There was no end to the pain.


  The entire world was opening up around me. The sounds my brain had been filtering out exploded in a deafening rush; music from the pub, cars in the night, hubbub. Too late for me.


  The pavement was a gigantic black hole sucking at me now, but I couldn't fall into it because the hook in my brain refused to let me go. The Cowardly Lion held me on my knees.


  The agony was intense. My whole body was insensate. I felt something push at my back, thought it was one of the Tweedles trying to topple me but then


  a full handspan of bedstead ruptured through the walls of my stomach, dragging with it a grey steaming coil of intestine. That coil was like the elastic of my body.


  I heard something, vaguely, amid the tidal flow of blood inside my head. I was beyond the reach of sound now.


  I tried desperately to hold myself together but I couldn't stop the convulsions. My whole body was at the mercy of an electrical tormentor. My arms flapped, never settling long enough for my hands to clutch at the metal spike, and my guts spilled onto the floor. The weight behind me shoved again, forcing enough of the bedstead through the wound to open me up completely. Striated muscle walls gave way as my insides leaked out onto the road.


  I collapsed, pitched forward onto my face.


  Rough hands rolled me over. I didn't fight. I counted my blessings on my thumbs; one, Aimee wasn't lying in the gutter beside me, and two, the pain had died. A black puddle was coagulating around my sides. I could only think that it was my nervous system catching up with my brain. I had stopped feeling anything. I knew enough about violence to understand what was happening to me. One by one, functions I took for granted were being shocked into dying. Thought or sight would go soon, if not hand in fist together, and then I would be snuffed out like a matchflame, dead in the gutter.


  The way they had man-handled me the kerb had become a makeshift stone pillow. I could still see the ruin that was my body and the parasites pawing over it. I tried but couldn't close my eyes and knew that was another function that had slipped away silently; muscle control. Not long now. It was disturbing just how detached I was in the face of death. Even an hour earlier I would have anticipated kicking and screaming insanely, not this clinical calm. That scared me more than the thought of dying. I know that sounds stupid, but it's the truth.


  The Tin Man straddled my waist, using his thumb implants to sheer through the fabric of my shirt. He carved an arc under my right pectoral, toying with the flaps of skin he made. Sliced away the tinder pink of the nipple. He didn't stop there. His razors opened up patches of skin, making windows into the no longer secret world of my internal bodyworks.


  Doors into me.


  We shared blood, mine this time. It seeped into his rags in sunbursts and flowers. My life reduced to chaotic patterns that would in turn reduce to rust and flake away.


  The Cowardly Lion's lips twitched. A part of me that didn't need to hear, read his words: 'I don't like him staring at me like that. Make him stop staring at me.'


  Smiling, almost, the Tin Man placed his thumbs either side of my eyes and cut into the soft flesh.


  He stole my eyes, but not my sight.


  I saw his face when he finished dragging his thumbs across the sliced orbs. I saw his look of satisfaction as squeezed them out onto their optic nerve stalks and severed them one at a time. I saw him secrete one into a filthy pocket before putting the other into his mouth. He bit down on my eye before he swallowed it. That, I couldn't see, mercifully.


  He disentangled his limbs from mine and rose shakily to his feet.


  I saw all of their faces as they huddled over my dead body and it didn't strike me as wrong that I could.


  I wasn't scared.


  I was beyond being scared.


  I was dead.
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  The Oz parasites didn't leave my body in the limbo of the middle of the road. Instead they dragged it around behind the skip, bedstead and all, and dumped it there. Out of sight, and out of their minds at least.


  The Tin Man cut the shirt from my back, peeled away the material as if it were just another layer of skin to glide beneath his razors and cut the leather necklace Matthew had offered. Within an hour I had lost what I had promised to treasure. There was nothing I could do about it though. Gone was gone, and both of us were gone in our own very individual ways. I gave my life away. They stole Matthew's trust.


  The Tin Man didn't take it though. He dropped it beside my face. I super-imposed the inscription I already knew by heart onto the peculiar metal: Even The Laughing Boys Cry When The City Dies.


  What did that enigmatic inscription mean, really? And what did I care?


  They left me face down in the litter, both Tweedles whistling the same heavily corrupted versions of 'Yesterday' as they went.


  I resented the way I had been bundled into the tightest possible corner like crumpled up newspaper. Forced face down into the gap between the wall and the skip so the cavities where my eyes ought to have been couldn't catch in the headlights of passing cars. Above me, beyond the arch of the railway bridge I had the vast canopy of black to explore, dimensions of hypnotic perfection to conjure with where I was a star. I was one of those pin-pricks of silver that glittered, blazing never to fade away. Here I was, facing the earth. I could only imagine the stars. Eternity imagining what I knew was there, what I remembered, while I tasted the soiled remnants of my city. I wasn't laughing.


  If this was death, I didn't like it. I hungered for the storybook oblivion where my body was worm food and my mind chased through the heavens with the angels.


  It didn't occur to me that under this bridge I might as well have been in Hell.


  I couldn't think that far.
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  For a tantalising moment I thought I could see heaven. It wasn't close, it was an outline of white light away through the tunnel of the bridge's footpath. Heaven was in Gateshead. After my earlier thoughts on the place even I wasn't spared the irony of that one.


  I imagined me a dead man clawing my way along the footpath, hauling myself inch by precious inch and wrecking my hands as I did so, only to reach closed gates. Locked gates.


  I heard laughter.


  It wasn't real.


  So much of what was going on inside my head couldn't have been real. Clinically, I knew that my dead brain was probably tripping out on the merest fragment of the endorphin rush coming its way. The whole thing had to be one massive hallucination. I didn't have eyes, so how could I see?


  It had to be an hallucination.


  Endorphin. I used the word as a buoy to keep my mind afloat. I didn't know whether I was still at the entrance to Lovers’ Lane or if I were indeed behind the skip, under the bridge. Maybe I had blacked out after the second blow from the Scarecrow's bicycle chain and everything thereafter was down to my imagination and endorphin?


  I started laughing. There was no noise anywhere outside of my head.


  The world was opening up; folding me into its rawness; its essence seeping into my very being; my life.


  Endorphin.


  A drug and a last gift. If there is a God, it's not unreasonable to believe he knew very well what he was doing when he mixed the cocktail of chemicals inside the human body.


  I felt hands on me. 'Not again, please no. . .' I tried to say but my throat was full of blood. Nothing. No sound.


  'Hush.'


  The voice was newly familiar but I couldn't place it. Dead men know nothing. Their minds corrode quicker still than their bodies. I knew nothing.


     The newcomer gathered me into his arms. Cupped me close to his chest. I don't know how I knew he was a he, but I knew. It felt good; comforting. I drew comfort out of his nearness, glad I wasn't alone.


  I didn't want to be dead and alone.


  I felt his hands on my chest. Felt his deft fingers probe the doors made by the Tin Man.


  And I felt the pain that had been missing for so long.


  


  


  



  two


  
     
  


  And it hurt! My God, did it hurt.


  The newcomer pulled my body out from behind the skip, whispering softly to reassure me that everything was okay.


  I tried to tell him I was dead, and that he was wasting his time with a dead man when there were others out there who needed a good Samaritan more than I did. Empty words. Dead throats can't talk any more than dead fingers can breathe harmony and melody into the ivories of an old piano. Dead less than five minutes and I was missing my music. I felt his palm soothe my brow before he turned me. Felt his gentle caress falter as it reached the gash made by the butcher's hook.


  I didn't want this Samaritan to see the ruination carved into me by the Tin Man and the other parasites from Oz. I tried to command my body one last time to shy away, but I had no more ownership or command of my muscles now than I had before, when I couldn't close my eyes.


  My eyes!


  He turned me gently, cradling me still. His fingers probing at the wound that had been my undoing. I felt I actually felt his finger dip into the opening to touch the inside of my head. I think I screamed. No, I screamed as well as any dead man can. I screamed.


  It was Matthew holding me, making good his promise already. There was blood in his hair. It seemed to be stemming from a wound similar to mine, though I could not see its root. The blood trickled down his forehead, onto the bridge of his nose and down again, over his lip. His expression was so placid, the sadness in his eyes infinite.


  Matthew touched his fingertips to my eye sockets. Even his gentle touch felt as if he had rammed screwdrivers into the backs of both. I knew pain intimately. I screamed and I heard myself screaming this time. Where he had touched me, blood had begun to ooze from his own eyes. Minute droplets welling out of the glassy orbs, and with this hideous transferral of hurts my inexplicable second sight began to dim.


  Before I was truly blind though, I saw more than any one man should ever have to endure.


  Matthew ministered my wounds, applying his touch like a poultice. His hands were cool against my burning skin. The sensations were returning too quickly; like an overload. I felt all of the pain that had unmade me. It started around my stomach and spread like sunburst. A gash opened into Matthew's stomach as he eased the metre-long metal stave out of mine. His intestinal tract unravelled even as he began feed mine back into my still-rent stomach.


  It was a sickly compelling operation.


  His touch was no less than salvation, but it cost him dearly. In helping me, Matthew sacrificed himself. Where he touched me, he bled. Every pore opened, his body shedding red tears for its own damnation. I would have wept for him if I had been able. Throughout the healing, that placid resignation his face wore so comfortably remained steadfast despite the hurts he had to be suffering. It was frightening and strange, where he touched me, the pain fled and other sensations poured in, back-filling the vacuum it left behind. I could feel my fingers touching the air. I could actually feel the air.


  'You have got a lot of living to do, Declan.' Matthew said softly. 'I won't let you die. Not like this. Not for as long as we need you.'


  I didn't have a clue what he was talking about. I was far from certain that he was even talking. The semantics of the sounds could have been one huge, nasty trick.


  The air felt strangely malleable, but not quite substantial enough to be a hand reaching down my throat, choking.


  'I'm going to take away your eyes.'


  I must have panicked because Matthew laid very calm, very reassuring hands on my shoulders.


  'I have to.'


  I noticed how noisy my breathing had become; how much it disturbed the unnatural stillness. My breathing sounded doubly oppressive when my perception of the world turned to black. I didn't know how to feel, stepping into this real darkness which in the twist of one night had become my permanent home.


  Even with Matthew's unnaturally calming touch I was scared. Scared doesn't do the feeling justice, I was beyond scared, I was terrified. The claustrophobic assault of my new dark 'home' was utterly terrifying. All I could think was: It's going to be like this forever. . . I tried to summon Aimee's face from memory but couldn't. I couldn't remember what she looked like. Oh, sweet Jesus, I couldn't remember what she looked like! I hadn't had a warning. No one had come up to me and said: 'See that face? Remember it because you're never going to see it again.'


  Would I have believed them if they had?


  I doubt it. I seriously doubt it.


  Until then I hadn't so much as spared a second thought for Aimee. Had she gotten away? Used the dubious cover of one of the parked cars outside the photocopy shop to watch my murder? What must she be feeling right now? God, did she even get away or was she lying in another gutter but without Matthew to play healer?


  Matthew helped me to stand. Blind darkness is dizzying. I had no point of reference to tell me if I was standing straight or if I was about to plunge face first into the pavement. I felt sick.


  'I can't see. . .' It was a pitiful objection. The tears that I couldn't cry were there.


  Until then I had no understanding of just how important visuals were to my life, nor just how much I took them for granted. Where was the bridge? Left or right? Which way was the town? In the darkness it didn't feel like direction had a place. I tried to calm myself enough to listen for the sounds I knew I needed to orientate myself. The water of the Tyne. The music from the pub. The cars from the duel carriageway. A train pulling into the Central Station. Louder noises that might carry in the night.


  A foghorn brayed forlornly, behind me and way off to the right. That way for the estuary then, I reasoned and tried to use that reasoning to build a reconstruction of the familiar geography around me on the black canvas in front of my brain. Even though the street corner was as familiar as any I had ever trodden, I was at a loss to supply enough of the small details I would have needed to walk it alone; kerb distances, litter that shouldn't have been there, slight curves, cracked paving stones. So many little things, but I had Matthew for eyes. I had to trust him. It's a rather black irony, but right at that moment I had nothing but blind faith to carry me home. I could only hope that blind faith in Matthew was as good as any seeing faith I might have placed elsewhere.


  We walked painfully slowly. My reconstruction of the world according to Newcastle had us heading in the direction of Amen Corner. The entire process of placing one foot in front of the other suddenly complicated my system of guesswork. Matthew called out a quiet warning whenever the terrain altered subtly enough for me not to notice before it was too late to do anything about it. Still, I misjudged more steps than I judged. To anyone who saw me, I probably looked like a Gerry Anderson puppet, all elbows and knees and exaggerated angles. Personally, I think I coped. I didn't cope well, but I coped.


  My perception of time changed as well, as distances become an intangible variable. Suddenly one hundred feet had to be translated into a precise number stumbling Thunderbird-style footsteps. How long did a series of these take? I had no idea. I walked and when Matthew said turn, I turned. Blind faith.


  I could tell that we were moving down a gradual incline that steadily became not so gradual, which probably meant I was right and we were working our way towards some point on the Quayside.


  The first thing I noticed though the first anomaly was the change in the quality of the air. It felt somehow different. Stagnant. Almost as soon as this understanding came to me I was struck by the changing sounds our footsteps made. They grew louder and paradoxically less solid. Pretty soon they had a sonar-type echo to them. Matthew had led me into a tunnel of some kind.


  I tried to get a fix on where we might be. The only tunnels I'd ever heard of running beneath Newcastle were utilised by the Metro system, and none of them ran as far down as the Quayside, nor as deep. It was more than likely I had managed to turn myself around and I convinced myself that what I thought were Dog's Leap Stairs were somewhere to the north of the city and not Dog's Leap Stairs at all.


  'Where are we?'


  'Beneath the streets,' Matthew said enigmatically. He chose not to enlighten me further, even when I pushed. All he said was: 'You'll see.' I felt like screaming: How the hell will I see, I'm blind! It took a lot for me not to, but it wasn't Matthew's fault. It was part frustration, part fear. Without Matthew I would have been still lying dead in a gutter back up there somewhere, so I did everything I could not to take out on him all the bitterness I felt broiling up inside me.


  I counted my footsteps to occupy my reeling mind. It worked to an extent. Twenty seven paces to the first deviation, a slight turn to the right. As far as I could tell, we were the only living things in these depths; I heard no obvious skitterings of rats and other less savoury underground dwellers. I did hear water, steadily dripping. With Matthew's help, I staggered ahead. Determination hitherto untouched, flared up from within me: I wasn't going to give in. My resolve was grim.


  What tenants lived in this darkness, truly?


  Behind the water, there were other sounds, not rats and skitterings, but there were sounds. It took me long seconds to discern what they were, and when I did I could not believe that I had them guessed right: whisperings, like ghosts in my personal blackness, come to haunt me into insanity.


  I reached out to touch the coldness of the walls, and was surprised to feel more than a trace of warmth in the stone. I could think of nothing even remotely rational to account for the strange tingling sensation it sent coursing through my fingers, so I stopped thinking about it. It surprised me just how easily I banished the puzzling phenomenon from my thoughts, but then I had so many more pressing worries that maybe it wasn't surprising at all.


   Even this quickly, without the benefit of eyes I was rapidly becoming alert to other sensory input. I could smell that I was underground. I don't think I could possibly begin to explain how I could distinguish outside air from the air I was breathing down here without having samples of the two for instant and easy comparison, but I could. I could taste the difference as well. It tasted like old air; air that had been caged up, hidden away. How old was it? I leapt on that train of thought, hungry for the labyrinth of distraction it promised. Could it be possible that the air I was breathing was older than I was? But if I thought of air that way, couldn't it equally be posited that the outside air was older than me? Or did photosynthesis and recycling count? Did the fact that the air out there had been through God knows how many sets of lungs and had oxygenated God knows how many blood streams effectively kill it off to make room for new air continuously being birthed by plants?  Or was it a case of permanent rejuvenation? With that kind of thinking, was any of the air outside truly old, and even if it were old was it still unpolluted? Was that the reason behind the differing tastes, that the air inside hadn't been tainted by twentieth century chemicals? It made my head spin, but it did the trick. I lost myself for a while.
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  Until the voices dragged me, kicking and screaming, back.


  The speed with which they stopped being those childishly elegiac susurrations picked up and carried by the warm stones and became disembodied voices was frightening.


  Indeed, that they became voices at all was truly terrifying.


  It felt sudden, but had I been more attuned to my surroundings instead of theorising about thin air I might have picked up on it sooner; noticed the gradual transition that had to have taken place and not felt so disorientated by the sudden bombardment of yammering, ghostly conversations as they swamped me. I couldn't think of them as people, not then. It probably sounds pretty lame, but as long as I couldn't see whatever was behind the voices, I couldn't bring myself to believe there really was anything there, and right then, among them, they were nothing more hostile than figments of my deranged imagination.


  Like that, they were easier to believe in. Madness was something I could accept. Something I could welcome even.


  I felt hands pawing at me, spinning me around. Almost as soon as I started to turn I lost my balance and started to fall. The hands kept twisting me. I felt myself stagger forward, my arms flung out in front of me to protect my face. I lost all sense of place. I was in madness. I was living it. Still they kept sending me around, bouncing me from one anchor to another. Picking me up as I began to fall, sending me on my way like I was some spinning top.


  I had no idea what was going on, but I couldn't believe I was in danger, not after everything Matthew had done to bring me this far, and I had died once, so what fear was there left for death to offer? I had no evidence to support my intuition, but I never doubted it. What they were doing went no further than acquainting their own blind bodies with my touch and feel. Getting to know me by drinking my body in by touch and smell, building a picture of me in their own minds. The spinning was no more than an expedient if bizarre greeting.


  Despite its bizarre nature, I tried to force my body into relaxing and accept the greeting for what it was, but every tendon was strung so tightly it could have sliced through cheese.


  'Matthew?' I called out, groping desperately at the thin air, trying to snag something solid. It was disconcerting, I felt their hands on me all of the time, pushing me on my way, but when panic had me reaching out blindly to stop me from falling I never once collided with one of them. Never so much as touched them. For that reason I couldn't stop thinking of them as ghosts and as long as they were ghosts I couldn't make my body relax. It was a vicious circle.


  'I'm here,' Matthew answered without having to raise his voice above the slowly dwindling yammer. I heard him clearly, as though he were no more than a few feet away, which was odd. It felt as if I had span more like twenty or thirty feet, but I could easily have been spun back on myself more times than I realised. Either that or the acoustics of the tunnel could have been performing some pretty unnerving tricks to carry his simple 'I'm here,' above the closer hubbub that surrounded me. I took it as a comfort. Maybe he had followed me through the tide of hands so when my spinning came to an end he would be there to catch my fall.


  Suddenly the hands weren't there anymore and I went sprawling.


  He wasn't there.
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  Help him up, Matthew.'


  The speaker's voice was like none I had ever heard. It was rough, gravelly yet strangely sexless. That wasn't what made it different, though. It cut through the other sounds effortlessly, commanding attention. But it had something else, some other quality that set it apart. In four words, redundant as they were with Matthew already helping me to my feet, it said: You imagine it, Declan, you imagine it and I am capable of doing it.


  Even as stood, I imagined a whole series of horrible acts, some of them simple extrapolations of the last hour, others way beyond even those on the depravity scale, and I never doubted that capability, not once. I was in way over my head. I felt sick.


  Matthew wrapped an arm around my waist to stop me from falling again. He helped me shuffle forward a few paces, leading me to the foot of a dais, a single step taking me up to the level of the speaker. My skin was crawling. His presence was physical enough to touch me; to wash over me. I felt its resonance, and despite all of the capabilities the voice hinted at, it was a balm. Matthew stopped so I stopped. Despite his supporting arm, I dropped to my knees, exhaustion dragging me down. I stayed that way for a long moment, head bowed, gathering myself.


  I lifted my face defiantly, it didn't matter to me that I had no way of seeing what- or whoever it was I stared at. It was only important that my head came up, that I showed them all that I was bowed but not broken, that I stared.


  I felt a cool hand rest on my forehead. This time there was a heavy sadness in the voice. 'Welcome home, son. It has been the longest time yet.'


  I shook my head. 'I don't. . ?' I let it hang because I didn't.


  'He doesn't know,' Matthew said for me. Ever reliable Matthew.


  The fingers tightened slightly, not biting but enough to become uncomfortable. It was if, for the slightest flicker of a moment I had eyes once more, but they were eyes that looked back into the past, not out into the tunnel. Memories that began inside the last hour and fanned back into childhood came to mind as easily as if I had just lived them. I saw my life condensed. I saw myself crash my first car, take a tumble from a conker tree, roll a joint, break my knuckles punching a fat kid in the fourth year, kiss those first female lips, a girl called Rachel who I tasted and never spoke to, she loved wet grass, I remember that, being seduced by Vicky ten years my senior and very much into me. My life flashing before what should have been my eyes.


  My immediate thought was: This is it. Now I really do die.


  But I didn't. I felt the fingers tremble under the influence of tiny currents as my memories chased through them. Felt the jolts as turning points hammered out the way life might have been. I had no idea my mind had stashed away so much junk over the years, things I thought I hadn't bothered remembering because they weren't worth remembering. Snippets of conversations from the playground when Doddsy had me by the throat begging for mercy. And other places. When Sasha said all of the right things in the terrapin's cloakroom and I'd wished I had, when Johnny Clarke told me they had voted Elliot in as Captain of the football team after a recount and I was out in the cold, when my dad bollocked me for nicking a tenner out of his wallet to buy 'Black Hole' stickers, when old Mr. Saggs, my physics teacher, pinned me up against the wall and slapped me for walking out of the exam hall an hour early, my paper still half blank, me wishing there really was a black hole so I could leap into it. Things that differentiated between me, Declan Shea, and any of the many John Smiths.


  Things that made me me.


  The images tumbled out of my mind and into whatever void was sucking them up. They distorted as pretty bodies dissolved the memories of the real girls, as real hatred entered the bully's snarl, as I justified my own pathetic reactions. And then I was gone. All that was inherently me transferred through those questing fingers for another to absorb. The violation was akin to rape, or at least my understanding of rape and its residue. I felt dirty. I felt cheated. I felt violated. More emotions than I could comfortably number and name seethed beneath my skin. Dark, horrible and black. Feelings I hated to think of as originating inside me. The hand hadn't retreated, so the speaker was most likely being inundated by those as well. And if he was, well, there was some cold comfort to be drawn from that.


  Then the hand was gone, the connection severed. My whole body sagged under the recoil of my identity snapping back into it. This time more hands than Matthew's kept me from collapsing.


  There was no defiance left. I wanted to see where I was, to see who held me, and beg them to kill me if that was their intention. This time I could recall Aimee's face with perfect clarity, and even she was shaking her head. The gesture was painfully mocking, my subconscious driving the knife home.


  'Why is it always this way?'


  'Nature, Malachi.' Matthew said with surprising finality. I found it difficult to imagine such harsh words coming out of his gentle mouth. I had hardly known him five minutes and already I was categorising him as an angel.


  'No.' I could imagine this Malachi shaking his head, refusing to believe much I as refused to believe. We shared something, at least. 'If it were nature's doing I could accept it. This is more. This is malice. This is hate. This is everything we should be standing against.'


  'You're reading too much into it, old man. Violence is nothing new. Shea's alive, at least, and I'll live.'


  'I don't doubt that, child,' Malachi threw Matthew's own inflection back at him. There was more going on here than the exchange of different philosophies. 'You have an uncanny habit of doing just that.'


  'And long may it stay that way,' Matthew agreed, guilelessly changing the subject effortlessly back to business. 'Five of Crohak's beggars attacked Shea as he attempted to cross the water out of the city.'


  'Five. . . Taking no chances, then. I should have anticipated something like this. I should have known. Did you recognise any of them?'


  'Only Sephuentes and Drake. The others were probably foot soldiers. Expendable should things get nasty. Don't beat yourself over the head with it, Malachi. We're none of us psychic, now are we? Mistakes happen.'


  Names for I assumed that was what they were rattled around inside my head, clattering and banging and making too much noise for me to think straight. Crohak, Sephuentes, Drake, even Malachi. . .


  'We don't have room for mistakes. We nearly lost him. Where would we have been then? Answer me that.'


  With them arguing, it was safe to assume neither of them was looking at me. I used trembling fingers to feel out the smoothness of the floor beneath me. Like the walls before, it was disconcertingly warm. Alive? I told myself to stop being stupid and concentrate on the job in hand. My covert explorations failed to reveal any cracks or protrusions that may have worked against what I had in mind. Every muscle tensed. I tilted my head, listening for breathing.


  Malachi hadn't moved since he pillaged my mind.


  Nervous sweat was coming out of the pores around my temples.


  My mouth was sandpaper dry.


  I was shaking as I set my palms firmly to the ground.


  I turned my kneel into a crouch.


  I tried to conjure an image of the old man as he might have appeared, standing in front of me. I kept it hazy on detail, needing only an outline. Once I had one fixed in my mind, I loosed an almighty shriek and pounced, arms wide, throwing myself at where he ought to be.
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  It was like rugby tackling a lamppost.


  My head and shoulders slammed into the old man's midriff. Instead of folding double, Malachi staggered back a step and I fell away, clutching at my suddenly splitting skull.


  He laughed, not unkindly.


  Curling into a foetal huddle I felt the soothing balm of his touch once again, moving slowly over the plane of my head. It came as no surprise that the pain died instantaneously. It came as relief. He touched the empty sockets where I should have had eyes. I lifted my head and felt his gentle kiss, first on the right, then the left.


  'Cleanse them and then bind them,' he said to Matthew. I started to protest before I saw the practicality of the move. Infection was still real, no matter what else was not. I lay still, allowing Matthew to bathe my face with water before securing a bandanna-like bandage across my eye sockets.


   I had so much I wanted to ask, and there were so many answers I didn't want to hear.


  They helped me to sit.


  'I made a fool of myself, didn't I?' I sounded dreadful, but all things considered I was prepared to forgive myself.


  'Probably,' Matthew agreed. I sensed he was smiling. I wished that I could have shared the joke without being the brunt of it.


  'Why don't you just kill me and get it over with.'


  I felt the extra burden of  weight as someone straddled my legs. Images of the Tin Man with his razored thumbs opening up flaps of skin with a surgeon's precision leapt to mind. I tried to tell myself death held no more fears. I knew I was lying.


  'If that is what you want. . ?' Matthew said flatly.


  I didn't have to think about my answer, the words were already on my lips:


  'No, it's not what I want.'
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  And that was the breakthrough. Death wasn't what I wanted, not at all. I wanted a long life. I wanted new summers and to fall in love with Aimee all over again. I wanted to watch the leaves sere and fall from the trees. I wanted to listen to the radio and to build snowmen with children I hadn't had yet. I wanted to turn the clock back eight days and not get out of bed that Friday morning, not jam at the Jazz Club and not play cards into Saturday.


  I wanted time.


  I couldn't have all of those things, I understood that well enough, but I could have some small part of them.


  I could have time, what I chose to do with it was my choice.


  'I want to live. More than anything I've ever wanted in my life, I want to live.'


  'Welcome home, brother.'
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  Matthew laid his hand on mine.


  'Aimee is well, brother.'


  'You saw her?'


  'Yes.'


  'Where?'


  'I walked with her to the bridge. She showed me where you fell. She showed me your blood on the pavement.'


  'Did you tell her that I was all right?'


  He drew back his hand:


  'I told her that you were dead. It is best she thinks so. I am sorry.'


  


  


  



  two


  
     
  


  We argued round in circles. I lost my temper. I'm not proud of some of the things I said, nor the language I used, but no matter how I looked at it, it seemed that what I wanted counted for nothing to these people.


  I threw punches at Matthew when he tried to calm me – some connected, some didn't. Matthew didn't object. He didn't hit back either. He just held me, taking the punches as they came, and kept repeating:


  'I'm sorry.'


  I had no reason think that he wasn't, certainly there was enough anguish in his voice to suggest that his news hurt him almost as much as it did me.


  But almost wasn't good enough.


  I wanted him to hurt. I wanted him to suffer the same kind of loss I was suffering. It didn't occur to me that he had suffered his own losses, or that I had heard his story once before. I needed to see him hurt so I struggled against his embrace and threw my fists hoping that each time I connected I hurt him.
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  Malachi forced us apart bodily, but unlike Matthew he wasn't prepared to take my swinging fists without some form of resistance. The first time I landed a punch he back-handed me a stinging blow across the face, and as a lesson he didn't take away the pain.


  'Stop acting like a fool and think, Declan.' Malachi's tone wasn't unreasonable, but like his fist it was unbending. 'Why would Matthew lie to you? What has he got to gain from telling Aimee that you are dead?' I didn't know. I had no idea, but he had to have some reason for trying to ruin my life. Something they wanted me for down here? 'It is not about your good,' he continued, drumming it into me. 'It's about Aimee's. Stop being selfish and start thinking about her for a moment. Think about what she has been through and when you have calmed down and grown up enough to start thinking rationally instead of with your fists, we'll talk. All right?'


  It wasn't all right, but how could I argue when I needed answers? 'Talk to me now, don't evade the issue by making me into some kind of insufferable martyr. Whatever you've got to say for yourself, I think I've earned the right to hear, don't you?'


  'Even if I thought you had it wouldn't matter. This is not about what I think any more than it is about what you think. It is beyond you and I.'


  More fucking riddles!


  'I'm sorry you feel that way, as I said. Calm down and we will talk.'


  With that he left me wondering if he had truly plucked the words out of my head or if whether he was an astute guesser.


  'Matthew?' I asked the darkness uncertainly, earning no answer. So I was alone. Did they expect me to wander? To attempt some form of escape? Odd that I was thinking in terms of escape from the den of my rescuers. . . Or did they expect me to sit still in silence and wait for their indulgence. They could go fuck themselves if they thought I was going to go crawling to them on my hands and knees.


  Very deliberately, I edged my way across to the solidity of the wall. I sat with my back braced against the warm stone manipulating baroque arpeggios around twelve bar blues without letting any of the sounds out of my head. I knew I was chasing after windmills looking for that flawless bridge, but in a way that made the exercise all the more fulfilling… like trying to finger-paint the world on a blueglass pebble or recite pi to the nth degree whilst calculating the square root of zero. Impossible tasks make good conundrums and good conundrums make even better distractions.


  I hadn't realised how desperately I needed a cigarette until then. I reached into my pocket for the old tin. Even blind, rolling a smoke was like second nature, my fingers moving from habit rather than directive. I lit up and savoured the drag. I knew my hands were shaking but right then I was in a world wholly inhabited by that roll-up and me, where there were no monsters, no bad guys, no heartache and no explanations.


  The music didn't stop me from thinking about Aimee. It didn't stop me from wondering. Suddenly, through one line, one lie, I was on the outside of her life. There wasn't a place for me anymore. No comfortable 'S' of warmth to curl around in bed. No hand to hold or arm to link. No smile to look forward to. Nothing to make me feel good about myself.


  There was pity in my thinking, plenty of self pity, but as Malachi said, I had to think about someone other than myself for once, and I was. Aimee was more than just a shape to curl around or an arm to link. She was my life, my faith in all of the good things life is supposed to hold. She was my reason. Even when life as a muso was all I could think about, and the notion of groupies knocking down the stage door to get their paws on a humble pianist seemed like an amusing fantasy, she was my reason. I know it's corny, but she made me feel that maybe I was somebody special, made me think that maybe I did have something to offer. When she was around I felt lucky, I knew people looked at us, and I knew people saw past her ‘rebel without a clue’ image, and I knew the one simple thing that set us apart – watcher and watched. She noticed me. Maybe it wasn't incandescent, and maybe I didn't burn like an all consuming fire, but when we met she noticed me. That, and only that, set us apart. Aimee looked and saw something that even I didn't know was there.


  And now, well, things were so very different.


  I felt some of the children settle next to me, and suddenly the world wasn't just that cigarette and me. None of them spoke though, for which I was grateful. I don't think I was in any kind of shape to engage in dialogue. Like I said, there was plenty of self pity building up inside me, too. I set it against the music; always the music. Without it I honestly think I would have gone mad a long time ago.


  When Malachi finally broke the discordant series of notes cycling inside my head it seemed like I had won some small victory. I didn't feel any satisfaction, though.


  'Are you ready to listen?'


  The subtle change from talk to listen didn't go unnoticed but I let it pass, nodding. 'Yes.'


  'Good. Let me help you stand. I have brought a staff for you to lean on. We can walk as we talk. There is much you need to see.'


  'I'm blind,' I said, my voice laced with bitterness. It seemed like the thousandth time I had voiced this glaringly obvious flaw in my physiognomy. Did no one here listen?


  'You are,' Malachi agreed.


  'Then why do you keep insisting that there are things I need to see?'


  'Because, Declan, there are things you need to see.'


  'But I'm blind. I can't see.'


  'No. You're blind but if you wanted to you could see. Faith and medicine are very different things.'


  I gave up. Blind was blind was blind to me.


  'Whatever you say, Sancho.'


  I curled my fingers around the stave Malachi pressed into my hand and gradually leant more of my weight onto it, testing its tolerance. It didn't feel like any wood I knew. It felt more like stone, which was possible, if not likely, given our whereabouts. It was as stout as stone.


  'Tell him, tell him.' I heard the children whisper. They used the words like a taunt. The strange acoustics made it impossible to tell which of us they were taunting.


  Malachi said nothing. He started to walk away. I very nearly called out for him to wait, but I didn't. I didn't need the old man to support me, nor to guide me. So what if I walked into a wall? I wounded my pride and dented my nose, no big deal. No, I would follow Malachi and show him I was still my own man as I did so.


  I didn't hurry. The blackness was as dizzying as before, my movements every bit as jerky, but I welcomed every misstep, and every misstep where no hands materialised to catch my fall was another small piece of my independence won back. Malachi knew very well what he was doing, even if I did not.


  As ever, I heard no other footsteps. I presumed the children had read Malachi's mood and knew enough to stay away.


  'Well met, my son.' Malachi greeted my approach warmly enough, but it wasn't wholly my imagination that laced his tone with the merest edge of disappointment.


  'Who are you?' I asked bluntly. He had promised straight talk and answers, and I wanted to test just how good his word was. He could have said anything, but I didn't think he would lie. Lying, as far as I could see, served neither one of us. So if he answered, there was every chance that what he said would be the truth.


  'You know my name,' Malachi said shortly.


  'Okay. I'll accept that. Not a great question. What are you?'


  'A man, like yourself in many ways. Unlike you in so many more.'


  'Okay. Okay. I take your point, I'm asking some pretty dumb questions. You said talk. I'll stop asking questions. You tell me what you want to tell me. I'll listen.'


  The silence lasted two, three, four heartbeats before Malachi broke it with the strangest question I have ever heard:


  'Do you remember what it feels like to be betrayed?'


  Did I remember? Had I ever truly been betrayed? I could think of instances as a boy when things had been said and other things done, but the feeling of being betrayed was a strong sentiment and not just unfulfilled promises. I thought of the heroes I had worshipped at school: John Belushi, Frank Zappa, Klaus Kinski and Peter Cushing, all of them dead now. Did that count as betrayal, being let down by people I had immortalised? I shook my head. I didn't think it did. 'No.'


  'Perhaps that is best. Betrayal hurts. It is worse than a knife in the stomach. A knife in the stomach burns like a fire for seconds but then it dwindles. Our body forgets what that sort of pain is. Our body forgets blood because it is blood. Betrayal scars the spirit. It mars the perfection. It never goes away and because of that it is the hardest thing to forgive.


  'That is why I ask your forgiveness now, before I explain what betrayal it is I am seeking forgiveness for. Because once I have told you my story I doubt very much whether you will feel forgiving.


  'Can you forgive me?'


  The old man had the most infuriating habit of talking in circles. He stubbornly refused to make my understanding an easy process. Asking me to forgive an act I had no idea about, done to me or just as easily someone else, by him or again someone else. . . I wanted to put the brakes on the conversation before I lost my place completely. It would have been easy to just say: 'Yes, I forgive you.' But I was adamant I wasn't going to take the easy path just for the sake of it. I wanted more than that. I wanted understanding. I wanted to know.


  'How can I forgive what I don't know?' I asked, holding my hands out. I was shaking. Was he going to clam up because I had held back? Or worse, was he already turning to abandon me to my own private Hell?


  'I understand, son.' Malachi said, his inflections void of any emotion. I felt him take my hands and raise them to his face. 'Now you know me.'


  Saying nothing, I let my fingers flow over the contours of his face. There was no facial hair, no stubble. His skin was rough, in a way very similar to chalk, pitted and scarred by time and worse. A gash in the otherwise featureless plane of his jawline curved round and up towards his eyes. I felt out the softness of his cheeks, followed the gash as it cut into his eyeline. My touch grew gentle, anticipating eyes but finding only bandages. I probed slightly more forcefully, trying to discern if there was some mockery in his garb, but no, like me Malachi had suffered at the hands of someone's blade. It was a disconcerting discovery, but I don't know if I was surprised.


  'Your eyes?' I said reverently, not relinquishing my touch on the intricately textured map of the old man's face.


  'My eyes,' he agreed.


  'I'm sorry.'


  'Don't be. I see all I need to see. As I said before, we are the same in many ways, you and I, but we are dissimilar in many more.' He made it difficult to feel any sort of empathy build between us despite his claims of kinship. 'I am going to make you an offer, but think long and think hard before you commit yourself to accepting it. It has its own pain, very different to the one you are feeling now, but no less acute. It will tear you apart at times every bit as much as your blindness does now, but you shall see. I offer your sight, though regrettably I cannot offer your eyes, and I ask for nothing. It is my debt to be repaid.'


  What was I supposed to think? Malachi was offering the impossible, but no matter how ardently I tried not to think about what it would mean to have my eyes no, not my eyes, my sight back, hope was there (like the cannwyll gorff, the Holy Grail, Eldorado or the Mother of All Imaginary Windmills,) elusive, intangible and almost totally fictitious. But it was there.


  Something nagged. What made Malachi think my sight was his to give or withhold? And what could possibly be so bad that he required my forgiveness before he would tell me the act?


  Still, if it were truly his to give, how could I refuse forgiveness, no matter how heinous the crime? It was my sight, the difference between a world of darkness and one of light.


  I opened my mouth to forgive, but instead I heard myself saying: 'Tell me. If I can't forgive you after your confession I don't see how I can forgive you before, either. I can live without sight if it is dependent on soothing your conscience.'


  'You misunderstand me, son. Sight is yours, if you desire it, but you must want it. Do you?'


  I couldn't bring myself to say that I did, though we both knew the truth.


  'It is no shame to say it,' he reassured me.


  I nodded, then kicked myself mentally. The old man had to be as blind as I was, so what good was a little head jiggle? 'Yes,' I said softly. 'I want to see.'
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  Malachi wasn't lying when he promised it would hurt.


  If nothing else, the last twenty four hours had taught me to appreciate the not-so finer points of pain as opposed to the odd cut or bruise.


  'I can't take the pain away,' Malachi apologised weakly. I clutched at my temples, trying to drive him out of my head. I didn't want the old man reading my thoughts again.


  Colours detonated inside my brain, yellows, whites and blues in a cascade of flaring brightness.


  I was profoundly grateful that I couldn't see.


  He led me on. I could hear new sounds, strange and out of place noises, slowly coalescing in the air around me. I was uncomfortably cold and I was scared. Part of me hated the rest of me for letting a crazy old man build my hopes up so easily. That rational percentage that no matter the evidence it had been confronted with refused to be dissuaded from its unshakeable faith in the banal. It thanked God for my lack of imagination because it was clinically certain I was about to take a fall.


  I could hear dogs. It took me a moment, but when I got the idea in my head that I was hearing dogs I could have been listening to anything. I was hearing dogs. They weren't throwing themselves bodily against their confines. They were snuffling, either scared or weak, or perhaps both. Something in their whimperings made me see cages and barricades.


  Already I could feel a budding kindred, an empathy to use my earlier words, with these caged animals that I couldn't summon for Malachi. It was impossible to think of him in the same easy terms as the dogs, or even as myself, pigeonholing him as a victim. He had his hurts, but he wasn't a victim… not that one.


  We were similar, yes, but his insistence on our differences made me wonder if we weren't polarities; flipsides of the same coin, victim and victimiser. I had nothing to go on and I was most probably way off base, but once I started thinking that way. . .


  I didn't want to think those kinds of thoughts – not when every indication I had suggested that my companion could pluck them right out of my head – but I thought them. Every damned one of them.


  I knew people bred dogs for fighting; my mental jigsaw composite of them painted dull faces and viscous bastards that cashed in because other viscous bastards wanted to see blood and would pay any price to stand pit-side to witness the mauling of a Rottwieler and a Staffordshire Bull Terrier. Our approach didn't stimulate that kind of frenzy. Underground den or no, these weren't fighting dogs.


  'Unwanted pets,' Malachi supplied. 'Mongrels, pedigrees. Homeless like the rest of us. We feed them, so they come back. I want you to kneel down and hold your hands out.'


  I didn't question him. I knelt, holding out my hands. I had an inkling of what was to come, but only that. In a minute, less, I felt muzzles nuzzling at my fingers, emaciated ribcages brushing up against my side. A dry tongue laved at my face, causing me to pull back. I had no idea just how many dogs were vying for my attention. I didn't want to know. This underside to the reality I was comfortable with made my skin crawl. Everything I had taken for granted. . .


  'Pick one,' Malachi stole into my reverie, pressing something into my hands. I shifted it to one hand while I felt out an animal at random, running my fingers through the down of its coat.


  'This one,' I said, my inkling burned out already.


  'Use the knife. Take an eye. He doesn't mind or he wouldn't have offered it. He wouldn't have approached you unless he wanted to share his sight with you.'


  I let the knife slip through my limp fingers. I couldn't do it. What he proposed was monstrous. It went beyond my sickest imaginings.


  I tried to convince myself blindness was preferable, but it wasn't. Blind runners inside my brain raced off at tangents trying to obviate my guilt. One came back with the assurance that if Malachi could dull my pain surely he could overcome anything the dog might feel? I grasped at it. Clutched it to my heart. Held it up and paraded it before my Mind's Eye.


  'It won't feel the blade,' Malachi said, pressing the knife back into my trembling hand. I closed my fingers around it before I dropped it again. 'Pain is not reason enough to refuse such a precious gift.'


  The dog nuzzled closer.


  'Forgive me,' I whispered into its ear, bringing the knife to bear. I was by no means deft. The knifeblade sliced into the soft flesh of the dog's jowls before it hooked up and cut out the sac beneath the eye. The dog stiffened under my hands, letting loose a yelping whine that was utterly sickening. I held back, unable to push the knife further and finish my theft. The thought of digging through the strings of muscle attaching the eye to cut the nerve and sever those ties turned my stomach. I couldn't do it.


  'Finish it, Declan. You can't leave it like this. It won't help either of you. You haven't got a choice. Finish it.'


  Self-loathing, guilt, disgust… they were all there as I pushed the knife. The only way to do it was quickly. I didn't like myself very much, but I did it because I had to. He was right in that respect; I didn't have a choice. This time though, the dog didn't flinch. I scooped the unhomed eye into my sweating palm, trying to think about anything other than what I was doing with my hands. It's one of those quirks about the way my mind works, but as soon as I tell myself not to think about something my mind runs off at a hundred tangents that all lead back to whatever it is I'm not supposed to be thinking about. In this instance, an almost truism from my school days bubbled to the surface, sweating palms being either impossible or a sign of incipient madness. . . One or the other. Sweating palms triggered mental images of just why they were sweating, and I was back, full circle and shaking.


  The eye felt uncomfortably like a nugget of not-quite-set jelly; only it wasn't cold. It was warm and its warmth made it feel horribly alive. Alive meant it was still attached in some way I couldn't imagine to the quiet dog. Not wanting to hold it any longer than I absolutely had to, I held my hand out hoping Malachi would take it. He did.


  He told me to do it again, pick another dog and ply my evil trade with his knife; a second sick transplant. I didn't want to, and I told him. I didn't think I was capable, and I told him. But I did it anyway. I picked another animal, stole another eye.


  I won't waste time defending myself or lying to try and make my actions sound humane. I have already said why I did it. Roles reversed, I don't think I would have been able to accept something like this, not without having lived through a similar situation. I felt more hate, more revulsion, more self-loathing than at any time either before or after. My actions sickened me, but I couldn't stop them; I know how weak that sounds, but sometimes, stripped down to the bone, the truth isn't so strong. What I did was abhorrent, worse than any kind of theft, but my actions were always my actions and I am big enough to own them now without asking for absolution. I used the knife because Malachi claimed it was a road     the only road     that led to sight. I was scared. I was trapped in a darkness where all of my own personal monsters were free to hunt me, in a darkness where they couldn't die and I was doomed. More than anything, I wanted to see again. I was desperate to take on board the landscape around me, to escape from the darkness. In here, in the darkness I was trapped inside my own head. There was nowhere I could run to. The bad things were real. The monsters more than just shadows behind my eyes. I was in their place. I wanted to see the world and its colour, its light and its shapes, once more. I wanted to see faces and people. Escape the monsters. Feel the safety the colours offered.


  All of the things blindness denied me, I wanted.
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  Maybe you can understand now why I was so grateful to be blind for a few moments longer.


  I didn't want to see because I didn't want to be responsible.


  It is the quality of darkness I will remember longest, and that is my Hell.


  It felt as though the old man was rooting around inside my skull with thick-ended tweezers. No gentle probing. He used the windows into my brain vacated by the Tin Man's thumbs, his clumsy fingers drawing the lengths of optic nerve out through the ragged muscle. Feeding the nerve ends out until they stood proud, like bloody stalks peering out of the empty sockets.


  Colours exploded in a grand display of fireworks, only to be muted as another mandlebrotset of light burst across the blackness of my inner eye. There was no real light, not yet. And it hurt!


  'I can't take away the pain,' he apologised again. I didn't care. I wanted it to hurt. I wanted my healing to cost me dearly. If it killed me, well so much the better.
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  No matter how much I might have wished it otherwise, I didn't die. I felt a barrage of sensations that might better have been termed assaults. Inside my head the pain seemed so much more real, so much more intense and unbearable. I held the image of the world as it was when last I saw it, and each time Malachi's fingers undid some knot of muscle, between screams, I prayed to God it was worth the agony.


  It was. Believe me, it was.


  At first I didn't understand what was happening to me. There was no sudden explosion of true colour, like a television set being reconnected after the loss of its signal. There weren't any bands of interference to melt back on the real picture.


  It was a flash; a subliminal message that invaded my brain with a nano-second's worth of data compiled on my physical surroundings, so fleeting that it failed to register.


  It left an impression though, rather like those experimental advertisements where the Coca Cola can flashes onto the screen for just long enough for the viewer to register the fact that he really wants a drink.


  I had my first flash of the seeing world, but that glimpse wasn't enough to dissuade me that I was thirsty for more of the same: it only served to persuade me that no lengths were too extreme. Sight was sight, the most necessary of all my senses.


  When it came again it was a snippet, a black hole sucking at the void that had been nothingness; the blackness leeched out and silvery half-tones bled in, making the world once more. Half-tones and lies.


  'Do it,' I hissed, urging him on despite the constant pain. It had to be worth it.


  Malachi's voice was a soothing buoy floating amid the sea of pains, barely enough at times to keep me from going under beneath the tidal flow of wicked sensations. He worked quickly, and though his fingers were far from deft they coped easily enough with the intricacies. The flashes of sight increased in regularity and duration, steadying out into a kind of rickety vision.


  'Yes. . . yes. . . yes!' I fairly screamed.


  It was like a cartoon thumb-flick book, the real world jerking into and out of sight in a series of erratic, strobing pulses. It took a moment to register that they were always colourless flashes, I was too stunned by the fact that I was seeing once more to think about what it might mean that I was seeing the world through a dog's eyes, too excited to consider what differences there might be in perspective and colouring. It didn't matter. None of it mattered. I was seeing!


  Malachi leaning over me was the first thing I saw. I reached out to touch his face, needing to reassure myself that what I was seeing really was there. His face felt as solid as it had when I was blind.


  In his face, there was so much to see… so much to learn about the experiences of the man – life mirrored in every line, experiences encrypted in code. Every act of kindness and every act of spite made its mark, etched a fresh line in the script of the old man's life, and I was right in surmising that Malachi was an old man. His skin was shrivelled and leathery, pitted and scarred with the marked seams of too much experience and little of it good. The bones beneath were sharp, visible through the pale, translucent skin like the constructions of an expert model maker before paint has been applied to the latex. His hair was white where the few swatches still clung determinedly to their roots in his scalp. The gash I had felt out cut a path from mouth to eye, a too-big smile running easily in that direction. Malachi looked painfully frail in his grubby white smock. A swath of rag had been ripped from the hem and wound around his temples to shield his eyes, and his feet were bare.


  I wondered what I looked like, dogs eyes set into my skull. Did I look like some abomination? Some surgical creation? I would have to wear glasses when I was outside, if I ever went outside again.


  I tried to look past him, saw the dogs and the walls. My brain refused to admit what it saw in those warm stones, blaming the inconsistencies on the untrustworthiness of my fledgling sight, but even then I sensed it was lying to me. I looked away, eyes drawn to the two dogs hovering worriedly behind Malachi. The two dogs I had chosen blindly. The two dogs. . .


  I couldn't stand to look at them after I saw the mess I had made of their faces.


  Equally, I couldn't cry for them, nor for myself. The Tin Man had made sure of that with his implanted blades.


  Too soon, it hurt to see. I shielded my eyes, scared to close them in case the miracle was snatched back, scared to keep them open because of the black and white world they were evidencing.
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  'Tell him,' one of the children hissed again, only it wasn't a child, not really.


  My hand closed into a fist around the stone staff. I think I thought that I was mad, but I don't know whether that was my first thought. Whatever, it was stillborn. I do know enough psychology to get my head around one of the more simple tenets, however; madness is incipient. In identifying something as internal as my own downward spiral wasn't I also defying it? But if it wasn't madness, and my eyes were good enough to tell me the truth, then the   children. . . the children were. . .


  Trapped in the stone.


  I don't mean that they were unmoving prisoners; it was worse, much, much worse. They were of the stone. Made up of the fragments and fissures, as alive as the stone itself was alive, embodied in the walls of the tunnel. As I watched, one pushed out a hand to me. I recoiled from the gesture, unthinking. These same hands had held me up, spun me around to learn who I was, comforted me as I thought of Aimee. The hand came out of the rock almost as if it were pushing through the thinnest veil of cellophane, the fingers and thumb the only points of contact pushing out through the stone. Stretching it until it should have ripped.


  It looked like a hand.


  The arm that followed it looked like an arm.


  The stone offered no resistance.


  Faces pressed out of the wall, the stone stretching hellishly over the brows and cheeks of children. When the mouths opened to call again, 'Tell him, tell him,' the skin of the stone didn't split or rupture in any way I could see, but still the words came out clear and crisp.


  I knew I was shaking, and I knew it was impossible.


  I had no way of telling whether they had eyes. Like the mouth, the skin of stone stretched across cavities bridging forehead and cheek, making a flat plane of the face. They could see me though, I had no doubt about that. They could see me.


  'What. . . what are they?' I stammered, terrified because I knew what they were, deep down and with cold certainty, I knew what they were.


  'Everything they appear to be. Children. Abandoned. Lost. Hurt. They come here, like the dogs, because they are drawn to us. They feel our pain because they share it in some small way. All of them have been hurt in more ways than should ever happen. They have lost their innocence and all that makes them children, and because of that they are welcome here.' He turned away from me. 'I know them all, even the new faces when they come. They are my children.'


  I shook my head, not wanting to believe because some part of me knew it was the ugliest truth about my city and all of the others like it, and I hated the idea of being a party to its sickness.


  'Are they ghosts?' I asked, stupidly, waving my flag again.


  'Not ghosts,' Malachi smiled indulgently. 'Think of them as reconstructions of the spirit if that makes it easier, emotions unable to let go. They aren't all young, but they appear as children because it is the childhood that dies even when the bodies do not. It is childhood that bears the brunt of society's cruelty. It is childhood that suffers, that bleeds. You could talk to a man but you would see a boy because it is that essence the man retreats to when the world comes down. It is the little boy that shelters in the black room in the middle of the mind and shuts out the rest of the world. It is that part that dies, and yet it is that part that refuses to die.'


  I wanted to say he was wrong, but I thought of my own childhood and how little of it I remembered now, and I couldn't say he was wrong at all. I could touch a few memories, but I couldn't feel them anymore than I could re-live them. As memories, they were dead, parcelled up neatly and locked away in a room labelled 'Too Young To Know Better'. I didn't have a key for that archive. Every now and then part of the child would sneak out to taste my life with that enthusiasm that had made growing up so much fun, but the adult inside me would track him down, drag him back to the room and lock him in the darkness, doubly alert now to any attempted escapes. Every new day it became that little bit more difficult to look at life with that same cock-eyed innocence I once had.


  Malachi could see how much the faces disturbed me. I wanted to talk about betrayal, to carry our earlier conversation to its natural conclusion, but even with my new eyes all I could see were visions     hallucinations, really     of the most intense cruelty. Children in pain, being beaten, being abused, abusing themselves. I couldn't talk. I didn't have words enough to touch my feelings, so I made silence my retreat, understanding a little bit more of the story etched so heavily into Malachi's face.


  I saw now why the old man had called sight a double-edged gift. 'Are they real?'


  'As real as you are now,' Malachi said, softly enough for me to gloss over the inference. I heard it, but I wasn't prepared to think about it so I locked it away in another dark room inside my head, this one labelled, 'Do Not Open Until Christmas'.


  'Do you mind?' I asked, shaking my old tobacco tin. He didn't answer either way, so I took it as an 'I don't mind' silence and started to roll myself another smoke. 'These things'll be the death of me,' I joked lamely, lighting up. Sometimes I think I'm allergic to silence. I drew deeply, and exhaled a dubious looking smoke ring and a contented smile. 'So when do I get out of here and back into the real world?' The smoke ring dissipated in the air between us, my smile following suite as I registered Malachi's frown.


  'Tell him, tell him,' goaded one of the children again. I didn't look its way.


  'Yes, yes,' Malachi muttered, irritably. 'In my own time. It is not to be rushed. Now give me time.'


  'Tell him, tell him,' the chorus was taken up by more impatient voices.


  I felt sorry for the old man, but I won't pretend I wasn't a little disturbed by his reticence. In my limited experience, people don't tend to shy away from giving good news. The kick in the teeth was so blatantly telegraphed that I knew it was coming well before it arrived.
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  Malachi kept his silence as we walked.


  His chosen path took us on a guided tour of decay. After his reaction to my question, I was surprised our slow walk took us out into the open air.


  I lifted my face to the sky, breathing deeply, tasting the air and thinking how fine it was to be alive. It was raining. A fine, gauzy drizzle that stung where it ran into the wounds around my new eyes. I blinked but didn't wipe them.


  We emerged from the hill beyond Dog's Leap Stairs coming through a vault-like door set into the concrete that was seamlessly set into an illusion, so I hadn't been wrong in guessing Matthew's route. I descended the one hundred and forty steps with markedly more care than I might have a day earlier while Malachi shuffled ever downward without so much as a second glance, familiarity taking him beyond the need for sight. At the bottom of the stairs I turned to look back up the way we had come. For anyone looking up from The Side the entrance to the underground looked like part of the railway bridge it was set into. There was no indication that there even was a door, let alone what it led into.


  It was late. I had no idea what the time might have been, but there were no people and no cars.


  Malachi steered me toward an old redbrick office block on the corner of Lower Dene Street that had been empty for as long as I had lived in the city, and then on to a department store on Grainger Street that had closed down when I was seven. The stone facade was dirty and crumbling, filthy black where the grime of the exhaust fumes and cigarette smoke and acid rain had combined to kill its original beauty. Metal grilles were inset into each window, giving the old store the bleak majesty of a mausoleum. Letters still said WENGERS, but streaks of pigeon shit layered over and above the filthy black made them all but illegible to onlookers who didn't know that was what they said. I had never been inside, but my father had bought his first suite there and my grandfather had bought his first pair of football boots there, back in the days when the football boots came up over the ankles and the shorts down over the knees, so I felt a strange kind of attachment, loyalty, to the empty store. I remember making my parents smile by telling them I wanted to buy my first piano there. It had closed long before I had enough money, of course. I ended up buying a second-hand Bechstein baby grand from a shop in the new precinct – not quite as romantic, but the truth seldom is. It's still in the attic bedroom back at the flat, though I don't tinker about on it half as much as I used to.


  That brought me to remembering my family, something I have kind of avoided over the years. Not for any bad reason, or any good one, I suppose. Grandfather used to worship jazz. He made pilgrimages to the Bag O' Nails in the 30's when the No. 1 Rhythm Club used to meet there, and to Café de Paris before Ken 'Snake Hips' Johnson was killed in the bomb blast of '41. He saw Art Tatum play at Ciros, Cyril Blake at Jig's Club and Gerry Moore at the 100 Club. But he never saw me play, and that makes me sad. Dad has seen me play a couple of times, but he hates jazz. He sits there stiffly looking like he'd rather be anywhere else while he nurses a whisky and ice. It's not the same.


  From the deserted store Malachi led me through a series of circuitous streets, beneath yet another railway bridge, and then up Arthurs Hill. Our footsteps echoed eerily, the effect made possible by the absence of all other sounds. Behind the wall of new flats an imposing old grammar school building lay shrouded in more of that filthy blackness I was beginning to associate with disuse. The old school must have been quite something in its day, bustling with bodies and smiles and the raucous bravado of boys as yet untouched by the harsh reality of redbrick life.


  It looked all the more disheartening for the rain.


  Some of the windows had been bricked up, which dated the schoolhouse. There was no way of guessing how long it had been empty. It felt strange. Wrong. Haunted. Places like this shouldn't be left to die all alone, they should be torn down and replaced by something new and useful, where life can be pumped back into the vacant space.


  Creepers and weeds choked up the steps, tendrils rooting into the mortar with such alarming regularity I was left wondering if the weeds were ever to die should the old building fall. Gutters made inconsequential waterfalls that spilled from the eaves of the roof, slicks glossing down the tar-black tiles, the closest nature came to perpetual motion, trickling water out over the begrimed stone walls. Puddles amassed in the shadows beneath.


  I smelled the freshness of the dew on the grass; it was just one of a lot of things that made me realise just how good it felt to be alive. I remember reading a western novel about a gunslinger. One line always stuck with me. Facing down the end, the gunslinger just shrugs and says: 'Today is as good a day as any to die.' I was experiencing a similar emotion, only in reverse. Today was a good day to be alive.


  That set me to thinking about my old school with its prefabricated walls and air-duct heating. How much longer would that monument stand? Five years, ten? I doubted very much it could survive longer. That type of construction harboured its own built in obsolescence. And what would take its place? Another school? An office block? A factory?


  From the school we walked back towards the centre. The sun was starting to rise, but the rain showed no sign of abating. I didn't want it to. I liked it. It made me remember I was alive. For every ounce of discomfort it provided a pound of reassurance. We saw a housing estate on Rye Hill where flats and maisonettes were boarded up and dilapidated, layers of inventive and obscene graffiti overlaid by deadbolts and fireguards. Several boards showed the tell-tale charrings of localised fires. It was a fairly common phenomenon, kids high on solvents or something stronger, breaking and entering, arson on their floating minds. The entire estate was a dead-end. A place to be shunned.


  We didn't stay long. The next landmark was the burnt out husk of the old Victorian arcade just down from Castle Leazes. Like the school, this emptiness felt wrong, but here the roof timbers were burnt and clinging to each other like frail fingers in a coffin embrace. The tiles had melted down, the sky visible through the joists. A pub sign still hung from the wall, one side charred into illegibility, the other barely readable with its picture of a stern Jewish Mother.


  Amid the rubble, skips were full of the detritus of the arcade. Trace memories of the fire still clung to the frame; I could smell them on the wind.


  'Why?' I asked, fed up with waiting for Malachi to explain. The old man's self-absorbed silence was starting to annoy me.


  He held up his right hand and tilted it into the light so I could see whatever it was he wanted me to see. That was his answer. The light didn't help. For my eyes the streets were still places of no colour; the ruined arcade might have been a photograph from the 1920s, the gaslight snuffed. Light, I realised, or lack of light, made no discernible difference. My vision in the tunnels beneath the city was as sharp and clear as it was in the after midnight dark and the rising dawn. In daylight, I reasoned, it would be somewhat less than it had been before the Tin Man, but in darkness it had already proved itself by far and away superior.


  I remembered, very vaguely, a wet Tuesday morning spent listening to a biology teacher talking about rods and cones and the human eye, about how they reacted differently for day and night vision. In there one small answer lay, I had no doubt, but it was locked away as unremembered, and I doubted very much whether I would understand even if by some fluke I could remember.


  So I let it go.


  There was little to see in the creases of Malachi's hand, or so I thought, until I looked closer. The skin of his palm was akin to that of his face, transparently lacking in any true pigmentation. I put that lack down to years spent locked away underground, out of the light. But that wasn't the confession he was offering. No, like the streets we had walked, the buildings he had taken pains to show me, Malachi's fingers were suffering their own decays, cracks fragmenting what should have been skin. His index finger had crumbled through to the calcite of the bone, though not yet the marrow.


  'The estate,' he said. If he was reading my mind, was I really meant to believe that there was some kind of symbiotic link between the destruction of the housing estate on Rye Hill and the leprosy in his fingers? Did he think I was that gullible? 'Not gullible,' he sighed, rolling back the cuff of his smock to expose the length of his forearm. Like his fingers, the muscle beneath his translucent skin seemed to be undergoing the most hideous of dissolutions. Ragged muscle and strips of fatty vein powdered. 'Declan, I am what I appear to be. I don't claim to be anything more. I prosper as the city above prospers, and I suffer as the city above me suffers. I could tear open my smock and show you a cavity in my ribcage that is the result of demolition men in Paradise. I could use that cavity to show you a city within me, where I am tearing open my smock to show you a cavity in my ribcage that is the result of demolition men in Paradise. I could use that cavity to show you a further city within that me, where again I am tearing open my smock. You could fall into me and keep falling through a hundred versions of me. A thousand. You could just keep falling.'


  'Bullshit,' I said, shaking my head. Too fucking much! I wanted to scream it into his face. Even after everything I had seen, the idea of a man with a city inside him, with a man and a city degenerating ad infinitum, like a twisted version of the Russian Doll puzzles, was too much to take in.


  I couldn't bring myself to discount it wholly as idle boasting, though. He was a surprising man. Maybe he could show me the place he spoke of, but what would it have been? Mesmerism? A trick?


  'You need to see to believe?' He said, pulling open his smock. I looked at his face, but there was no emotion there, no disappointment. I looked down from his face. A thick mat of wire grey hair clung to his breastbone before it caved in on a dark cavity. My eyes were drawn closer, sucked in by the illusion he was carefully weaving. I picked out points of light, felt myself being drawn towards them. Something happened then; something I wouldn't swear to, but it needs to be said. I saw flickers of colour. It goes against everything I have said, but dogs’ eyes or no, I saw colours. Gold, fine filaments that crackled with life, bristled with the dancing currents of electricity, though each one sparked in a closed circuit. There were three that I saw instantly, then I felt the wind streaming through my hair and I was falling. The circles of gold grew and separated and suddenly more colours were racing to meet my eyes; true colours, greens and blues, white, and reds; pockets of angry red. Churches were erected on the gold. I saw streets and people and each owned a colour, not so much a halo as an aura, a radiance wholly their own, uniquely theirs. I tasted waves of hate surging off the red, calm drifting from the blue, goodness from the green, but I fell towards the white and the white was mine. A single spot of whiteness. I snapped back into myself, nausea climbing up from my gorge. It was a struggle to wrench my eyes from the monstrosity of Malachi's stomach, but I did it.


  The sudden bout of dizziness was all but over-whelming.


  Saying nothing, Malachi rolled up his other cuff. This arm was perfect, the skin almost opaque. I didn't understand what it meant. The significance. I didn't understand any of it. I was out of my depth and drowning, and here was this old man waiting expectantly for me to learn how to swim. As with most people, there is a thick part of bone midway between my temples that sometimes takes a fair amount of bludgeoning before it lets the message seep through. Unlike most people's, my bone is confirmed hydrophobic.


  'The new cinema complex out beyond Manors. The retail park below Scotswood. The motorway expansion. The city centre ring road. The housing development in Walkergate.’ He turned to me and smiled gently. ‘Between them, and others, they make up this health. Life is being pumped back into the city.'


  I stared at the old man. I don't know whether he was being deliberately obtuse, but where he claimed life I saw pollution and ugly, cankerous architecture. I didn't rise to the bait. 'What were the colours?' I asked instead, offering no real explanation. Let him read my mind if he wanted more. This time though, I felt the touch of his mind, like the rustle of a snake at the back of my brain. From nothing, no feeling, I lashed out at it, throwing the thought of a substantial fist at the unaware presence. Felt the momentary emptiness after the eviction and then my mind swamped back to fill the void. He was gone.


  Malachi's face twisted. I read what I thought was shock in his eyes. It wasn't. He knew what he was doing. The old bastard was manipulating me like the pedals on my old Bechstein and already I was dancing to his tune like a headless ballerina.


  He held up an unsteady hand.


  'Good, Declan. It does not do to be passive inside one's own thoughts. Would you believe me if I said the colours you saw were God's hand in all of this?'


  'No,' I said, simply, not feeling the need to lie. 'I have no time for God and God has no time for me. We came to an arrangement a long time ago and it suits us just fine.'


  'Then I will not tell you any more than this: there are more things on heaven and earth than I or any one of us can explain. The colours are energies, and not all of them are wholesome. The reds and darker stains have their own corruptive touch. Their taint is consuming. They feed and grow, and their appetite is immense. All encompassing, I fear. Think of a place, and I can promise you their canker is already taking root there.'


  'How do you know all of this?'


  Malachi spread his arms wide. 'I am the city, it is me.' His face wore a sadness that went beyond mere sorrow. 'The sickness is inside of me even as I stand here, eating away at my flesh. All that is wrong is inside me. You have seen my hands. The killer is inside me. The hatred is spreading within me and there is little I can do to prevent it. I am corrupt. The people within me are corrupt. Filth walks my streets. My children suffer. I will die, and the city with me. I cannot let that be. I have seen dead cities, Declan and I won't be a party to it happening again. I won't stand by without raising a hand in my defence.'


  I looked at him and saw an old, tired man who despite his fighting words had lost the will to fight. He was right, he was dying. Maybe it was cancer. Surely it was cancer. 'Even if everything you say is true, I don't see what I can do,' I said to him, honestly.


  He nodded. I expected him to object, but he didn't. He asked: 'What did you see when you found yourself within me?'


  'Whiteness,' I said with a shrug, remembering all too vividly the descent into myself. I shuddered.


  'And what is white, Declan, if it isn't the presence of all colours? If you can accept that the world is composed of these conflicting energies, can you also accept that you are somehow all of them, good and bad? Think before you give me your answer. When you looked, were you the only glimmer of whiteness, or were there many?'


  I thought, though I knew the answer without thinking.


  'I saw a single white light, and it was me.'


  'I know. You are more than a pianist, Declan. You are my sword. You have to cut the cancer out of me.'
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  I turned my back on him, but I couldn't walk away. I felt cold, colder than I should. It was a symptom of my discomfort, I am sure. The sun was higher now, life slowly filtering back out onto the wet streets. A flock of seagulls had drifted inland. I was ashamed and confused. I didn't know what I was supposed to think. Malachi was talking, but his words sounded like a grim urban fairy tale. I wasn't a prince or a white knight. I had no skill outside music, and I had never heard of ragtime piano playing slaying dragons.


  Looking at the last twenty four hours objectively, I had seen more than I could be expected to absorb, and I was frightened. That fear was at the root of it all, the great motivator.


  'Why me?' It sounded lame, but it was the most honest reaction I could give. I didn't turn to face him, I didn't want to see his face because I had a fair idea what I would see. 'I don't want to be a hero. I want to go home to Aimee. Can't you find another white light to lead your crusade?'


  'There are no others, Declan. You are the White and I am your protectorate. The task is yours… you were born for it. Let me inside your head. There are memories of our pasts together you should share.'


  'And what if I say no? What if I start walking and keep on going until I am well away from here? What then?'


  'We would die. You quickly, me more slowly.'


  That was the betrayal he spoke of. Frustrated, I threw the stone staff into the gutter, wanting nothing to do with it. I felt the tentative touch of Malachi's mind on mine. Felt his presence. Sensed his discomfort at being inside a hostile place. I waited for his next party trick, wondering what he might show me or pull from my childhood that could bear some relation on this moment. There was no falling this time, only blackness and sounds; shouting. Battle cries, the clash of steel on steel on all sides. Frightened horses. A blood red sky. And amid it all, a figure in white, blazing like a child's impression of a glorious hero striving against evil. Streaming hair and battle frenzy, bodies at its feet, broken and bloodied. We shared much, our features close if not the same. But our  eyes. . . He bore the scars of my blindness, vacant sockets filled with blood, crying red tears. . . I felt sick, spinning, felt the lure of his presence and the rising blood lust. I was feverish, my blade heavy in my tired arms. I swung again, bringing the sword to bear on a red face-painted foe. Without second thought, I dropped to one knee and plunged my blade into my enemy's groin, blood gouting as I pulled it free to face the melee, and had to react instantly to parry an overhead blow aimed at smashing my skull. I gutted the deliverer, but took a blow on the side of the head from an unseen foe and found myself spinning away. . . spinning… spinning until –


  My hand moved to level the sword but I was holding a gun. A six shot Peacemaker. I was looking out of new eyes at a man clad in black leather, standing twenty paces distant. Tumbleweed chasing between us. I had never fired a gun, I knew, and I was going to die because I had no time to learn. I pulled the trigger and watched my bullet punch into the man in black's shoulder. It spun him, sending his own shot high and wide. I pulled the trigger again, punching a hole through his throat, and again, opening a third eye in his forehead before he hit the dirt. I felt the overwhelming flood of relief from the ground and the air around me.


  I re-holstered my Peacemaker and saw my reflection in the begrimed window of the Saloon Bar. I saw my own face, older and craggier, but very much my own. I saw the hollows where there should have been eyes and they made me nauseous. I staggered and vomited onto the dusty street.


  I saw more, but the memories were abhorrent. They touched chords, stirred emotions, traces of other personalities within me that weren't mine, drawing me ever deeper into Malachi's web. I bore them for as long as I was able, and then I could take no more. I imagined the sky above the burning town to be a membrane holding me into Malachi's memories. I saw my tramp weighed down with the bodies of birds flocking to him; I saw decay in everything about him; I saw the Oz Parasites and others like them tearing up the streets; I saw kids in gangs and adults with knives, the sickness killing Malachi, and I concentrated on ripping a tear through the fabric of that membrane, giving me air to breath and a chance to escape.


  And then I was looking at myself and I knew it was me, not some trick. I reeled, putting out a hand to test the solidity of the world as much to steady myself. I hated him then. 'They weren't. . . They weren't. . . me, were they?'


  'Others like you,' I heard Malachi say from a thousand miles distant and receding. 'Whites, but you are right, they weren't you. This, here and now, is your time, not some past. The threat you witnessed is as real now as it ever was. I fear it is always the time of wickedness and there we falter because our season is not so long and good men are few.'


  'I don't have a choice in this, do I?' I observed, second-guessing him. We both knew what the truth was, but I needed to hear Malachi say it out loud.


  'There is always a choice, Declan. Never think that there isn't or we would be as corrupt as the Red. It is only that we may not wish to make our choice. That comes down to the individual. Let me show you yours so you might make it.'


  He walked past me without looking back to see if I was following. I didn't know whether to. Kids in rags chased by us, spinning and throwing insults and garbage and broken glass. They looked at me and laughed. Jeered. All that I had been was denounced by their mocking laughter. As Malachi said, it was beyond me. I wanted to be alone to think, but I needed to know more, so I followed him as he walked to the HighLevelBridge.


  I don't know if his choice of bridges was deliberate, but I suspect it was. Taking me back to where I fell made me think about what tomorrow ought to have held, not the way it was shaping up. He stood in the half-light waiting for me to catch up.


  'You asked what would happen if you were to walk away?' I nodded. I felt twisted and chewed up, coming back here. The rain had washed my blood from the pavement, but it was there, indelibly marked into the stones. 'You can't walk away, Declan. You are part of this city now, tied to it. Your link is as strong and as permanent as mine has ever been. Your resurrection is dependent upon its health. Your life isn't permanent. You breathe as long as you are within the boundaries of my influence. If you were to walk across the river now, leaving the boundary of the city you would die. There is no going home, Declan. I wish there was. I do not expect your forgiveness now. I do not deserve it. I should have told you sooner, but I could not. I am sorry.'


  'I can't believe you,' I said. It wasn't an objection. It was the truth. I couldn't believe him. I couldn't believe there was no going home. I couldn't believe I was his saviour. I couldn't believe I was to become some sort of killer. 'I can't. I won't kill for you, old man. I won't raise a hand.' I felt sick to the core.


  Malachi nodded knowingly, smug. 'I wouldn't have it any other way, my son. You would not be you if it were otherwise.' He let me go, knowing I would return. Knowing I had no choice but to.


  I started to walk, my freedom at stake. If I made it to the other side I was free. I determined to keep going and never look back. Early morning mist shrouded everything from twenty feet in, a netherworld of shades and ghosts that I had become a part of. Inky black shapes wavered like spectres in the fog. I felt a peculiar sense of longing. Longing to join those spectres in the inky black. Longing after the arms that could have been there to carry me home.


  He was right. I saw it in my hands first. As I approached the mist the dissolution began. An intense white light blistered out of the cracks. I recognised the effect from Malachi's fingers. I wouldn't reach the fogbank, if I kept on going I would erupt into a brilliant white radiance that would only dissolve to become part of it and before the morning was through I would have dissipated with the wind.


  Falling to my knees I screamed and clawed at my face, wanting those wretched eyes out of my head, wanting everything to be back the way it had been yesterday. Wanting to be a piano player again. I didn't have the guts to pick myself up and carry on walking into oblivion. I could only cry:


  'What do you want me to do?'


  My words came back to me on the wind. There was no easy answer. I could only pick myself up and start walking back to face down whatever monsters this tomorrow had in store.


  I experienced a fleeting awareness of something very pure, charged, and yet quite empty; an uncomfortable adrenal exultation as I lost touch with all of the more individual aspects of self.


  I had lied when I said I couldn't cry: I could. I cried tears of blood for myself and for everyone whose life I was about to touch.
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  For he who lives more lives than one,


  More deaths than one must die.


  Oscar Wilde,


  The Ballad Of Reading Gaol.


  
     
  


  I go amongst the buildings of a city and I see men hurrying along


  To what?


  The Creature has a purpose and his eyes are bright with it.


  John Keats,


  Letter, 1819.


  
     
  


  The people are the city.


  Shakespeare,


  Coriolanus.
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  And then a miracle.


  I heard it first as a flutter; delicate, the tiny sound of wing beats no more than vibrations in the stagnant air, soft against my cheek like the touch of a gentling lover. I didn't open my eyes, not at first. I savoured the cool caress of the breeze as it laved the contours of my skin, laboured within that  soupy tranquillity. I thought about anything except what horrors might be waiting for me to open my eyes and see them. Anything.


  And I hated Malachi for that; for his gift. His double-edged sword. Already, I feared what I had so hungrily sought. How different a few hours could make the world. It made so little sense, but that was the cold reality of the lesson and I had no choice but to learn to accept it.


  Then the sounds truly began to fill my ears; they started as a low, inconsistent thrum, whippourwilling like a reed caught in a rush, and built in vibrancy and pitch as weight of numbers added insistency to the tiny flutters.


  I had no conception of what miracle or monstrosity I might see, and even had I had some inkling it would have paled against the reality; the truth being far stranger than any fiction I might have been capable of conjuring.


  I opened my stolen eyes only for the world to explode into a full vibrant palette of colour that threatened to overwhelm me.


  Butterflies, speckles of colour, wings churning minute ripples through the air, their number amplifying the bizarre effect so much so that I could feel the wind coming off them tangibly enough to make raising my head from my hands a genuine physical challenge. But I did it. And I looked up.


  A golden syrup of spring light had broken over the arches of the bridge while I had hidden within myself. It tingled curiously as it brushed my skin, felt soothing, warm. I let myself bask in that warmth, feeling safe for the first time in as long as I could remember.


  I wanted to laugh. Safe. What the hell was safe? And how could I possibly translate my current predicament into an image of an oasis, a haven? How could I mix things up so drastically?


  A host of cabbage white butterflies settled on my head and shoulders, their tiny bodies weighing nothing. I stood, slowly, careful not to disturb the magic that kept the butterflies anchored to my body. The world was crazy, but then, I suspected, so was I. I lifted my hands above my head, then allowed them to float down until my arms were horizontal, forming a shaky perch. I let my head tilt back, took several deep breaths, and took a good long look at the sky… but instead of the sky I saw a funnel of darkness that streaked up through the light, and in that funnel I saw thousands upon thousands of butterflies spilling out of the darkness to swarm over my body and the bridge, their bodies a living plague of spinning motion.


  In that light the plague might have been a million shards of glass breaking to shower over my head.


  I felt the wing tips brush across my face, no edge to their abrasion, no cut to my skin, no blood, and I started to spin, thoughts erupting inside my brain to chase away the butterflies.


  I began to scream; not a mad scream; not a frightened scream; I let my lungs empty to the sound of an alive scream.


  I was flapping my arms and dancing through the blanket of butterflies that smothered the bridge, crushing thousands of the perfect insects beneath my clumsy feet. But I didn't care. Inside, I felt buoyant. I felt alive and it was the best, the most intense, feeling I have ever had to try to explain.


  Of Malachi there was no sign. I was too caught up in the freakishness of the scene to care, but I should have noticed a good deal sooner than I did. Instead, I was alive with a whole cacophony of unlikely thoughts, and not all of them about butterflies. I had stumbled into the middle of something, I knew that, but was I the cause? Was it my presence that triggered the insect congregation or would it have happened anyway? Was it some freakish ritual that welcomed spring each year? Something that set butterflies apart from the other winged brethren of winter and summer? I couldn't know, but part of me was scared by the thought that maybe I was the catalyst, that something about me had changed radically enough for my body to become a beacon a magnet for the entire butterfly kingdom so that I drew them as a corpse draws flies.


  I stopped spinning. Stopped trying to chase them away, and looked around me for the first time since Malachi had left me. The bridge hadn't changed. The far side, the Gateshead side, was tauntingly close but I wasn't going any nearer, not after what I had seen. I turned my back on everything that waited over there and started to walk back through the butterflies, crushing their tiny bodies under my feet once more.


  I was crying.


  I am not certain why, but there were tears on my cheeks. I made no move to wipe them away. Instead, I trudged slowly back into the city, not caring who saw me or the state that they saw me in.
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  I said it was a miracle, I know, but that's not strictly true.


  It wasn't a miracle so much as it was a rebirth, my coming out of my own cocoon, emerging with my own wings, if you like. I like that image. I think it's apt.


  Still, being born again wasn't easy, not like being born the first time when my mind was empty and I had no ideas of what I might expect. Second time around, I was torn between pillar and post, grief and joy. Grief for the life I had lost, joy for the life I had somehow found. It was a dream, like flying was a dream, like touching the stars and bringing them to my lips was a dream, but it was life as well. It was another chance to walk with my friends, another chance to catch that bus, another chance to be that brilliant shooting star, to blaze across the blue-black sky above the city. Another chance.


  And I didn't know what I had done to deserve it.
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  You might have guessed by now just how fond I am of imagery. For me, so much of what I see is what I am. More so now than before, but it has always been an influence lurking somewhere in the background, sometimes to the extent that, unconsciously, I chase an image that really ought to be there when there is nothing near at hand but good old fashioned muck and magic. I'm a great believer in things making sense if you stare at them forcefully enough, like those damned stupid 3-D pictures that are supposed to trigger our 'magic eyes' by looking like Mandlebrot explosions of garish colour.


  I stare and I stare, and if I don't see… well, I'll own up to being as stubborn as an ass. I knuckle down and stare all the harder, perversely sure that it is my own stupidity obscuring a perfectly plain solution. Not the most technical concept of enlightenment, but nowhere on my c.v. does it say the word philosopher.


  So I came off the bridge and walked the same path of decay, looked at the same sights, and thought about the few insights Malachi had allowed me to share, but this time as I walked I took notice of things. I saw the children on the streets and not far away the cardboard boxes soaked through, and I wondered just how many of them were homes to youngsters who had nowhere else to retreat, nowhere safe and warm. Nowhere homely. This time I felt something more than pity or disgust. I felt a fledgling kinship with those kids, too.


  I felt shame as I remembered the times I had brushed past some of the faces in the main streets of the city. Main streets or mean streets? I recognised my own mistakes, my own stupidity, being taken in by the misinformation about 'rich' beggars coining it in left and right in any town like Newcastle. Blagging the locals out of cash for a coffee and retiring from a good day's work with more to spend than I could earn in a couple of nights’ brisk piano playing. I felt the knot tighten inside my stomach and recognised how physically sick I felt, shocked by my own weakness.


  Weakness is the wrong word. The kids out here were not living rough because it was good, or because it was cool. They were running away from something, something frightening enough to make them think there was no way to turn back, no way to go home, or if there was the cost was too great, the risk beyond measure, the reward too small.


  Walking this time, I felt wretched. I passed the rank and file of boxes, forcing myself to look beyond the mask of shadows those poor kids drew about themselves in place of blankets, forcing myself to see. To really see. And looking, I realised something else. I had lost my fear. Their rags did not intimidate or revolt me, or send me running. I wanted to offer the kids something, and all I could think of was shelter. A place to go where they had a chance of dealing with their own ghosts without having to worry about where the next mouthful was coming from or how thin their coats were with winter drawing in.


  There had to be somewhere like that in the city. There simply had to be. I hadn't seen any posters advertising a refuge but I couldn't believe that people didn't care, not with the big myth of the friendly North and the salt-of-the-earth Geordies.


  Then I remembered the mission on Prudhoe Street, red bricks opposite the brewery, but I couldn't for the life of me remember if it was a refuge or a paying hostel like the YWCA around the corner.


  I put my fingers to my temples, trying to massage the ache out of my head, but it refused to go away.


  Back there I had told Malachi I wouldn't fight for him, and I had meant it. I wouldn't raise my hand, fist, gun, sword or stone for him, not in violence. Not the way I thought he wanted. Piano players don't make the greatest vigilantes, I would have thought that was obvious. We don't tote guns particularly well and we don't put the frighteners on people unless you count duff notes in smoky bars as frighteners. Speaking for myself, if I tried to swing a fist in anger I'd probably end up knocking myself senseless. Sugar Ray Shea I'm not.


  That didn't mean I was going to lie down and let the Oz Parasites and whatever other nasties the night held trample all over me. Oh no – there had to be another way and right then I had the makings of an idea that refused to go away.


  Remember that lousy television programme with the talking car? Of course you do. Every week this trite little monologue voiced over the introduction, talking up the Robin Hood-like characteristics of the hero and every week I tuned out, forgiving myself for enjoying that kind of pulp fiction. But maybe that little monologue had a point, maybe one man could make a difference.


  And if he could, surely the measure of the man was how big that difference really was.
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  By lunch time I was knocking on God's door, hoping he had the answer or at least another piece of the jigsaw puzzle.


  I'm normally the first person to call a spade a spade. Part-time religion like my own is unadulterated hypocrisy, riddled with about-faces and blind eyes. True faith if I ever had it is something I let slide a long time ago. I was the original good Christian gone bad, as dear brother Ciaran liked to remind me, but things are seldom that black and white. I'm forever admitting that I am less than one hundred percent virtuous, but sex, drugs and jazz aren't  frequently talked about subjects because the link between them, if there is one, is fairly tenuous. No, there's still that miniature bell inside my head that thrills to the music of a higher purpose. A swift, sure hand to guide me where I need guidance, to stand back and allow me to make my own mistakes when I need to make them, to allow me to disbelieve when I need to disbelieve. Most of all, to allow me to disbelieve because if I have to think about it I'm thinking about dying and that makes me scared. Being gone forever, an eternity of nothing, empty of thought scares me shitless.


  There I was, and all I had to go on were the dwindling recollections of that strange map I had fallen into. It didn't occur to me just how insane my stream of thought must have been back then. I pictured the gold filaments crackling with energy, life, and the churches that tapped that vein as best I could. And that memory was the best place I had to start, of that much I was certain.


  Even then I couldn't simply walk up and demand God's ear. I loitered, looking at the patchwork of sandstone and soot and the copper crenulations of St. Thomas's Church, searching inside myself for courage that this time was not there.


  I know I've said it before, and I imagine I will say it again, but there's no harm repeating it: I was surrounded by people and yet totally and utterly alone. Nameless bodies spilled out of the Metro station to queue by the out-of-order traffic lights and join the mass of random motion that was Northumberland Street in bloom, but not me. The schizophrenic duality of this little patch of Newcastle couldn't fail to hit home. An oasis of stonework two hundred years old, forced to batten down the hatches and ride out the turbulence that seems to be epitomising the last few years of our millennium. Far from at peace and I imagined, content just to survive.


  That was a feeling I could freely identify with.


  Not only were the red doors shut against the warmth of the day, the metal gates across them had been secured by heavy duty motorcycle chains, and they were a damning indictment in themselves.


  The duality wasn't wholly external; oh, that it could have been. I was as much an anomaly as the world around me. As much of an oasis. There was both bitterness and anger inside my skin, warring like opposing armies on a battlefield of corrupting flesh. Part of me ached with the need to strike out, strike back, to do something, stop being a passenger. Another part of me was deeply scared and wanted to bury its head beneath the paving slabs and hope the whole damned thing just picked up its luggage and passed me by. All of me, heart and soul, wanted to pick up a telephone and call Aimee.


  But no part of me wanted to open that door.


  I put it off as long as I could. I sheltered beneath the wings of the Dark Angel. I knew the statue had a real name, Angel's Wings Balancing Swords And Justice or something equally obscure, but to me it could only ever be the Dark Angel. A statue like the Angel didn't need frills. It was dark and menacing and imposing and striking and beautiful all at once, and it said more than: 'I'm here to honour the dead.' It said: 'I'm here to avenge.'


  I had seen a charcoal sketch of it by a local pavement artist and fallen in love at once. Before then, I'm not so sure I had even noticed the Angel, tucked away as it is. But that day, I had walked away from it happy to carry on with my own life, but it hadn't walked away from me. I just had to have it, no matter that I didn't have the money to pay for it, so I nagged Aimee until she did her trick with the cash points and plastic and I had to practically force myself to bite my tongue when she insisted on wrapping it up for Christmas. It wasn't christened the Dark Angel until it was hanging over the fireplace in the music room and that was when it took on an aspect all of its own. Ask me and I would swear that picture changed the way I played.


  And then I started brooding about everything that was on the wrong side of the river for me now; out of reach and suddenly beautiful, everything I wanted because I couldn't have it. We all want something beautiful in our lives, we all yearn, but most of us already have that something. It isn't until it's gone that we realise just how beautiful it was.


  A sign in the street outside said 'Christmas cards for sale.' It took me two minutes to work out what was wrong with that – namely that Christmas was still seven months away. Next to the sign a busker was tuning up his acoustic guitar. He was something to take my mind off going inside so I settled down beside him. Smiling, he offered me a harmonica and I couldn't very well say no, so I started tentatively blowing what I hoped was the opening of John Lennon's Working Class Hero, waiting for my new found friend to catch up with my train of thought.


  He was good, that boy. Better than good. He didn't just catch up, he took the reins and left me to sing what I had started. For a few minutes we were a pocket of rhythm in the tidal swell of disharmony, not strong enough to stem the tide but not caring either, just playing and enjoying it for its honesty.


  We played a few together, none of them classics after they had received our treatment but all of them fun. Moon Dance, Hey Jude and Blinded By The Light ala Asbury Park. People passed us by, some listening, one or two singing along as they went by, a few smiles, most not even registering our impromptu skiffle. No one slowed to drop a few coins in his open guitar case. For a short while I had joined another hard life, but this one, at least, brought a few smiles along the way.


  When I pushed myself back to my feet I dropped a handful of shrapnel into the case and bowed my head.


  No matter how much I might have wanted to, I couldn't keep putting it off indefinitely. Even with the main doors barred, a small side door into the sacristy suggested hospitality. So I knocked. I didn't just walk in as I might have done on other days, other occasions. I went as far as the sacristy door, knocked and waited, not sure what to expect. The knot tying itself inside my stomach was surprisingly similar to anticipation, expectancy. I couldn't understand it and yet I couldn't help but think of it in the same vein as excitement. A rush. A hit.
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  The vicar opened the door.


  In doing so, however, he answered none of the questions I might have hoped his presence would answer. Assuaged none of the guilt I felt weighing me down. There was no mystery to the ordinary man that greeted me. And he wasn't holding one of the corner pieces of my ever fragmenting puzzle.


  'May I help you?' He asked quizzically. I must have been a sight for sore eyes


  My God, my eyes. . . Too late, I remembered my eyes, raised my hand quickly to cover them, praying he hadn't seen what I knew he must have


  'Come inside,' he said quickly, unshaken but obviously recognising my discomfort or perhaps sensing there was more to this than first impressions might have lead him sensibly to believe.


  His parish could not have been an easy one to minister to. Not in this part of the city. I guessed the vicar took me for some beaten member of one family or another, caught up in the violence of Newcastle's underbelly. That was fine for now. There were families I wouldn't want to tangle with, bad families well known to everyone who lived within the city limits and a damned sight more who lived outside them. If he thought that that was indeed my misfortune then maybe, just maybe, I could turn my wounding to my advantage.


  I played out the subterfuge, taking his hand with a grip weak enough to suggest I needed to be led into his sanctuary. Our footsteps were surprisingly soft, subdued, their echo not as cold nor as hollow as the high vaulted ceiling ought to have produced.


  The sacristy was surprisingly warm, certainly warmer than my memories of Sunday School chapels might have led me to expect. I noticed the white enamel of the pipes paralleling the length of the compact little recess. A centrally heated church. I shook my head. All of this in the name of progress. . .


  'Sit down, son.' He said, guiding me with concerned hands. 'Do you want something? A drink?'


  I nodded, 'A drink.' I said, looking at my benefactor for the first time without my hand there to obscure my vision. He was young, surprisingly so really. Attaching a quick mental tag I put him in his mid-thirties. No older, certainly. He had long hair for a man of the cloth, just short of shoulder length and blonde, neatly parted in the centre without hanging like the lank curtains long hair often became on men, and a fine beard that couldn't hide the gentle set of his features nor the cold comfort of his dog collar. His body, like his demeanour, was lightly put together. A gust of wind might have knocked him over, but even on this cursory inspection he struck me as the kind of man who would dust himself off and get up to get blown down all over again, and keep on getting up and being blown down.


  A good man to have in your corner. I needed someone like that. Someone who would keep on getting up for me or die trying to make it back to his feet. I reached out to him but he was already away, his back to me. He disappeared through the door to his private chambers, leaving the door wide long enough to hear a snatch of unholy country-rock coming from inside, and came back with a brandy that tasted so good when it hit the back of my throat part of me was sorely tempted to take the Lord's name in vain; the part of me that still remembered what a good shot of liquor did for the system and didn't give a damn about liver failure.


  'I need a cigarette,' I said then, expecting his rebuke but instead he nodded indulgently, offering me a coffin-nail of his own from a pack of Royal Lights. I took one and lit up, tasting the nicotine and identifying it as nectar. Ambrosia. I felt no shame taking a drag in church and assumed that was an indication of just how far I had slid.


  Purple votive candles were lit and doing penance or whatever it is they do for the soul they burn for, their smoke acrid, their scent sickly.


  He was waiting for me to speak but I didn't know where I was supposed to start. It was a big conversation, and it was a mad one, and I didn't know how I was supposed to broach it. I could have let the silence drag, but that would have made it worse for both of us. 'This place,' I said, opening my arms to embrace the pulpit and the aisles and the altar on the other side of the dividing wall, as well as everything my arms weren't wide enough to encompass, 'This city, is dying.' Having said that much I didn't know where I was going; where I could take the conversation after an opening gambit like that. What could I tell him that could get my message across without having me recount impossibilities even I was starting to doubt? I wouldn't have blamed him if he had thrown me out of his church for blasphemy like that, so I opened my mouth and let it come out any way it wanted:


  'Look at the streets; you've walked them, you've seen everything I have. Look at the cracks in the pavement and tell me what you see crawling out of them. You're not blind. You can't tell me you don't care. That you turn a blind eye. . . Homeless kids sleeping rough and risking more than just the cold where they doss down. . .' I couldn't bring myself to say anything else, not then. Visions swam up inside my mind. Stronger and more potent than memories. I wanted to turn and run from them but I couldn't. I felt myself becoming annoyed. I wanted to say it so right… to get my message across and make him help, but the words were wrapped up in a little bundle of rags that my fingers were not nimble enough to unwrap.


  'Are you all right?'


  'No,' I said, and I wasn't. 'Maybe that's the problem. Maybe I feel guilty because even though I'm not all right I am a damned sight more all right than the kids out there. They shouldn't have to live like that. No one should. Shit, they should be growing up, going to school and worrying about how uncool it is to fall in love with their teacher, not trading access to their bodies for some bastard's cheap fucking thrills.'


  I lashed out at the wooden back of the pew in front of me, slamming the flat of my hand into it in frustration. 'Shit.'


  'I don't mean that,' He paused uncomfortably, hoping I might guess his unsaid meaning. I couldn't make it easy for him; unlike Malachi I couldn't read minds. I waited. 'Your eyes?' There, he said it and we could both carry on. My eyes.


  'I was jumped,' I lied, silently apologising to the Big Fella for my little white indiscretion. This once I guessed he wouldn't hold it against me. 'They don't hurt. They probably look a lot worse than they are. I bleed a lot. Always have. Something to do with my blood cells.' I explained, massaging my hand.


  'If you say so,' he said, unconvinced. 'Did you see who. . . hit you?'


  'Not well enough.' I said quietly, frightening myself with the intensity of my answer. The depth of feeling beneath it. 'There were three of them. . . tramps, I think. Or at least they dressed like tramps, but that's all I saw.'


  He came closer, took my face in his hands. 'My God,' he muttered, probing my face. 'They cut you, didn't they?'


  'Yes,' I admitted, remembering their knives and enduring his fingers as they felt out the seriousness of my wounds.


  'You need to get this seen to properly.'


  'I'll be fine,' I said flatly, knowing full well that I would heal given enough time. Better that than trying to explain away the eyes of two different breeds of dog to the doctors in the RVI.


  'Well, let me clean you up at least,' he insisted, tilting my head back enough to catch the light. It was hard to argue, but in the end I didn't have to. He caught the cord of the pendant Matthew had hung around my neck and started to draw it out. The body of the bird fell through his fingers before its angular wings were free of my neck.


  The vicar recoiled, ashen and shaking, and kept backing away as I moved, trying to put as much distance between us as he could.


  'Oh, Jesus. . . Get out! Get out! I don't want any part of this. I don't want to be involved. . . Please go. Please. . .'


  His change in attitude was stunning, its speed dizzying. I shook my head carefully, trying to slow everything down, wishing I might make any other gesture but knowing I couldn't. Not this time. He knew what it was. What it meant. Knew more than I did.


  And if he knew, how many others knew about the strange double life of the city? I shuddered to think, but didn't give myself the chance to. 'We have to talk,' I rasped, hoarse and fearful; probably more frightened than the priest was, truth be told. I took him by the collar, lifted him, forcing him to look at me.


  Felt myself shaking.


  His eyes were wild, roving, trying to look anywhere without focusing on me. I drew him closer until we were touching brow to brow, nose to nose. Let him feel my breath in his throat, my blood on his cheeks. Let him see my eyes. I said it again. 'We need to talk, you and I, and that is what I mean to do.'


  'No. . . No. . . Leave me be, please. I won't stop you. I won't interfere.'


  I don't know what I expected to happen, particularly after the street corner evangelist biting out his own tongue as he tried to decry me. Whatever next? Spiders? The thought leapt into my mind and suddenly I was seeing them, a multitude of spindly black legs spilling out of the padre's gaping mouth, his cheeks opening up like a ruptured birthing sac, more of those legs emerging, twitching as they tasted the air.


  They weren't there. I knew that, but I had to shake my head to stop seeing them, the part of my brain that decodes the visual input of the outside world insisting that the impossible was there and had been all along.


  'No,' I said, duplicating him… and then said nothing more for one. . . two. . . three heartbeats, just that spiritless word hanging between us, then: 'You're going to talk to me and you're going to tell me what I want to know.' I touched a finger to his eye, God forgive me. I touched a finger to his eye and slowly, deliberately, traced cuts similar to those around mine and let him work it out. 'Do we understand each other?'


  He swallowed and nodded, visibly scared as he digested the full, sick meaning of my tight gesture, and I hated myself. It didn't matter that I couldn't have done it, not what I was threatening. It didn't matter that I wasn't capable of that kind of monstrosity – he believed I was, which was far worse in its own way. Something about me had changed so much so that a complete stranger could be menaced into submission by the soft stroking of my index finger against his cheek. But something about me had changed, and I was beginning to think that it had changed for the worse after all.


  I rubbed at my eyes, unconsciously reinforcing the threat of a moment before; not letting him forget just who was in charge. It was a torture technique, nothing more. A way of extracting information that I wanted to know.


  I let my grip on his collar slide. Licked my lips because their dryness was suddenly unbearable.


  'What is this?' I asked finally, my fingers resting on the strange metal bird hanging around my neck. 'Why did it frighten you like that?'


  The vicar's eyes were wide, and it was more than fear that had them like that. Far more. The depth of the man's terror was incredible, like a great gaping black maw and I could feel its hysterical pull, feel it trying to drag me into that blackness with him.


  I hit him; cuffed him across the cheek. Not hard, but hard enough to draw blood, his teeth cutting his gums as his head rocked back. I couldn't believe I had just hit the man. . . But I did not feel any guilt; I did not feel anything. I knew then that I could and would do it again if I had to, so maybe in retrospect I wasn't as innocent as I like to think. I could only hope that the end justified the means.


  He started to talk all right; most of it senseless, all of it babble. 'Slow down, padre. Nice and easy.' I said, sounding like a refugee from a bad Spaghetti Western.


  The church was too damned quiet around us. Hollow. The masonry cold and stark enough to draw the sounds out of the atmosphere between us and replace them with a suddenly frigid emptiness. I wanted to scream, make any kind of noise to fill the void. Instead, I said, in a voice far calmer than the situation deserved: 'I want you to tell me everything.'


  He didn't get to, though. Not everything and not enough. Far from enough. He slumped into a seat, gesturing for me to follow suit. I stayed on my feet and began to pace while the vicar of St. Thomas's gathered his thoughts. Looking at him again, I realised that my original diagnosis was wide of the beam. There was a limit to just how often this man could keep getting back up. Like elastic, stretch him too far and no matter that he wanted to, he just wouldn't be able to spring back, not all of the way.
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  I listened to the sound of my own heart beating, a myriad sweet miracles inside my souring self, and wondered again at the miracle that kept me breathing.


  I realise I have said very little about myself through this headlong dash, and that I need to explain so much more. I am no proactor, I am a reactor; and a slow one at that. Things happen to me, around me. Prick my skin, I react. Something – a thought – chipped away busily at the dank little compartment inside me that was my subconscious. A montage of images from pulp fiction, Bela Lugosi, Vincent Price, and Gary Oldman, vampires kept alive after death on a diet of rhesus negative.


  This was some form of life after death, my existence now. Was that need, that sick hunger, going to fall on me? I couldn't remember the details of my last meal, something mashed to a pulp at the hospital, and I had been out of there how long? My stomach should have been painfully empty but even the thought of food turned the acrobats in my belly.


  Was I undergoing some sort of transition? Would I wake soon to find the taste for blood resident on my palette?


  The thought was stupid, comical, and scary.


  I hadn't thought beyond moving forward, and with the light at the end of this particular tunnel seeming so close, I could not stop thinking. . . What happened now? What happened to me?


  I saw visions, alternatives, and not one of them was comforting. I burned out, I faded away, I rotted into a shambling zombie like something out of the old movies. If this was living, could I simply keep on? I couldn't run, Malachi had shown me that. There was nowhere for me to go.


  Would I ever be able to just close my eyes and drift into sleep?


  I was scared.


  It's such a pitiful understatement, but I was scared.


  Light or no light, I couldn't for the life of me see a way out of my self-entrenched tunnel.


  All that I had, my innocence stripped away from me, was the clergyman in my hands. I thought for one horrible moment he was about to start pleading again, but he didn't. He fell back on the crutch of his religion. I envied him as he went through to the altar and took one of those little candles from the black metal box and lit it for the prayer closest to his lips. My own faith had lapsed with childhood's end. I followed him, taking advantage of the time it took to look at him, really look. I didn't like what I saw. Tremors undermined the taut muscles of his face. Cheeks mottled. Eyes flared wide. Naturally enough I assumed he must have seen something I had not, so I followed the direction of his frightened gaze to where the smoke from the votive candles was congealing into a wraithlike mass around him. Something tangible and tactile. I thought nothing of it; a trick somehow emphasised by the passage of sunlight through the stained glass windows and the concealed lighting inside, but a trick nonetheless.


  'It's nothing,' I assured him calmly, and he was fool enough to take me at my word. He buried his face in trembling hands again and didn't look up. His fear frightened me. It works like that, fear being contagious. An incipient finger that worms its way first into one and then another, spreading like a bug or a rash.


   His hair was damp with perspiration and clung to his scalp, emphasising the first glimmer of  baldness already working its way out from the crown. There was a film of dirt grained into his fingernails and a smear of red ink along the middle phalanx of his index finger. Little things like that. I waited impassively, taking it all in and knowing he would speak given time.  He looked up from his hands a full minute before beginning to talk, and for a second tried to hold my gaze but couldn't. I half expected to hear the elastic band twang as the perished rubber finally snapped. Instead, he spoke.


  No more than a whisper, but condemnation just the same:


  'That, that thing,' the words spat out with the acidic taste of the smoke and the prayer burning on and through his tongue, his mouth's inevitable betrayal guilelessly backing him into a corner. Now he had no choice in the matter, no way of backing out, back-peddling. I wasn't about to step aside with at least one answer so tantalisingly close. I pushed. By his own admission this man of our lesser God knew something of the secret life of his city, but how much?


  What a question, and could I have asked it yesterday?


  'I've seen drawings of it, I know what it means, what you are, how it marks you. I know. . .'


  What did he think I was, some kind of freak? Some monster from the fringe? I was sickeningly sure that he was party to my own doubts, my thoughts of cinematic vampires and bloodletting there for him to condemn. 'Then tell me,' I said, coldly.


  I could see him wrestling with demons of his own, his trembling being slowly subdued.


  'You really don't know, do you?' he reached out to touch my face. There was something else in the way that he looked at me. Pity? Graham Greene was right: pity is cruel. Pity destroys. 'It is nothing to be proud of,' the vicar said softly, his voice hushed now, as though, at last, he realised where he was. 'I know that much. That bird of damnation. . .' He broke off and I thought he was finished. He wasn't. 'This place has an evil history.'


  He fell silent again as if the effort of speech were somehow draining him, I don't know if he was hoping I would let it lie. Leave him be. I couldn't.


  'I need to know.'


  Had I been awake to it, I ought to have noticed the change in the room's temperature; the drop was gradual but substantial. Instead, I kept pushing. I read the cold draft squirreling down the length of my spine as anticipation, not chill. It soon nurtured into a darker sensation as dread took hold and carried me with the vicar’s words.
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  He looked me in the eye and for the first time didn't flinch or draw away. His gaze was hateful and hollow. 'Time doesn't lessen the wrong. Doesn't condone it. Years merely distance us from it. Put a dark secret out of people's minds, and that is the way some people like it. Secret's best kept secret, locked up in some dark asylum.


  'Listen to me,' and he leaned in close, the intensity of his gaze too penetrating, too uncomfortable. 'People died. People like you killed them. People wearing that disgusting emblem and calling themselves free. People sick enough to be proud of their true colours when their hearts ran blackest.'


  He lapsed into silence once again, but I had nothing left to push with. A few words had eroded my certainty so easily. I was cut adrift at a point where I was no longer sure I even wanted to know. I thought of his veiled message, and thought that maybe in some cases ignorance could be a form of bliss.


  He started talking again but it took me a few seconds to bring myself to focus on what he was saying:


  'It was a riot of sorts. Riot is a good word for the anger that was unleashed, so yes. . .  A mob ran the streets on the last night of the year, brandishing whatever weapons they had to hand… cudgels, knives, torches, it didn't matter. They had some sick idea in their heads to cleanse the streets for the birth of the new century. To eradicate the ills of the old. A kind of sick poetry at the downfall of such a romantic era.


  'But how did they hope to achieve this? By dragging sleeping children out of doorways and braining them? By dumping bodies in the river to rot away to nothing? They were a plague on the old and the infirm, the cripples and the homeless. Any with weaknesses or deformities. They broke down doors and dragged husbands and wives into the street, forcing the man to watch while they beat his wife to death, and then they turned on him. Those poor people were culled from the streets by a mob with money enough to call itself respectable. By people with the power to define normalcy and document it in the histories remembered by our books. For those few, the tainted followers of the New Dawn's creed, it was as if that night never happened, never mind that the church has records of every man, woman and child that died that bleak December night. Never mind that the world lost four thousand souls to that vile madness.


  'They were wiping the slate clean.


  'While they were burning down the workhouses and setting light to the workers’ cottages they imagined they could lie to the future with a clean conscience because they were making it a better future. While they purged the ghettos of this city, gripped by whatever dark madness had taken hold of their senses, they thought they could hold their heads high, oblivious to the stench of death rising from the floor around their feet, because no one would know.'


  I felt sick to the core. Sick because some part of me sensed his words as some small part of the truth, and that part of me could smell the skin and fear of the ordinary man on the wind, could see the cobbles stained with the blood of the innocents, the bodies piled up in pyres, could hear the raucous cries of the witch hunt as it battered down the doors after more meat for the beast… could taste the smoke fumes on the back of my throat.


  The necklace felt cold against my skin. Dead. I wanted to snap the drawcord and throw it into the fire where it belonged, but I couldn't move my hand against it for all sorts of reasons. I saw Matthew's face as he pressed it into my palm and that memory more than any of the others held me back.


  I couldn't bring myself to believe the worst of it.


  A boy in rags, an urchin of no more than six years old, was lifted before my Mind's Eye. I saw his face, the grime and the soot, the tears and the fear that had replaced the laughter, the pale skin. It must have been my imagination, but I saw a lot of Matthew in him, but then I had been thinking about Matthew only seconds before so perhaps the smudging of remembrances was inevitable. A cudgel made lethal with splinters of rusted iron hammered into the boy’s body and rasped across his face even as he reached for the bird around his attacker's throat. The rusted iron ripped through the flesh of his cheeks as if they were no more substantial than tissue paper while the meat of the cudgel stove the boy's skull in. Inside my head the cudgel swung again and again until the boy folded. The attacker left him, unseeing, to rejoin the turmoil of the fray, necklace left behind in the dead boy's fist. My head was dizzy with the screaming.


  The screaming stayed with me when I opened my eyes.
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  The tiny indentations of red half moons dug into the clergyman's face.


  This was no smudging of remembrances, no blurring of past and present reality. The attack was sudden and ferocious. The tension in the room simply exploded and everywhere there were screams. A cacophony of terrified voices surely more than just mine and his. All of those spirits from the fake memory, all of those damned and lost souls screaming to be heard in this charnel house that was a church.


  I couldn't see what force was behind the sudden attack, but that didn't matter because I knew enough without seeing. My mind supplied the invisible fingers that clawed at the clergyman's face with shocking savagery. My eyes showed me the rest.


  The indentations became punctures which degenerated into gashes and gaping rents with all of the speed of a nightmare.


  I felt it then, a tangible presence, saw the claws that the smoke from the votive candles had somehow become, saw them reach, ripping at the vicar's spastically jerking body and saw the fabric rip and the flesh tear with the rakes of those smoky talons and knew they were too real for an hallucination, the assault too bloody and too permanent.


  And in those dizzying seconds the vault of St. Thomas's chapel had become an ice box; even the breath from my lungs seemed to be solidifying in the air before me, joining substance with the claws as the smoke drew form from the air about it.


   I was screaming. We were both screaming.


  He reached out to me, his face contorted, eyes denied tears by the malignance tearing up the skin around them. I backed off a step, my own hands reaching out defensively, trying to fend him off should he somehow reach closely enough to touch me. Should he somehow make the wraith's claws aware of me. His mouth twisted and his screaming stopped. The two things happened simultaneously. The vicar's jaw opened on a fresh scream when surely his throat and lungs were empty, and somehow kept on opening, kept on until the soft flesh of his lips started to tear and the bones of his jaw cracked and dislocated, the splinters paring through the sinewy flesh, kept on until his tongue swallowed into his throat and mercifully he started choking.


  I couldn't move. I froze like an idiot, revolted by what I saw and yet compelled to watch as his cheeks were spread wide by the hands of smoke, peeled back from the poor man's face until his mouth was all that was left for me to see of his ruined face. Teeth stood out like splinters of bone amid the debris, the shattered remains. And there was blood, so much blood. . .


  Oh, God. . .


  Liar. I didn't know whether I heard it aloud or whether it was inside my head, one more madness for me to wrestle with, one more demon of my own, but I heard it somewhere. I know I heard it.


  Spasms wracked the clergyman's tortured body while the word echoed inside my head. Liar. Was this the price of a lie in this game of mirrors and lies? What had he done to deserve this fate? What deceit matched this cost?


  He fell to his knees, his hands clawing at the bloody pulp that had been his face, silent screams echoing inside this insignificant reproduction of heaven.


  I moved towards him, hoping for all the world that he would give up fighting and die without so much as realising what that hope meant in terms of me.


  I could see the substances in the smoke better now, could see the solidity that my brain was desperately trying to deny. They were like hands, they really were. Painfully thin limbs that stretched back to the guttering body of the candles, talons that clawed out of the hands. . .


  Ah, sweet God, that I had been a coward and turned to flee. But not this time. Oh, no, not this time. No, I reached his side and without thinking cradled his dying body in my arms, my lips stumbling over the few uncomfortable words my deeply buried religion insisted upon. He looked at me with the eyes of damnation, spasms and the tiny tremors of their aftershocks taking him down deeper.


  He was dying and I couldn't bear the weight of my betrayal. I had brought this to him. I had condemned him. And for what?


  The coldness of the smoke matched the touch of death it harboured. I felt it against my skin, pulling at the roots of my hair, my eyes.


  I pushed him from me and lurched to my feet, aware suddenly of how the smoke seemed to have been cradling our huddled shape; a cocoon or a sarcophagus; no claws tearing at my flesh, though. Always someone else’s.


  'Take me!' I screamed then, tearing frantically at my shirt to bare my chest. 'It's me you want. Come on you bastard, take me! I know what you are, you bastard! Come on, rip me apart! Come on! Do it!'


  I thumped at my chest, clawed at my own skin, the sudden ferocity of my anger scaring me. My outburst rent the sanctity of the church as effectively as the claws had gone through the dead man's skin, but my goading only seemed to send whatever it was back closer to wherever it had come from. The trailing edge of the smoke had begun to disperse now that the damage was done, the vapour losing its consistency as air worked its own form of magic on the talons.  And then the will was gone and the smoke was no more threatening than candle smoke.


  We were alone together.


  The light in the old church was sickly, tainted by the stained glass to the colour of the clergyman's blood.


  I collapsed to my knees, my head in my hands. Part of me wanted to end it all right then, and that same part of me wanted to climb up into the belfry and step out into nothing, to dash my head off the cold stone, but I didn't honestly believe anything so simple could banish this gateway into Hell.


  I was damned, my very presence damning those whose lives I touched. An hour ago this man had had nothing to fear, no enemies in this world, and then he opened the door and I walked into what was left of his life.


  I had killed him as surely as if my own hands had worked the savagery done to him. My threats, my insistence at finding the truth. God, how hollow that word sounded inside my head. The truth. Like it was something worth dying for. Killing for. Let’s put the crime in context. Like it was something worth killing for.


  I couldn't bring myself to touch him, to share contact. Backing away, I turned toward the doorway back out into the street and started to walk quickly. Guiltily. I wiped my hands of his blood, rubbing them on my jeans and smearing dark handprints down my legs, but the stains were ingrained in my palms. Not so easily washed away, my guilt, not so easily appeased. A scouring pad of steel wool and my own blood and still the taint of guilt, the shadow, would be on my hands. His was a face to join my rapidly accumulating procession of dead. The tramp, the bag lady, the evangelist, the boy, and now the clergyman. Faces seared into my palms to contort and scream as I clenched my fists and hammered at brick walls, always with me. My dead.


  The door to the street opened and a stooped old woman with wirewool hair and a headscarf shuffled through seeking the comfort of God's house, her straining bags weighing her down. Speckles of rain peppered her shoulders. Her washed out eyes flickered over my face, over my body, over the blood and the ruined body slumped awkwardly against the base of the altar.


  There was a moment of hesitation on her part, a moment where her brain refused to piece together the jigsaw of images arrayed before her, but there was no such hesitation on my part. I pushed past her, hitting the busy street at a run, pushed through the bodies, her hysterical screaming ringing in my ears with the echoing screams of my dead.
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  I ran from the end of the rainbow.


  The shame, the guilt, was like an incendiary in my temples. I could feel the seconds ticking down. I could feel the nearness of the explosion, that last second where the world went from red to black. I staggered but forced myself on, made my legs work. I was so sure every finger in the street was pointing at me. I so sure that every eye was turned my way. That every eye saw the blood on my hands. That the lips and tongues knew, that the words were chasing me. I knew unreasonably that the blind eyes of the television screens behind the plate glass were reflecting my face, that the deaf ears of the radios in the shop windows were chanting my name over and over. The blood was pounding in my temples, the moment of detonation ever closer.


  I felt so alive, and yet I felt so dead. Ripped inside.


  I had to force my way through the snail of shoppers. I couldn't run through the press of bodies as fast as I needed to. The blackness of St. Thomas's was hounding me, chasing me, the doubt, the truth, reaching out for my heels to trip me, to bring me down, but I couldn't let it. I ran harder, pumping my arms and legs and not caring who got in my way. I pushed them aside, ploughed straight into backs, shouldered past sides and straining bags, and kept running from the end of the rainbow, terrified that the truth would finally catch up with me.


  And every step of the way that voice resurfaced to goad another second out of the timer inside my skull with its one word, Liar.


  The word was everything.


  It left a sour aftertaste in my thoughts.


  Suddenly the street was incredibly claustrophobic and the bodies were there to bring me down. There was no other reason for their being there. My sight was spinning, dizziness swooning up on me. I slipped, thought for one heart-stopping moment that I was going to fall, then caught my balance using the wing of a black cab to keep me on my feet and running.


  The cabby shouted at my back. I didn't hear his words, only his voice, a blaring sound that for one heartbeat brayed louder than any other sound in the street.


  I felt the wetness of the rain mingle with the blood and tears already damp on my cheeks. My breathing was tearing at my lungs. My muscles burning. And I was slowing. My legs tying up.


  I came to the crossroads at a stagger. Wanted desperately to keep going but had to catch my breath. Hands on knees I faced down all three alternatives and didn't like any of them. I didn't see what other choices I had. Left, right or straight on, it made little difference. I forced myself to keep on moving, risking the lights because the road was empty.


  I felt horribly conspicuous with a dead man's blood drying on me. I had to prioritise. I needed a change of clothes and a shower, glasses to hide my eyes and somewhere to think – anything else could wait. People were going to remember seeing me, I couldn't help that, and the Police were bound to come looking soon. I had minutes and no idea how many of them. I couldn't afford to be around when the boys in blue descended; that would mean having to explain the inexplicable when the only answers I had were for all of the wrong questions. I could see their doubting faces, and I understood enough to know they would think I was crazy, and that I had killed the poor priest in St. Thomas's, and how could I say otherwise, who would believe me?


  I was a dead man, if you will pardon the pun.


  I jogged to the phonebox outside the wine stained canopy of the bookshop on the corner, knowing who I was going to call before I got to the payphone.


  Shaking, I fed a palmful of silver into the slot and tapped out my own number back at the flat. Be in, Aimee, come on, I prayed, be in. The phone rang, once, twice, three times. On the forth my answerphone picked up. I listened to my hopeless impersonation of Marvin The Paranoid Android telling me to leave a message if I must, then the tone. I hadn't realised just how awful it was. I felt incredibly vulnerable in the glass box, too exposed. I couldn't stop myself from fidgeting. I must have looked as guilty as Hell. The sooner I was off the streets the better.


  'Aimee, it's me. Pick up the phone.' I waited, but she wasn't in. I kept the message brief: 'This is going to sound pretty whacked out but you are going to have to trust me. Get whatever you can carry, clean clothes, stuff like that and bring it around to Ciaran's. I'll meet you there, okay.' And as an afterthought, 'Everything's going to be all right, I promise.' It sounded clumsy and deceitful, but what was one more deceit? Christ, it was going to bad enough for her getting a message from beyond the grave.


  A leather-clad kid slammed the glass of the door, trying to impress the wraith at his side. It must have worked because I nearly pissed myself. Leather Jacket leered and licked the glass. My heart was still tripping twenty to the dozen. The wraith loomed over his shoulder, her white skin flaking where the makeup was powdering. She smeared blood red lipstick on the glass and then on her paramour. I turned my back on them both and hung up.


  I called Ciaran next. I still didn't have a clue what I was going to say when he answered the phone: 'Hell-oh?'


  'Hi, Ciaran,' I waited for the sound of my voice to sink in. I could hear the soft echo of the open space at the other end of the line, movement of other people, another familiar voice asking who is it? then:


  'Dec?'


  What to say. . ?


  'Yeah, surprise. . .'


  The was a short silence, far from long enough for him to gather himself after the initial shock of hearing my voice. When he spoke he was slightly calmer:


  'Jesus, Declan, where the hell are you?'


  'I'm in a callbox in town,' stating the obvious felt so reassuring. Ciaran would know what to do, he was my big brother and for as long as I could remember he had always known what to do. It's the second unwritten rule of our brotherhood. The first being that a big brother acts as friend and protector. I felt a burning need for both right then. 'I need a favour.'


  'Anything, you know that.'


  He sounded so relieved to hear from me I could have asked for the modern day equivalent of John the Baptist's head on a sliver plate and he would have found a way of getting it to me.  I thought you'd beaten me to the punchline for a while there, kiddo. He didn't need to say it, it was there in his voice.


  'I'm in trouble way deep. I need somewhere to crash for a couple of nights. Get myself cleaned up. Talk to Aimee.' There wasn't a great deal more I could say over the telephone. I didn't have to.
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  'Jesus, Dec. . . Your eyes?'


  I didn't know if it was intended as a question or statement. I touched them tentatively, feeling for the wetness of fresh blood. Nothing there to be scared of, I lied unconvincingly to myself. If anything the scar tissue around the ruined orbs was lessening. The healing process somehow accelerated. Asking no questions, I said a silent thank you.


  I needed a mirror, but self examination could wait.


  Ciaran grabbed a hold of me in a fierce embrace. We shared tears and tremors; his tears, my tremors.


  I gave him that second, then eased away, holding him at arms’ length. I made him look at me while I looked at him. Saw how frail he was. How pale; waxen. Hollow eyed and gaunt. The scars of his illness had become painfully apparent in the months since I had last seen him, the heartbreak decline had turned his limbs into sticks and bones, the fat and muscle stripped from what had been a lean, taut body. That he had the strength to get out of bed was a miracle in itself.


  I think that was the moment when I finally accepted my big brother was going to die.


  We had all known for a long time, but knowledge and inevitability didn't lessen the blow.


  His sickness mocked him, his fighting against a lost cause, pain-killers an ally he could not have done without.


  He was in the teeth of something that was going to shake him until he died.


  There was no alternative, no happy ending.


  The disease that stalked him was no respecter of youth or beauty, gift or geas.


  Words simply weren't enough.


  I traced the track of a tear on my brother's cheek before pulling him back into another tight hug.


  'I need a coffee,' I murmured, for want of something better to say, leaving so much more to be read into those four words.


  Ciaran nodded, able to cope with the reality of strong black coffee far more comfortably than he could the sudden apparition of his drinking partner.


  We moved through to the kitchen.


  Ciaran had made himself a wonderful home amid a warren of black and white stills and publicity shots for more old movies than could ever have been screened at the old Imperial. I stopped to gaze deeply into the glassy eyes of Rita Hayworth captured in that moment of peeling the long sheer black gloves from her hands. It was an image to stir an emotive cocktail of memories; things shared between brothers: Like the long conversations about wishes and the future that dominated growing up, me obsessed with my music, Ciaran captivated by the images of celluloid, talking about cuts and takes and angles and light in a way that I could never hope to follow. To me, the movies were grand illusions that pretended at depth but lacked exactly that, because when I stood beside the screen as the lights came up I saw that flat expanse of white and knew that my senses had been duped into thinking there was something more there. More to it. Illusion or delusion, it mattered not.


  Like most people, we both compromised on our dreams.


  Ciaran found his talent in words and became a master of illusion in the one way he could never have expected. A poet for the modern world. He bought himself a movie house and moved in.


  Until I saw the Imperial I never understood how anyone could want to live in what was essentially a fleapit. It had been destined to come down after its last incarnation as a Bingo Hall had failed to keep the wolves from the door. Ciaran saw it and fell in love with it. It was as simple as that. Within a month he had taken over the mortgage repayments and had some college friends working on plans to convert the old cinema into the home of his celluloid dreams.


  I left Rita to say quiet hello's to Vivian Leigh, Ingrid Bergman, Ava Gardner, and of course Marilyn. Fliers for Polanski's Death And A Maiden and Demi Moore's latest movies interrupted the gallery of yesterday's heroines. Uma Thurman's black wigged head was a new addition. A life-size cardboard cut-out of Bela Lugosi, arms aloft in classic vampire blood-sucking pose, stood sentinel over the kitchen door. The clash of movie cultures was all the more amusing because I knew how much Ciaran loved to collect other people's junk. Just as long as it had some tenuous link to the movies it had a home in his mausoleum of the moving image.


  'What's going on, Dec?'
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  'Do you believe in miracles?'


  A look of uneasy confusion toyed with the lie of Ciaran's pallid face. 'Do I believe in miracles? Jesus, Dec, what is this, some kind of joke?'


  'I need to know.'


  He looked at me, and maybe he glimpsed the real need driving my question. I hoped so.


  'Okay, okay. . . Miracles. . . Oh, boy. . . Like the bread and fish trick, you mean?' Ciaran offered a patronising little smile, shaking his head in that annoying little jiggle he adopted when he was humouring me.  He was trying to make light of something he couldn't understand; was afraid to understand. Typically Ciaran. I nodded, but I was thinking more along the lines of Lazarus. I very nearly said as much, but not now, not when he was like this.


  'How much has Aimee told you about what's been happening to me?'


  'Very little. Nothing that made any sense. The crash. You getting stabbed. She thought you were dead. We all did.'


  I took his hand, adding the touch of flesh to the evidence of his eyes. 'This isn't a conversation for the kitchen, believe me.'


  'What's happened to you, Declan? You look like shit.'


  'Probably because I feel like shit. Look, let’s go and sit down somewhere.'
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  'Do you remember when we used to lie on our backs in the yard and look up at the stars? That big black infinity peppered with dots of silver? We used to think that anything was possible then. We had dreams. We had imagination. Nothing was going to hold us down. The stars were our map to the possible and we were going to float free and drift among them. We imagined walking on the moon and flying faster than the speed of light. We were explorers. We believed things.


  'We believed in magic.'


  'We were kids, Dec. Kids believe in all that shit.' Ciaran said, dismissively. Ever the pragmatist seeking out the secular explanation. Strange the way his mind so readily embraced celluloid illusion and yet was so dismissive of that innocent magic that was so much of childhood. I imagined him as a father, ticking off a list of fatalities: Santa Claus, dead; the Tooth Fairy, missing in action; the citizens of Oz starving through famine and drought. . .


  I pressed at my temples, smelling the fresh coffee and wishing the person in the chair facing me was that ten year old boy who woke up with angels and played imaginary games of tag with King Kong and Godzilla, not the man that the boy had become… a man with the magic drained out of his heart.


  The coffee fumes weren't helping clear my head any. Already I had chain smoked my way through three cigarettes. I thought about lighting a fourth. I needed to be doing something with my hands.


  Only I could deal with the memories of the past days. It wasn't fair to offload the weight on his fragile shoulders. I knew that. What I didn't know was if I could tell it; how anyone could be expected to believe the things that had happened to me since the tramp stepped out in front of the car.


  The simple act of telling wouldn't make it seem any less delirious.


  What was I supposed to say: You saw my eyes a tramp did that to me. A tramp with razors embedded in his fingers. Cut me open. Stole my eyes. Left me for dead in a gutter. . . No, these aren't mine. An old man who says he is the essence of this city gave me them, they were donated by stray dogs who think I'm some kind of saviour. . .


  Talk like that would move the conversation from the front room to the padded cells of the madhouse and me with it. I couldn't very well ask him to pretend it was make believe like one of his blessed movies.


  Still, in at the deep end:


  'I'm in trouble,' and that was one hell of an understatement, but it was the kind of truth Ciaran could understand. Even if the rest of my life death was beyond him.


  I had my doubts about what I was doing, but I opened up, laid myself bare. Not all of it, but most. I started with my tramp stepping out into the road, the old bag lady with her trolley, the street corner evangelist and the boy with my Hoodoo Man's voice that died in my arms, and there was no going back. My foot was on the black top of my own road to Damascus and the last few days were the out of control truth bearing down on me.


  I was the victim of my own hit and run.


  It was as if fissures had started to appear in my little slice of reality, these fissures opening up onto another similar but altogether different sky. In this other place it was not outrageous or insane for a man called Malachi to be the life and death bloods of a city called Newcastle, an alternative city to the Newcastle that was my every day. In this other place it was not at all surprising that a blind man, a dead blind man raised again like Lazarus, might see with new eyes that witnessed wonders and colours that were absent from his mundane reality, and that these eyes were transfused from the canine world was pure irony. Nothing more.


  I told my story, in my own way teasing open the cracks of unreality that little bit further, offering Ciaran a brief sight of wonderland. He didn't want to see it. He listened, but his eyes, his nervous smile, his tight, uncomfortable movements spoke of concern, not for the danger I was in but for my state of mind. He had no head or heart for wonderland. He was hearing wild fantasy, and that I so obviously believed what I said was scaring him deeply.


  'I'm not mad,' I assured him, but even as I said it all I could think was: Methinks that meladdo doth protest too much. A part of me desperately wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the whole thing. Maybe I was mad. Maybe during that dark glass hour in the hospital I had somehow traversed the Abyss Line into madness, my sanity shattered like a Christmas tree bauble between merciless fingers. Then again maybe I was still lying in the road choking on lungfuls of my own blood.


  Inside my own head I knew I wasn't in any road.


  I had had a glimpse at the backwards land behind the mirror, a snatch of a world our own couldn't hope to compete with. 'I need your help because this isn't just about me,' I said, rising to stand by the window. 'It's about everyone out there, sleeping on the streets tonight.'


  The street was cold, rain transforming it into a domain lacking mercy. I watched as a darkened shadow shuffled by, stooped against the invasive touch of the downpour. I still had things to wrestle with in my own mind before I could phrase them, implications that threatened to undo my simple understanding of good and evil and my supposed place as protector. If what the priest said was in any way true, then a kind of inescapable backwards logic insisted Malachi was part of some secret society that had butchered innocents, culled the poor and the homeless to make way for their own twisted parody of a brave new world. The pendant owned the violence. The pendant was Matthew's, and Matthew was Malachi's.


  Now it was coming round in a vicious full circle, Malachi demanding my protection from the beggar kingdom that threatened to undo his bloody paradise. The blood already spilled was not enough.


  I was in a lethal ‘no win’ situation. If I didn't act as this white knight Malachi seemed to think I was, the old man and his splendours, Matthew and God alone knew how many others, were going to die. And what happened to the city? If Malachi died did that mean a literal undoing for the city itself, or was it a metaphoric one? The brave new world lost to the underbelly of beggars and thieves? I thought of the lost spirits of all of those children walled up in the underground. Did it really matter which way the devastation swung?


  Through no choice of my own I was slap bang in the middle of a fight two hundred years old, and I could see no obvious way out of that apex. I was nailed hand and foot to the cross.


  Let the bastards come pick at my corpse. . . I thought bitterly.


  Frustration had me punch the wall beside the window, hard enough to leave my knuckles hot with the aftertaste of pain.


  'Turn on the television,' I said bleakly, rubbing the moon of my thumb over the ridges of my smarting knuckles.


  Ciaran didn't question my sudden desire for external interference. He turned on the television. We watched the screen in mute appreciation for several minutes, waiting for the news item that had to follow.


  'This is where it gets us,' I said, seeing the smiling face of the vicar of St Thomas's surrounded by a clutch of young bodies at a nameless fund-raiser. If I hadn't walked into his life. . .


  'Turn it up.'


  The report was painfully brief. The priest had been brutally murdered in the knave of his own church, the details were sketchy but the police were interested in talking to a man seen leaving the church some time before the body was discovered at three o'clock, ostensibly to rule him out of their enquiries. The report finished with a wild faced composite that bore little resemblance to my own, but enough for me to see myself in the artist's impression.


  'Turn it off, please.' My eyes were red in the black-faced reflection of the little screen. I had seen too many reminders of mortality in the few days since I had left the hospital.


  He didn't need asking a second time.


  'I killed him,' I began, hoping to make Ciaran understand. Needing to make him understand. 'I walked into his church and demanded answers he couldn't give me. He tried to, but something stopped him. It ripped him apart, Ciaran.' My fingers strayed to the silver bird at my throat. 'It wouldn't have happened if I hadn't gone to him. And it was all because of this!' I broke the leather tie and threw Matthew's gift across the room at him, unable to bear its lifeless weight around my neck a moment longer than I already had. The release was dizzying, euphoric in a hideous kind of way.


  Ciaran caught it and held it. There was no way for him to know the blood debt attached to that bird and the New Dawn it represented, but he instinctively handled it with the respect due something murderous.


  When he looked at me there was something in his eyes, desperation, a need to know. 'Tell me you didn't kill him,' he pleaded. 'Tell me it wasn't you. None of it was you. Tell me and I will believe you.'


  I couldn't.


  I couldn't wash my hands of the man's death. If I hadn't walked into his church demanding answers he wouldn't have been dead. It was as simple and as painful as that for all of them.


  My dead.


  I had killed them as surely as if I had put a knife to their hearts myself. All I needed to do was touch their lives and they ended.


  Who else had died for me?


  Who else was misguided enough to believe I was their saviour?


  We lapsed into silence again; a deeply uncomfortable silence. My lack of denial had violated some sort of unspoken trust between us. Ciaran didn't know what to say to me anymore, what he could say to me. And all I could think to say was that if I hadn't touched that man's life he would have been holding communion instead of appearing on the news.


  I drank my cold coffee without tasting it.


  'What did he have to tell you that was worth dying for?' Ciaran asked, his voice an unwilling intruder in the silence that had fallen between us.


  'He told me a story,' I answered softly. 'How much more than a story it was I don't know.'


  Words. The very fabric of any delusion. Creative and misleading with what they don't say as often as with what they do.


  'I'd like to hear it anyway,' Ciaran offered, that look of desperation clinging to life in his eyes in place of something infinitely darker. He needed me to tell him something sane, and I needed to tell him about secret histories and angry mobs.


  'Well, it's no harder to believe than anything else.' I had been about to add: so what harm can it do. But I had already seen the kind of harm this story could inflict first hand. I bit my tongue. I couldn't help but scan the room for whickering candles. There were none. 'This place,' I said, expansively, meaning Newcastle, meaning England for all I knew, 'has an evil history.'


  An evil history. . . I told Ciaran the priest's tale of that vile night of madness and the New Dawn.


  'That bird in your hand was their emblem.'


  'It can't be true,' Ciaran said, obviously finding it painful to relinquish his grip on pragmatism, but the horror of the priest's story was undiluted by a second telling. 'Tell me it's a joke,' he said, unwilling to give up on reassurance… on the world we had both grown up with.


  'I wish to God I could,' I murmured, 'but what's worse, I think it is coming around again.'
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  We didn't act like brothers.


  Too much time spent in brooding quiet. Too much time mulling over the insanity of my blurted confession. Hearing it out loud was a new experience for me as well, remember. I think he believed me. Not all of him, and not all of it, but I think he believed in me. It was as much as I might have hoped for.


  Maybe that bond hadn't been broken after all.
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  The sing song chiming of the doorbell.


  Aimee.


  As selfish as it sounds, I had forgotten about her.


  I lurked at the top of the stairs while Ciaran went down to let her in. I was terrified. More than anything, I wanted to clatter down and hug her so fiercely she burst at the seams, then I wanted to take that embrace until she melted into me, but I didn't dare. Too much had happened for me to suddenly appear like the ghost of Bob Marley, clanking my chains, so I waited anxiously for her to come to me.


  I touched the scars around my eyes, glad I hadn't thought to cover them with dark glasses this time. Glad I was to meet her hiding nothing, none of my experiences, none of my nightmares. I would meet her as everything I was, saviour and damnation, flesh and blood and weakness all.


   She looked rough. Like she hadn't seen the warm side of a duvet for the best part of a week. The neglect was painfully apparent in the way she carried herself. Lines were deeply etched into the waxy flesh around her eyes and mouth, none of them from laughter. The tears weren't far away. The black roots showed through the bleached crop. She looked raw, that was it, as if something inside her, the joie de vivre, had died under that bridge with me. I shouldn't have been surprised, but I was. I had expected her to look exactly the same as she had the last time I saw her. The unchanged woman.


  Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose.


  The guilt was both sudden and acute.


  Instinctively, I moved to embrace her, to show her I was real, alive. To try and rekindle that spark, make her into the Aimee that I had loved so unreasoningly. That I still loved so unreasoningly.


  But it was as though she hadn't seen me, or recognised me. As if I were someone else. An impostor claiming to be her dead lover. She recoiled, eyes wide and shockingly wild, fearful of my venomous touch.


  Her fear was like the keen edge of a knifeblade.


  After hearing the abruptness of Matthew's summary death sentence on my old life, I hadn't thought I'd ever see her again, but what must she have thought? To see me beaten like that, stabbed and left for dead. . .


  It was no beautiful thing to be shared between lovers, and as much as it hurt, I understood her uneasiness all too easily.


  Sensing the awkwardness, Ciaran left us alone, but even alone neither one of us could talk.


  More of that damned silence.


  It was the first time I truly felt like a ghost revisiting the haunts of my old life.


  I was unwanted here, not because of who I was or what I was, but because my presence reopened the wounds… because of the vulnerability it demanded. To accept that it was me standing before her meant that Aimee had to come to terms with losing me again, going through the trauma, the grief, the loss again. Suddenly she was facing the uncertainty of a future with me instead of the certainty of a future without me.


  Not for the first time, I realised I should have stayed well away from someone else's life.


  This wasn't fair on either one of us.


  I couldn't stand this being with her and not being with her at the same time.


  I lit that fourth cigarette and inhaled deeply, exhaling the used smoke through the 'O' made by holding the cigarette between thumb and forefinger. I looked for faces in the smoke. It was an old game. We used to play it together. I suppose I hoped we would both find the same one and that joint discovery would make something happen between us.


  It didn't.


  Three uncomfortable hours passed like that, neither one of us able to build even the shakiest of bridges to span the gulf that had opened between us.


  I sat on the windowsill, looking through at the darkness outside, a pale reflection of the darkness within.


  A ghost.
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  I set the taps to running, closed the bathroom door and peeled off my second skin of begrimed and bloodied clothes. It felt good to be free of them, nakedness luxuriant in the pleasant warmth of the small room as the steam billowed forth from the old brass mixers.


  I hunkered down to sluice the water around the tub with the hair jug, evening out the distribution of hot and cold. The top-scale of the thermostat on Ciaran's hot water boiler was broken, so hot frequently meant boiling, and a long wallow in a hot bath was an indulgence I had been craving for the last hour of my windowsill vigil.


  My arms, my legs, my whole body ached. I could feel the tenseness in every square inch of flesh and nerve. The ephemeral touch of the steam was no replacement for the skill of Aimee's gentling fingers.


  I left the bath to fill itself just over the three quarters mark, making allowances for Archimedes and Ciaran's carpet.


  I had smuggled his old boom-box in with some clean clothes, bringing Nina Simone along to keep me company while I submerged beneath the eddies. I left the volume low, deliberately letting the restrained sensuality of Nina's vocal mingle with the thickening steam. It was music to fall in love to, and it was music to be lonely with. To be empty with. To despair with.


  I stopped the taps and sank into the deep heat of the water, sliding down until it covered everything but the flare of my nostrils. I stayed that way, listening to a very different Nina through the weight of the water and the rhythmic accompaniment of my heart, until my trapped breath exploded out of my lungs in a waterspout of bubbles and I had no choice but to surface.


  There was a disorientating half-second when the sounds of the room couldn't make it past the build up of water in my ears. I shook my head and wiped my eyes with wet fingers.


  The water felt good and it was washing away the dirt and the dried blood. I lay back and let my fingers explore the scar tissue where the bedstead had forced doors through my stomach walls. It was tender, aggravated to a pinkish hue by the heat of the water, but it was visibly healing. And my head. The plates of my skull felt slightly depressed, the skin ridged with tender scar tissue again, but there was no cavity into me.


  That truly was a miracle, and my association of miracles with goodness and things holy made it difficult to think of Matthew and Malachi as the bad guys in all of this, despite everything else that I knew.


  As long as I kept my fingers in contact with those healing wounds it was easy to think someone was feeding me a line. Playing me like a string puppet; quick jig this way, skip step that way and none the wiser in between.


  I wiped the layer of condensation off Ciaran's shaving mirror and took a long hard look at what I saw.


  A face; an amorphous pink blob, really.


  It was me.


  That reflection always had been me, and it always would be me.


  My eyes looked sore, a little puffy, a little strange, but they didn't look wrong. They didn't single me out as a freak. Forgivable if I had come out on the wrong end of a hiding, I thought, touching the soft flesh beneath them, testing the firmness of my cheekbones. Fine.


  I rescued an orange razor from the soapdish, lathered my face and carefully shaved off a quarter inch of irritatingly scratchy stubble, still managing to draw a copious amount of blood from my neck for all my care.


  Feeling cleaner for that little exorcism, I couldn't resist taking a huge swallow of air and submerging again.


  I always remember hearing that Harry Houdini could hold his breath underwater for seven minutes or something ridiculous like that. I counted the duration of my own sinking with considerably fewer seconds, coming up for air after a slow count of ninety-three.


  Aimee had slipped in while I was under.


  She looked more sure of herself, a tentative smile on her lips as she eased the bolt into place.


  I held my breath again, wishing silently as she knelt down beside the bath. I looked into her eyes, this time knowing what she saw when she looked into mine. I tried to find a smile of my own, started to say: 'I love you,' but she placed two fingers on my lips to stop me.


  This was her moment, her reconciliation.


  'You're still alive,' she said, a breath.


  I was crying. I hurt so much I was crying.


  And I couldn't let that breath out because it was the most precious thing in the world.


  


  


  



  Silence Beautiful Cry
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  There were no words between us still, though now the silence was because words were unnecessary.


  Silently, Aimee loosened the silver buckle of her belt and then the buttons on her black jeans, peeling out of the skin tight denim in a sinuous perfection of motion. Her skin was alabaster pale, the tattoo of coiled lovers the only colour on her bare thigh, their intimacy a palpable promise of pleasure.  Beneath the jeans, she wore a faded pair of my old boxers dotted with washed out faces of the Pink Panther; typically me. Without taking her eyes off my nakedness, Aimee slipped her hands inside the waistband and eased the borrowed boxers down over her hips, stepping out of them.


  The tattooed lovers coupled erotically with the flexing muscles beneath the alabaster, the artist's creation pursuing the tantalising languor of sex in a manner surely unplanned, as she stepped into the bath and straddled me, still wearing her baggy black sweater and everything underneath.


  A waterfall spilled over the side of the tub and I couldn't have cared less. Her fingers touched my lips, traced my broadening smile, caressed my cheek, my neck, trailing a delicious line to my nipples. I made to match her motion but she eased my hands away, leaning in to gently bite at the skin her fingers had so recently vacated.


  I wanted the flood of sensations her mouth brought on to last forever. Her skin smelled faintly of rose petals, an inviting sweetness that invaded my every pore. The touch of her tongue and teeth conjured a deluge of memories, scents, images, sounds, feelings to dispel the ghosts that had taken residence inside my mind those past days.


  Her fingers rested on my shoulderblades, gentle pressure points holding them back as her mouth moved up to nuzzle into the soft flesh of my nape, then danced lower as the nuzzling intensified, play making way for hunger. I felt the full touch of her hands on me, still teasingly light as she drew me on. Holding me like that, Aimee's lips parted to kiss mine. I was breathing heavily, for that second tasting her hunger on my tongue, a delicious thrill that set tiny aftershocks to tremble through my entire body.


  Almost as soon as the kiss had begun her mouth had moved on with its explorations, intimately relearning every contour and angle of my flesh.


  The sight of Aimee half in, half out of that drenched sweater, black wool shaping itself around her as she shaped herself around me, the intensely erotic taste of her desire, the feel of the still hot water breaking on my skin, the sultry voice of Nina Simone, that faint hint of rose petals, all of them combining to make strange things happen to me. Her body and its heady mix of passions something for my hands, my eyes, my mouth to savour.


  Her hands kneading my head through wet hair.


  And then she was moving with a purpose, her explorations directed by that need, that hunger that had brought us both this far.


  She took my hand in hers, raised it slowly to her lips, drew my index finger in, out, in between teasing teeth. Eyelids closed, her head tilted back on a swan's neck, Aimee licked the length of my fingers as I eased them down her neck. Both hands meeting at her waist, I eased them beneath the ride of her sweater, slowly, slowly up, my thumbs making tiny circles on her taut belly, to the shallow rise and fall of her breasts, the different skin of her nipples.


  She offered me her smile and that was what I had missed most.


  Her back arched as she moved her hips to accommodate me, her hand guiding me into her body with an urgency, a fragile moan and a deep, deep breath as she made the penultimate surrender of her body, and suddenly we were both moving with the same purpose, making love with the same frightening hunger, the same need, our bodies caught up in a perfection of motion to match the tattooed lovers, and despite the tender prelude, the sex was harsh, animalistic, desperate, our cries too close to pain as we gave ourselves over to it.
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  Its essence:


  Sex and death.


  Death and sex.


  The two irrevocably joined in the single act like the lovers they are.


  A moment for ourselves. A selfish moment where pleasure is all and everything. A confirmation of the flesh in the most carnal of ways.


  And it was good.
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  'I can't go home,' I told Aimee, not wanting to explore the limitations of my resurrection in a bathtub of cold water, but not seeing a satisfactory way to evade the issue of what happened next.


  We had some pretty damned basic things to talk about, things dictated by the bounds of the city and their effects on my body.


  Aimee's head rested on my chest, listening to my heartbeat, or the remembered ghost of my heartbeat. Her fingers light on my arm.


  The cold water was making me cold, but I wasn't about to move and put distance in the place of that closeness. Nina's voice might have gone, but I had Aimee to keep me company. Aimee and the mounting sounds of the night outside; the engines, people, rain. When the music stopped there was always those same night sounds to fill the emptiness left behind. There was some small comfort there, in the familiarity.


  'Not back to the flat. Not across the river.' Not explaining, simply stating.


  That night, at least, we had Ciaran's.


  Aimee didn't raise a 'but'; she waited for me to go on, to tell it in my own time. I tangled my fingers in her wet hair, smiling at the recent memory that saw the bath water gradually turn blue-black as the sweater's dye spread through it. Both our skins had been dyed that same ghastly hue.


  Not across the river. . .


  'Let's run some fresh water,' I suggested, thinking about what I was asking Aimee to give up.


  'They're just walls,' she assured me, reading a fragment of the thoughts weighing down my mind. 'Home is about warmth, Declan, it’s not the place that's warm. It's not about the things around you, or familiarity. It's about us being together. A cardboard box under a flyover could be home if the warmth was shared. If it was our warmth.'


  I kissed the top of her head, knowing she meant it, knowing she would give up everything if sharing a cardboard box meant we could cheat death a while longer.


  That helped me feel the same way.


  We stayed that way for as long as we could bear with the promise of warmth and the brass taps so close to hand.


  Pulling the plug, I refilled the bath with more of Ciaran's searing water and turned Nina’s cassette over. With her between us to play gooseberry there wouldn't be any awkward silences when my side of the conversation broke down, as I knew it would… only Nina reminding us not to smoke in bed or playing little girl blue for her audience of two. Aimee knew me well enough to know what I was doing, but didn't make me feel lousy for doing it. She peeled the rest of her clothes off and sank into the bath with me, soothing soap into our bluish skins.


   We lay there, skin on skin, and I told my story again. Parts of it she already knew, some too well, but repetition didn't hurt: it brought things home, showed the links I wanted to show. It still sounded every bit as crazy as it had telling Ciaran, but this time it was different, because Aimee had seen my downfall… because part of her desperately wanted to believe in the glimpse of wonderland I offered to counterpoint frightened memories of the Oz Parasites and the corruption they represented, and because, in some horrible way, the worst aspects of it were all starting to make a grim kind of sense.


  'You can't stand back and let them die.' Ever the idealist, she meant it. It was that black and white to her. 'Not if you can do something to prevent it. It's murder, Declan. However you dress it up, it's still murder.'


  It was, and I knew it was. That only made things more complicated than they already were, because my world had stopped being black and white. All of a sudden everything was a turgid shade of grey. I didn't know who to believe. Who to trust. Which way to turn.


  I needed an anchor… a foundation to begin building on top of, and there were these nagging doubts preventing that security from being put down:


  'What if the priest was right. What if the man who brought me back to life murdered hundreds of innocent souls in his ascendancy? Does that one act of atonement cancel out the murders? I can't believe that it does. I can't believe in forgiveness for atrocity. There has to be justice. Retribution. Why should I defend a murderer, because he is weak now and can't defend himself? Surely it’s right to watch natural law see him undone in violent retribution. An eye for an eye? Jesus Christ, if he did it, I keep thinking why don't I kill him myself? I know where he is, what he's done. '


  'Because you're not a killer,' she whispered into my chest, quietness owed to uncertainty. I was back, yes, but was I the same man? Was I a classically trained jazz pianist in way over my shoulders, or was I something new? A creature with murderous tendencies of my own? That doubt lingered.


  And inside me, the unvoiced fear: If Malachi dies, what happens to me?


  Was my resurrection tied to his survival.


  Even then, in my heart of hearts, I suspected it was, and that Malachi had known all along that he held the trump card in this last call, because I would fight for myself, wouldn't I?


  I hated the smugness of that voice inside my head.


  Despite the water, a rash of goosebumps crept across my flesh.


  I felt sick.


  'I'm not a killer,' I agreed. 'But I'm a poor man's saviour. I can't fight with swords or guns. I can't make magic. I'm not one of them.'


  Which translated to: how could I defend him. What could I do against my tramp and his kind?


  Liar, liar, liar. . .


  Do you remember what it feels like to be betrayed. . .


  'No,' Aimee agreed. 'But you are a good man, and that counts for something. You can't stand by and watch slaughter, it's not in your nature. Don't forget what we owe Matthew and Malachi for our second chance, talk to them, give them the chance to defend themselves. You have to believe in something, Declan. To me, Malachi seems like a good thing to believe in.'


  'But what if-'


  'What if there were no risks and the world was good and evil and nothing between, right?' She was shaking her head. I knew she was smiling, I could feel her cheeks on my chest.


  Maybe she was right, maybe I was being taken in by layer upon layer of deceit. . .
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  We made love again that night, gentle refamiliarisation of bodies, neither one of us wanting to close our eyes in sleep in case when we awoke the dream was over.


  The bed clothes tangled around my sweating limbs, chasing the Artex whorls on the ceiling with my eyes, listening to the gentle keening of the wind beyond the window. Aimee's breathing.


  The sound of the wind. Shadows from the world outside, the faint glow of the streetlights casting restless silhouettes. And somewhere out there, somewhere in the night, I heard the faint, mournful call of a train's whistle.


  Bearing more runaways. . ?


  I made a decision.


  I would stick by my original promise to Malachi; I wouldn't fight, not physically, but I would do something.


  The train's cry gave me an idea what.
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  In the morning we occupied ourselves with a procession of very normal things; a breakfast of scrambled eggs, bacon and hash browns, strong black coffee to wash it down; music and the news of the world on the radio; conversation at its most mundane; flat-hunting, Aimee scanning the property section of the local rag; Ciaran running down the listings in the forthcoming attractions.


  After breakfast, we made appointments to see three promising flats in the city centre before lunch and promised a rendezvous with Ciaran for a bite at The Lotus House, a jack of all menus eatery on High Bridge Street.


  Suspending his disbelief, Ciaran promised a practical avenue of research, visiting shelters and such to test out the list of names I had given him; Crohak, Sephuentes, Drake, Malachi, and Matthew.


  


  


  



  six


  
     
  


  If I were to look up the meaning of the word luxury in the Oxford English I'm pretty sure it would say something like: expensive, very comfortable.


  Within an hour of traipsing around the lowspots of Newcastle it was readily apparent that the property section's advertisers had freely corrupted the term to mean: expensive, not a bedsit, and occasionally has own central heating.


  The flats we looked at were squalid, the walls alive with cultures, the jumble sale furniture flea-ridden and threadbare. All of the would-be Rackman's made a point of saying: 'No pets, and definitely no children are allowed. Too much trouble.'


  I had forgotten just how depressingly fruitless an activity looking for somewhere to live was.


  The adverts had their own indecipherable codes, the images conjured by the words never even remotely like the bricks and mortar at the end of the rainbow.


  Very quickly, after the second squalid encounter, we decided to stop phoning after anything advertising itself as less than designer status. Not because we could afford designer prices or had designer pretensions. We needed the extra room for the junk we had managed to accumulate and experience told us that nothing short of ‘designer spacious’ would have enough room for us to swing our respective cats in.


  Lunch was a pessimistic affair of noodles and water chestnuts, Ciaran's pilgrimage no more fruitful than our own as it turned out.


  I imagined I could see the doubt so briefly suspended beginning to resurface in my brother's face. I couldn't blame him.


  'I found a lot of blank stares,' he confided, after we had had our five minute rant about the hovels we had wasted the morning visiting. 'And a lot of tight lips.'


  I read the unspoken subtext as the less obvious one: Either the homeless world of the streets was unaware of what was living in its name, which after everything else I found difficult to swallow, or Crohak and his cronies had their silence well and truly bought with razors, bicycle chains and meat hooks.


  That just hardened my midnight resolve.


  I had to find a way amongst them. I had to find a way of being accepted amongst the street people. That meant more than a visit to the charity shop  for a moth-eaten great coat and taking a breadknife to the rest of my wardrobe. I needed a backdoor into the street culture that wouldn't announce my presence like a beacon and wind up getting me killed by Crohak's Oz Parasites all over again.


  'All the evidence points to me being barking mad.' I tried, unsuccessfully, to make it sound like a joke. I offered a misbegotten little smile and a slight shrug.


  Ciaran disagreed. 'You weren't there, Dec. You didn't see the way they suddenly clammed up whenever I mentioned those names. The reverential looks that took possession of their eyes. It was fucking frightening, kiddo. They know what's happening and they're hungry for it.'


  Not all of them, surely, I thought, and then I didn't want to think any further through the ramifications of Ciaran's words.


  They know what's happening and they're hungry for it.
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  Aimee circled another promising sounding flat in the lunchtime edition of The Gazette and placed it on the table between us.


  Theatre Village: Newly renovated spacious open plan accommodation in private complex, all natural floorboards, sparse furnishings, fully fitted kitchen, gas central heating. Fully alarmed. Grounds patrolled by on-site security. Private parking. Short term tenancy. Suit professional couple.


  'It can't hurt to look,' I agreed, fully expecting the spacious open plan accommodation to be an attic with a hole in the roof that cost £800 per month for its tag as a prime piece of real estate. I could feel the beginnings of a headache coming on, money-induced.


  Aimee phoned after the ad and arranged a viewing for that afternoon, giving us a few hours to unwind before we had to clamber back onto the treadmill again.


  In that time we did all the things we used to love doing: milkshakes from McDonalds, leap-froging the bollards around the Monument, walking arm in arm around the lake at Castle Leazes, feeding the ducks soggy bread, but some unidentifiable piece of the magic was missing, almost as if we were trying too hard to fall in love again. To be easy with each other.


  I squeezed Aimee's hand as we walked. Hand in hand the only way to walk, slowly, the hands between us swinging just slightly.


  An ordinary young couple still very much in love; that's how we must have looked from the outside, but from the inside you didn't have to look too closely to see the tension that kept muscles knotted, one last barrier still to be scaled. My headache wasn't getting any better.


  The park at Castle Leazes is one of Newcastle's best kept secrets. In the shadow of the football ground it offers up a little slice of Utopia for children, adults and lovers. Blue water and boats, green leaves and acorns, footsteps and kisses. It's a place to fall in love and offer impossible promises. A place to forget there ever was an outside world.


  Fathers played with sons and daughters while mothers read romance in the shade.


  The looks we shared caught my heart and wrung the darkness out of it. Our eyes soothed, said everything was going to be all right. Given time. Time that could be stretched and squashed, pushed and pulled and made to fit but couldn't be promised.


  'Don't ever leave me,' Aimee said, giving up on her attempts to feed a peevish duck with a chunk of bread borrowed from little girl at the lakeside. The youngster laughed to see the duckling turn its beak up at Aimee's bread in favour of the sweaty chocolate she offered to coax it away.


  'Traitor,' I said, with a wink to the sweet toothed duck, not letting the rash promise Aimee was looking for slip through my lips. I held her close, kissed the tip of her nose. 'Come on, let's walk. We've got a home to find, remember.'


  The walk from the lake down to the TheatreVillage was improved by the day's sun, the red brick and mortar of the buildings turned golden, the road molten. The only thing to spoil it, was Ciaran's disturbing insight walking in our footsteps, his words our longest shadow on a glorious day.


  The building itself looked like an inverted shoebox – only two angles away from a coffin, I thought to myself. It was that new anaemic brick with jollified spars of colour that had delusions of being mock-Tudor. Nice enough in a soulless kind of way. The security gates were locked and I couldn't see any sign of the private parking the advert promised. I was all ready to chalk it up as disappointment number four when camouflaged roller doors chuntered into life and an expensive piece of male pride purred out of the underground garage.


  The security doors opened automatically to let the beast out and us in.


  Aimee announced our imminent arrival on the intercom and a dislocated voice suggested we take the lift to the top, promising to meet us there.


  'No way are we going to be able to afford this,' I muttered, watching the floor indicators tick by. Even the bloody lift was closer to luxury than the flats we had seen that morning. Roomier, too.


  'Be nice,' Aimee said, jabbing me in the ribs with a sharp elbow for my pains as the door opened on our hermetically sealed vacuum.


  'Aimee and Declan, right?'


  Tasteless tie, braces and spats were my first impression of the Cheshire Cat grin that greeted us out of the lift.


  'First time,' I said, offering my hand.


  His shake was clammy.


  'Good to meet you. I'm Nathan.'


  My instant character assassination had Nathan labelled as another upthrusting advertising executive of the kill or be killed school. Thirty seconds in the man's presence and I was already amusing myself with invented reasons for his North Eastern exile. Not a good start.


  With a 'Walk this way,' Nathan ushered us towards an open door with that fixed smile of his.


  Aimee's elbow dug into my ribcage before I could fall into my bottomless Groucho Marx and Monty Python repertoire.


  Smiling mischievously, I followed her through the door, knowing she would want it before both feet were over the threshold.


  It was like another world: polished floorboards and so much open space, glass and black blinds all down one side with a view of the gabled rooftops below, the kitchen and bathroom in alcoves off the main room. The furniture was at a premium, a huge Scandinavian bed, a black leather sofa, metal pipe bookcases lined with compact discs and tapes as a divide between living and sleeping areas, a coffee table with coffee table magazines, a cinema sized television and a space age hi-fi. There were no pictures and no plants and it fairly stank of money.


  'It used to be one of the old bonded warehouses. It was converted into flats a couple of years ago,' Nathan explained. 'Want a coffee?'


  I said yes, Aimee said no.


  Nathan disappeared through the kitchen arch to grind the beans.


  'We can't afford it,' I whispered to Aimee in response to that look in her eye, knowing I was on a loser before I started.


  'You don't know that.'


  I walked over to the windows. Looking out, I felt like a voyeur spying on the city below. I could see into the rooms of seven flats without particularly looking and the ant farm of people milling on the pavements nine floors down. I had an uninterrupted view to the brewery house and the copper sea-horses of Civic Centre to the north and the portico of the Central Station to the south and everything in between was crystal clear.


  You couldn't put a price on a vista like that.


  'Some view,' Nathan said, appearing behind me with the coffees.


  'Pretty spectacular,' I agreed, taking mine.


  'It's perfect,' Aimee whispered into my ear, circling her arms around my waist.


  Nathan smiled, reading her body language loud and clear.


  She was already planning the flat warming party.
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  As it turned out Nathan’s sky scraping apartment wasn't just out of our price range. It was way out of our price range, the pound sign piloting Columbia out of the stratosphere with a vapour trail of mad money in its wake, but the pounds and pennies hurdle didn't matter to Aimee. She had her heart set on rebuilding our lives nine floors above the city.


  I made some excuse about needing a moment alone to mourn the passing of my solvency and left her to take care of the arrangements for the move. My head felt like it was going to explode.


  Buskers were out on the streets, drawn like flies by the sun. Buskers and beggars.


  Plate glass reflected the sun and the shade like oil slicks. Cars grubbed along the streets in slow moving snails, engines and tempers overheating.


  I walked with a purpose, my eyes fixed on the ancient clock set into the station's portico, the minute hand marking off my life with jerky motion.


  Newcastle Central Station, haven for the city's huge population of drunkards, derelicts, and the segment I was interested in, runaways. The dome is a huge, lofty vault suffused with the echoes of past times bustle. It is also one of the loneliest places hewn by man, crammed with automatons that idly ignore the shames of the feebly crayoned 'hungry, homeless and helpless' cardboard signs in favour of microwaved hamburgers and brunch muffins from the Express Café.


  The station is a gateway.


  A place where those running to somewhere pass through and a place where others running from somewhere arrive.


  Its shell emphasised all of Malachi's arguments in one sweep, the old ticket barriers and ticket booths gone to make way for a glass air bubble with automatic doors and neon lights to make an uneasy alliance of modernity and granite facings, serpentine girders and fluted archways.


  I bought a rancid cup of coffee and settled down in one of the Express Café's more uncomfortable orange plastic seats to watch the world pass me by in a bustle of afternoon passengers.


  Over on the side wall an antique one armed bandit chunked out a handful of copper coins to the delighted squeal of the shapeless girl with lipstick eyes feeding it.


  At the table across from the bandit a dirty looking woman who wheezed like a clapped out shunter and coughed every few seconds, laboured over The Gazette's quick crossword, tutting and shaking her hair-netted head between blows as she scratched some wisdom out to make way for another five letter word meaning hopeless.


  A clutch of school kids cluttered up most of the smoking corner with their bags and briefcases, squawking about everything and nothing.


  By them, a young couple sat wrapped in each other, fingers entwined, whispering sweet secrets between stolen kisses.


  Behind the counter a plump middle-aged woman with silver grey hair and an easy smile leaned down to reach for something and smiled her smile for another customer.


  I found myself looking at the dilapidated lattice work of the roof above my head, at the flaking green paint on the benches, at the pigeons picking at the smearing of vomit on the pavement and the starlings sheltering in the nooks and crannies, stooped and curled, tiny feet firm on thin, rusting girders, tasting the rich, gritty aromas of every day and loving every one of them.


  It didn't take long for the café to become crowded with a motley assortment of normality filing in to occupy its plastic seats. It was as good a place as any to watch the old world pass by.


  An empty burger box jitterbugged to the tune of the wind, its dance carrying it onto the tracks in front of the next train.


  The overhead tannoy announced the imminent arrival of the Glasgow Central train on platform nine.


  The sound of wheels on track was muted by the thick glass but it was still jarringly loud.


  I rolled myself a smoke and lit it, watching the procession of hopefuls and hopeless as they filed off the latest arrival. I finger-rubbed small circles on my temples, trying to work out the headache as I scanned the rows of blank faces shuffling past, looking for the one emotion I gambled would be lurking behind at least one set of eyes: The hunger.


  Businessmen in suits, mothers with children and emotional baggage, students weighed down by ridiculous sacks, and an ebony skinned boy in his denim jacket and pink baseball cap, so obviously on his own. A boy with that look burning in his eyes, drawn to this place by some instinct he couldn't refuse.


  'My lucky number,' I said to the crossword lady with a wink: 'Nine down, coup de main,' and went out onto the platform to watch my ebony skinned boy taste the grit and the smoke of Newcastle for the first time as he orientated himself, knowing my retaliation had arrived in the guise of a thirteen year old boy lost on platform nine.


  His skin was perfect, the rich ebony making his eyes look unnaturally white with its perfection. His white jeans rumpled around the flapping tongues of his oversized basketball boots, too long for his growing legs. The cap was on backwards, the bill digging into the nape of the boy's neck, hair cropped close to the scalp beneath it.


  He put his backpack down between his legs and looked about, scrutinizing the blank faced commuters for a sign that one of them had come to meet him off the train.


  No one had.


  Disappointment creased his smooth skin. Loneliness wasn't part of the plan that had put him on the train to Newcastle.


  He took a cigarette packet from his jacket and teased one between his lips, still looking about until he locked eyes with a puffed-up porter who was forcibly ushering a wino with a 'help me' card out of the station. The boy locked horns and held his ground as if he expected a challenge from the self-important official, lighting the cigarette with the blue tipped flame from his petrol lighter.


  The porter pushed too hard and the wino's cap spilled its contents, about twenty five pence in mixed copper and small silver. The poor bugger was shaking, trying to break from the porter's grip to get his change but the guy was having none of it. When the wino twisted again the porter put a fist into his gut hard enough to double him up; the porter's grip the only thing keeping him from falling. Very deliberately, he spat in the wino's face.


  The afternoon's commuters were equally deliberately ignoring the scene, not seeing officialdom's spitting punches because they were something they didn't want to see.


  But not the boy. He crushed his barely smoked cigarette underfoot and ran straight at the porter. It was a giddily hallucinogenic moment, the distance between us seemed to contract and the track lighting was suddenly flickering in and out of neon. Only it wasn't an effect of the lighting. I felt myself begin to swoon. I pressed a hand to my eyes, feeling the pressure that had built up inside them. Blood pressed up behind my corneas in an agonizing haemorrhage swell. Feeling giddy, sick, I started to move. In that disorientating second the boy was on the porter, swinging his bag around in a vicious arc that ended at the man's head. The porter didn't see it coming, and took the full force of the backpack in the face. He went down like a felled tree, holding his nose, blood oozing through the chinks in his fingers.


  The boy drove a disabling kick between the porter's curled legs before he dropped his sack and gathered together the wino's scattered change. No one else moved. He pressed the coins into the grateful derelict's trembling hands and turned to lace a basketball booted foot into the porter's face before he grabbed his sack and bolted out under the station's main arches, looking back once to check who was chasing.


  Only me, and I was too far away for him to see, I was sure.


  A rumpled suit was helping the porter to his feet as I dodged around spectators and sour looks. Step by step I felt as though I were struggling to keep my head above the press of the crowd as it jostled and elbowed and gawked. I pressed harder on my eyes, because I couldn't focus and because I saw more than simply faces, I saw rings, like smoke, hanging over their heads, colours bleeding from the bodies into the smoke.


  It almost made me scream. I was under the main arches of the portico, but the roof seemed to have given out, colours beyond my wildest imaginings were sprouting from gutters and drains and mechanisms and cornices, licks of smoke curling towards the vault of the heavens. The last time I had seen these colours they had been inside Malachi and I had been falling, falling. . . The sensation was distressingly similar. All around me plumes of coloured smoke were rising from the flesh of ignorant commuters, some subdued, others alive with peacock ribbons.


  Fires burned in the eyes that shone with blind intensity.


  I couldn't see the boy for the smoke of others.


  Something, a pulse of red, flickered across the roof with dizzying rapidity. My legs tied up, my head tilted up. The pressure against my right eye finally eased as something burst, glazing more than half of the vaulted ceiling with a thin patina of scarlet, and suddenly confronting me with twin realities seen through different eyes. Through my left eye, the mundane, the world I had eaten, slept and breathed all of my life, and through my right that hideous other world of glass Malachi had unveiled, where everything was so full of colour.


  I staggered, bowed under the weight of it.


  I was no white knight to be manipulated in this crazy game of chess.


  The wino was at my side, his leathery, lined face ashen. His skin smelt stale. His hair was falling out in clumps, balls of it clinging to the shoulders of his filthy coats.


  'Help me,' he begged. 'Take me out of here. . .' He clutched hold of my sleeve with one hand, clawing, pulling, as he pointed towards the Westgate Road exit. Flakes of dry, colour-blanched skin curled away from his knuckles like a bizarre shedding.


  Was it possible that he saw what I saw? The possibility shook me.


  Other bodies around us were being robbed of their colour, their skin blanching until all the pigmentation that remained was a sickly colourless hue. Slowly, the flesh beneath began to do the same.


  I turned, pulling the wino more forcefully than I intended, and started to push my way toward the exit, not caring who blocked my path.


  As we reached the mock-Doric archway the wino shrieked, hands thrust up before his face as if he were trying to shield his eyes or his skin from the insidious touch of sunlight.


  I saw two things: in my left eye, the sunlight and the street; in my right, a thick glaze of red like a membranous sac that was growing over the exit through the archway, pulsing, throbbing. Channels like veins seemed to be forcing colour through the screen. There was no red sac, I knew. The nauseous effect was somehow linked to the film of blood glazing my right eye.


  That knowledge didn't stop me, I closed my left eye to shut out reality and tried to touch the miracle, to feel the ridges and bumps of the jellied blood vessels growing across the station's exit. My head filled with screams which carried a kind of blind panic that made my skin clammy. I released my grip on the wino, closed both my eyes and stepped into the sac, knowing it wasn't there in the world I was walking in, knowing that the hallucination was brought on by the haemorrhage, but still expecting to feel the slick membrane envelop me like a jellied glove, blocking my nose with pulsing plugs, filling my ears, suffocating me.


  The world smelt ripe, my senses picking out the cloying tang of exhaust fumes, the bouquets on display at the station corner florist, spilled petrol, cigarettes, beer, bodies, sweat, and something else. . .


  That smell:


  Smoking hickory wood. . .


  The touch of Crohak's hand in all of this. . .


  I opened my eyes and I was on the street, the vision wrenched violently from my eyes. The effect was both immediate and comprehensive. I felt a moan echo through my mind, as though in loss at being forsaken by such horrific wonderment, and then in disbelief as the wino staggered past me, spitting a gobbit of bile onto the pavement before he disappeared among the maddening throng, cursing under his sour breath as he straightened his filthy clothes.


  My eye was bleeding. That was the top and bottom of it. The be all and end all of the miraculous. I stood rooted to the spot as the parade of normality flowed around me, no smoking haloes, no birthing sacs, feeling sick, claustrophobic, hemmed in by the jostling pedestrians. My eye was bleeding. My head spinning. My mind playing wild tricks. Newcastle was as real as it always had been, that was all the anchor I needed. I had to keep telling myself that, a litany going over and over inside my head. Newcastle was real. Newcastle was real.


  The boy's back was one hundred and fifty feet away and slowing as he came to the lights. He checked back over his shoulder, then seeing no one was close enough to hassle him, he slowed to a walk.


  My feet seemed to be moving in slow motion, the pavement, like treacle, sucking at my shoes and slowing me down. Running was making me increasingly nauseous.


  Starlings and pigeons billed and cooed and cawed from the eaves and buttresses above me, their tiny bodies jostling and winging in a parody of the Central Station.


  As he waited for the lights the boy appeared to shrink in on himself; he didn't stoop, just seemed to shrivel, the heavy burden of 'what next?' on his young shoulders bringing him down. With no one to guide him he appeared unsure where to go.


  The ‘green man’ sign blinked, ushering him across the road.


  I jogged to close the gap between us, half running, half walking in his footsteps past the burnt out building of the Cattle Market with its rotunda and handless clockface and on, towards the bright lights of the city.


  He stopped checking back over his shoulder after a few minutes, content no one was going to catch up with him.


  He ducked down a narrow alley between the Post Office building and the husk of an abandoned bank, its blue eagle riddled with white streaks let loose from above, heading down toward the river. Bundled up newspapers and other litter made a carpet across the cobbles, dispelling the old world illusion the tight alley conjured. There were no lights and no other walkers. I gave up any pretence of stealth and followed him.


  His pace quickened slightly, more purpose to it than before. He didn't need to glance back to know I was there.


  I touched my eye then looked at my fingers, there was no blood, no external damage. Small mercy, I supposed.


  I kicked aside a burger box, half expecting the boy to bolt again at the sound of it skittering after him, but he didn't. Out of the alley he settled down to sit on the muddy embankment of the River Tyne, looking out on to Gateshead and along to Scotswood, a clear view for yards one way, miles another.


  Crumbling whitewashed walls were all that was left of an old storage warehouse. Crude bodies silhouetted in crucifixion had been daubed on the white in splashes of black, the paint running like stigmata from open wounds. The images were reminiscent of Matthew's towerblock bird.


  A baleful foghorn sounded, miles away.


  Without hurrying I made up the distance between us.


  'Mind if I join you?' I asked, as if it were the most natural thing in the world for a complete stranger to say to a thirteen year old boy in a strange city.


  The boy turned to study me, those white eyes penetrating. I got the distinct impression he was reading me, looking for the threat my presence implied. 'Free country,' he said, grudgingly deciding I was harmless. Suddenly he found his hands very interesting.


  I hid a smile, remembering what I'd been like at his age. 'Pretty impressive back there,' I said, trying to sound friendly as I hunkered down beside him, careful not to sit in the mud.


  'I didn't do nothing.'


  'Even so, it took guts,' I insisted, picking up a twig from the dirt at my feet. I started to scratch out a circle. 'But I guess running away took guts, too.'


  His expression didn't change, but everything seemed to skip a beat. It was the tension in his voice that betrayed him.


  'Who says I ran away?'


  'Just a guess. Your rucksack looks full, there was no one to meet you on the platform and you’re not going anywhere now. Tell me I'm wrong and I'll leave you alone.'


  'You guess a lot, don't you, mister?'


  'I'm usually pretty good,' I nodded. 'I reckon you've got all of your favourite things in that sack. Things that remind you of home. Something of your mum’s, maybe. Pretty soon you'll have to sell them for food money, you know, because there's no one and nothing to protect you around here. You'll get hungry and end up selling your watch for the price of a pasty.


  'On the streets you're on your own. You're in the unknown. No money and living among some desperate people. Violent people. Give it a week and you're going to wish you were back at home because nothing's worse than living in the gutter with the street people, believe me.


  'You're at risk every minute of every day. You'll come up against guys like that porter, but with these guys if you fight back you'll find them knifing you for the coppers they've spilled across the floor. It isn't romantic lad, living rough.


  'Out here people won't give a damn about you, you're just another loser. There's nowhere to run to because you've already run.  If you can go home, go home. There's no kind of life waiting for you here.'


  It sounded like a sermon and I knew it. I joined the circumference of my circle and planted the twig like a flagpole claiming this undisputed territory on the banks of the Tyne.


  'I can't,' he said simply. He didn't offer up his life story. Perhaps he knew I didn't want to hear it, or then again maybe he didn't have the strength in him to rake over fresh wounds so soon. The details of Matthew's story flooded back. Here I was, sitting with another lad who was being forced to grow up too quickly. How many other kids got themselves into such a state they thought this was the only answer they had?


  A lame looking mongrel, all skin and stuck-out bones, was rooting around through the newspapers in the shadow of the alley's mouth, disinterested in everything except sniffing out its next meal. I let my mind run laterally.


  'You hungry?'


  He answered me with a question of his own: 'How do you know all this stuff?'


  'I live here.' I shrugged, not knowing a better way to explain it. 'I see it every day. Kids standing on street corners with polystyrene cups begging for loose change. People doing their best to pretend they're not there, crossing over the road to spare themselves a moment of embarrassment when the kid asks for the price of a cuppa and they shake their head and hurry on. I've seen kids your age foraging in dustbins for leftover food. Sleeping in doorways. Freezing to death because people really don't care.'


  A pause, then:


  'So why do you care?'


  I looked back at the wailing wall and its crucified silhouettes. Why did I care what happened to one more runaway? This little crusade was hardly going to stem the tide of Crohak's vendetta. Sending home runaways one at a time seemed like such a futile gesture when I stopped long enough to think about it . 'I met a kid from Leeds,' I said. 'He was an artist. Could draw like a dream. His existence had become pretty bleak by the time I met him. He told me he wanted to go to university but he couldn't get off the streets because he had no money and nowhere to go to. His mum had died when he was eleven and his old man had beat him ever since the funeral. One day it got too much, he hit back and he'd been running ever since. It hurt me to see his life thrown away.'


  There was no romance in Matthew's abbreviated story, but it served as a good reminder of what kind of a life this kid was letting himself in for if he stayed here on his own. It didn't answer his question, but it promised an answer of sorts.


  'You're not so bad,' the boy said. 'Did he paint those people over there?'


  I shrugged. I didn’t know for sure. 'He painted a black bird across the entire side of a tower block.'


  'No shit?'


  'No shit,' I agreed. 'Do you want to tell me why you can't go home?'


  I didn't think he was going to answer, but then he said: 'I ain't got a home to go to's why.' There wasn't a trace of self pity in his voice. It was plain. Matter of fact. 'I've been in and out of foster homes since I was six. The last place, I used to fight all the time. The kids hated me. They used to wait for me outside the school gates and chase me all the way home. Some days no one would be in and the bastards would kick the living shit out of me on my own doorstep. The family I'd been placed with didn't care. They'd dust me down and tell me to run faster next time like it was some big fucking joke.' He looked at me. 'I go back there now and I swear to God they'll lock me up.'


  What sort of existence was that for a kid? No wonder he thought he'd strike out for the big city. It couldn't have been any worse than the place he called home. I couldn't understand how a caring society could let a young life go so terribly wrong. I put my arm around his shoulder. 'They won't lock you up for being scared,' I said.


  'They'll lock me up because I burned down the school,' he said flatly. 'I blocked off the fire escapes because I didn't want them to get out.'


   I had visions of faces pressed up against glass as the fire took hold. Jesus. I don't know what I expected. Angry parents, abuse. Not this, that was for sure. It sounded so calculated. I tried not to let the shock show in my voice. 'You burned down the school?'


  He didn't answer me. Instead, he picked up a rough edged stone and threw it at the scruffing mongrel, missing by enough to suggest he never meant to hit.
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  His name was Chaz and we had something in common. We both hailed from Liverpool, his accent as diluted as mine.


  Foster home to foster home, he'd gradually left the city of his birth far behind.


  He had run from Wakefield of all places.


  Chaz had been born on an estate I knew well enough to give a wide berth, Cantril Farm. The plan had been to build a slice of paradise to shelter the poorer element of The Pool. It hadn't worked because the people rehoused there hadn't wanted it to. Now the identical rows of grey pebble dash looked as tired as the faceless people they housed, people plagued by heart attacks and emphysema, and the straight roads lined by low picket fences and patches of lawn had been given over to a new life as graveyards for shopping trolleys and wire baskets.


  The landscape was as bleak as any I could think of, but Chaz clung on to a few unreasonably rosy memories of the place. He was an intelligent lad though; he hadn't ventured back that way because he knew enough to realise that life wouldn't be anything like the fantasy he had built up around himself before the circuit of foster homes. Going back to Cantril Farm would mean another bitter reality supplanting the memories inside his head, robbing him of the warmth of good feelings when he had precious little to make him feel warm as it was.


  He asked me about my eye. I brushed it off as nothing. He seemed unconvinced but left it at that for a while.


  We ate burgers and over-salted chips on plastic seats outside a Greek takeaway, watching pigeons fighting over spilled red cabbage and chilli sauce. We managed to put distance between the school fire in Wakefield and where we were now by talking about the Liver Birds, StanleyPark and Match Saturdays. He was a Liverpool fan and delighted in rattling off the players’ name as if they were old friends. Between bites he raced excitedly through a catalogue of results that had the Reds running riot the length and breadth of the Premiership and had me wishing the players had half of his energy. He was a typical teenager with so much enthusiasm burning him up inside. Hard to imagine what had driven him into my path on platform nine.


  I ate quietly, letting him talk.


  He HehhhhhhhHis father had worked on the Albert Docks, where they had built that floating map for the weather forecasts on the television. Letting me into a secret, he whispered that they had lived near one of the original girls from Brookside. I couldn't see anyone from Brookside living near Cantril Farm unless there had been some drastic changes during the time I'd been away, but I kept that thought to myself.


  'What were you planning on doing after you arrived here?' I asked, easing the conversation back into a direction it needed to head.


  'I hadn't thought that far ahead,' Chaz admitted. 'I bought a ticket to the first place I could see on the board. I thought I'd find somewhere to crash, a squat, something like that. I can't afford a hostel. I figured I'd use the soup kitchens at night for food when I ran out of money. Give myself time to get things sorted out in my head and find some sort of casual work.'


  The films made it sound so easy, drifters picking up casual work washing dishes or doing odd jobs for cash. They were an enticement in themselves.


  'And now?' I asked, expecting him to say pretty much the same thing.


  'I don't know, I guess I'm still looking for a squat because I need somewhere to crash. I've still got a few quid left from the money I nicked from the old bag's bill money jar, but it ain't gonna go that far. Why, have you got something in mind? Let me guess, this where you pitch me some religious bullshit about the shelter your church runs, right? Have I just sold my soul for the price of a lousy fucking burger?' Chaz rolled his eyes and slapped his forehead in an exaggerated gesture of despair that had me laughing like an idiot.


  I couldn't resist saying: 'You betcha,' before coming clean with the truth. 'Actually, I had hoped to convince you to get on the first train back to wherever you came from, but I don't suppose that's likely to happen, is it.'


  The people walking past our table were the usual assortment of white skinned sun worshippers in lurid shorts and tee-shirts. Come the first sniff of sunshine they were out in their multitude, anaemic and lardy flesh bared shamelessly for fear that the summer would be over before it began.


  Other diners ate and read the local broadsheet, grease dripping through their newsprint-smeared fingers to obliterate the stories they feigned interest in.


  I took my wallet out of my pocket and counted through the folded notes. Eighty five pounds in a mix of twenties, tens, and fives. I took out a ten to pay the bill, and another twenty that I proceeded to fold as I wrestled with the moral dilemma I faced. Chaz couldn't go home; he had made that plain enough even for me.  I folded the twenty in half and then in half again so the Queen's head was divided by the crease. He couldn't go home, but did that give me carte blanche to use him as a way to get into Crohak's world of street people? I folded the Queen again, making a neat concertina out of the note. I wrote Ciaran's phone number across Her Majesty's cheek and put it on the table between us, watching it expand as it tried to return to its natural state. The note opened as air filtered between the leaves, appearing to swell like an arthritic Jack-In-The-Box.


  'Take it,' I said to Chaz. 'I want you to promise to call that number if you need help.'


  'What do I have to do in return?' he asked, cynically. He was already snatching the twenty off the tabletop. Obviously he didn't care. I imagined him down the line, confronted by the same scenario, a stranger offering money for something in return, his hand snatching without asking. His naiveté made me want to bang his head off a brick wall. He acted all streetwise, streetsmart, but that didn't make his innocence any less painful. He would learn the hard way, I knew, and I think deep down he did, too.


  'I want you to be my eyes and ears on the street. I want you to play the runaway and ingratiate yourself with the street culture. Find a squat, get to know the beggars. Live their life. I want you to tell me what you see, what's happening, but most of all I want you to help me convince kids who can to go home.'


  He looked at me like I'd gone mad. 'What's to say I don't just take your money and piss off?'


  I returned his look openly. It was a gamble. I was gambling with more than just a few pounds though, and that was what he didn't know. I was gambling with his life. Sending him where I couldn't go. Sending him after Crohak and his Oz Parasites.


  'Nothing. Nothing at all.'
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  Moving flats was a nightmare all of its own making.


  Organizing it took a week. Moving took another two days of sheer madness.


  The logistics involved in getting everything from A (in Gateshead) to B (in Newcastle) should have been a simple matter of packing and unpacking a few boxes.  At least that was how I remembered moving in the past. The grand adventure.


  Experience soon put me straight; a lot of sweat and a lot of carrying, more like, was my adult reassessment of the fiasco.


  Cups of coffee and tea for the removal men, and then the big puzzle – how to get the Bechstein into the Gods at the TheatreVillage without turning it into firewood in the process.


  It was reminiscent of a scene from the old Harold Lloyd movies: one of the plate windows removed, me harnessed and teetering on a ledge too high above the street, trying to use a masonry drill to secure a winch to haul the baby grand one hundred feet straight up. It was an absolute nightmare, with the harness tied around the washing machine in an attempt to put me at ease. No chance.


  Drilling out the third and final hole a pigeon settled beside me, interested in the brick dust I was creating. My imagination had it labelled as one of Crohak's cohorts from the cyclone at the Monument, a short step then to it pecking at my ankles, vengefully trying to get me off the ledge it had decided to call home. The Stephen King fan in me taking a hold of the imaginative reins. The ledge was actually slightly wider than a foot across, room a plenty for both of us, it was the vertigo inspiring drop that made it seem like a balance beam and paranoia that put that twinkle in the bird's eye.


  I came off the ledge shaking like a leaf and vowing never again; rather like the first morning after I remember suffering. One wit suggested an impromptu bungee jump to test out the winch. I let him know exactly what I thought of his idea and offered him the harness. Not surprisingly, he declined.


  Arranging the furniture was similar to working with a blank canvas, painting the images and the likes that we wanted to see exactly as we wanted to see them. Between us we stamped our personalities on the high rise flat with far more ease than might have been afforded by a similar move into a crowded mid-terrace with all of the landlord's clutter. Our pictures went up on the walls, my Hugh Syme original of a featureless head looking out across a sea of ice the first one to claim a space for its own. Aimee's Brian Talbot photographs went up next… blue, blue whales and red, red sunsets. Plants, pot pouri and throwovers to take off the sharp edges Nathan had left behind. Incense burners and joss sticks to sweeten the air. Celtic knots, suns and moons a recurring motif. A gossamer fine curtain pinned up to shroud the bed, making a bedroom of sorts. More curtains and tie-dyed scarves pinned to the ceiling in soft arcs to further the impression of softness. Wind chimes were hung at the long windows, more suns and moons, and slivers of blue that were supposed to be ice. Candlesticks. A wizened face carved out of the stump of an old tree. Aimee's Steiff monkey riding my porcelain elephant bareback. Pewter castles and dragons. A pale green demon of music complete with horns and conductor's baton. My Alice In Wonderland chess set on its marble plinth. And the pick of the pieces, another one of Aimee's; a tower of souls, hand-carved from a single piece of bone, bodies climbing on the backs of bodies in an Escher style tower that told the story of evolution from the birth of the world right until its end.


  Like I said, we had accumulated a lot of junk between us, but what happened when it came together, this meeting of tastes, was uniquely ours. Its familiarity was comforting, though the relative ease with which we had transplanted our lives was not.


  I sat behind the piano and rested my fingers on the smooth ivories. It was a ritual, playing that first song to set the mood for the new house. It was also the first time I had thought about actually playing music since the crash. Suddenly faced with another blank canvas, this one inside my head, I froze, my fingers poised tantalizingly above the first note.


  I couldn't do it.


  There was no music in me. No music to come out through my fingers. No magic.


  I felt so utterly empty.


  I didn't want to think what sort of omen it boded for our new start.


  Aimee settled down on a beanbag beside me, resting her head on my thigh. She had Jonesy, a stuffed cat she had rescued from a jumble sale in Hexham, sat on her lap and she looked so totally content to be just where she was. Who says paradise isn't forever, I thought, looking at her and knowing then what the first song should be.


  I let the tune dance in my mind before I started to play, hoping Aimee and Van Morrison would forgive me the wrong notes and faltering voice as I changed the song from Brown to Blue Eyed Girl.


  She joined me for the sha-la-la's and the la-te-da's, her voice honey next to mine. Jonesy danced in her lap, both of us thinking about making love in the green grass as the sun went down.


  I let my fingers play the gentle opening of Dancing On The Edge Of A Broken Heart. It was the first real song I ever wrote. I had just turned fifteen and was in love with the idea of being in love. I originally wrote it for a girl called Rachel, a girl forever entwined with the aromas of wet grass. She moved on to some other easy come easy go love and never got to hear it. Her loss. I have played it a few times since, fiddling around with different  arrangements mostly, but it's not one of the songs I have tried too hard with. The lyrics are still a bit on the cheesy side. A lot of the personal stuff no one else gets to hear.  I like it that way.


  I didn't think Rachel would mind me playing it for someone else, after all her claim on it had slid away a long time ago.


  'It's not finished,' I apologised, my fingers toying with a refrain from the second chorus. It sounded clumsy. Definitely needed work.


  'It's perfect,' Aimee contradicted, tears in her eyes.


  I lied then, a little white one, but it made the moment into a perfect moment, and all I wanted was to make her happy. To heal the rifts that kept her muscles tense when we lay next to each other. 'I wrote it for you.'
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  Chaz had left a message for me to meet him on the embankment, urgently. No time, just that he would be waiting.


  I put the phone down on Ciaran and grabbed my coat off the chair. What could be so urgent? Nothing good, I reasoned, hurrying myself. Aimee was in the kitchen making bacon and scrambled egg for a late breakfast. I could smell the cholesterol thirty feet away.


  I didn't say good-bye.
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  It was ten days since we had parted at the Greek burger bar on High Bridge Street. Ten days on the streets, living hard. A lot can happen in ten days. However little I knew, Chaz's face swore testimony to that single fact. A lot can happen.


  He sat with his back to the wailing wall, his eyes turned out across the Tyne. He was watching a display of naked savagery between gulls, one stealing food from the mouth of another. Fighting and squalling. I wondered if he saw the irony in the frenzied war dance. Bitter as it was, I did.


  I settled down beside him. 'You okay?'


  'Do I look okay?' he said, simply. He sounded close to exhaustion. I couldn't begin to imagine what he had been through. We had stuff we needed to talk about. I wanted him to tell me. To answer his question, he didn't look good. The thirteen year old boy beyond the surface of grime and torn clothes looked haggard. Beaten. But that wasn't all that was wrong. He looked deeply frightened. Fidgety. He had lost weight and his eyes had developed these ugly yellow cataracts that weren't really cataracts but some sort of glaze that left them jaded. There was bruising around his jaded eyes and loose flaps of slowly healing razor-pared skin within the bruising. Three in the soft flesh beneath each eye. If I closed my eyes I could see the Oz Parasite with his razor-embedded thumbs. It took no great intuitive leap to tie the two together. His left ear bore teeth marks that had gone septic where someone had tried to bite it off. 'Do me a favour and don't answer that,' he said, seeing my slow appraisal. His watch was gone and there was no sign of his rucksack.


  'You want to tell me what's been happening?'


  I could sense his discomfort. His eyes kept darting, roving, across the embankment, the length of the river, across the rooftops of the Quayside warehouses, to the Baltic Flour Mill and the Ovaline Petroleum Stores, never settling in one place or on one object for long.


  'I found a squat in the West End, with a couple of dossers, Mac and Dutch, and this kid called Stevie – he's another runaway, couple of years younger than me. It wasn't much. A garage beneath the Railway Arches, really. A couple of mattresses and army of wood lice that shared the scraps Mac and Dutch scavenged. You could hear the trains rattling by every five or six minutes. It sounded like thunder. I kept thinking the ceiling was going to collapse every time a train went over the top. Still, Mac and Dutch took me in after I left you. Said they'd show me the ropes, make it easier for me to get by.'


  'Did they?' I pressed, torn between concern and a need to know, Mac and Dutch a door to another world. A world that I desperately wanted to become a part of. One I needed to become a part of if I was going to be able to help Malachi and his kind.


  'You could say that. They showed me the bins they got their food from. Showed me the shops with the cheapest booze, showed me how to bum a fag and, get this, they explained how even the fucking begging is organized in this place. There's these factions in the city – it used to be every bugger for himself until this one bloke came along. He calls himself Crohak, though most people call him The Bird Man, 'coz he paints these pictures of birds to mark his territory.' I nodded to show that I had an idea what he meant. 'The deadbeats are gathering like flies on a turd,’ he went on, ‘trying to get close to him. He controls maybe half of the streets, vets new arrivals – if he likes them he assigns patches for them to work, makes sure they have a blag that's all their own, sympathy trips, that sort of shit, makes sure they don't get turned over and gives them a place to stay in The Rookery.'


  'The Rookery?' I interrupted, sure the name should mean something to me. It didn't.


  'It's a warehouse on the Quayside, absolutely massive it is, six storeys high, each one bigger than a couple of football pitches end to end, and a basement that goes way beneath the river.'


  'I'm with you,' I said, picturing the old bonded warehouses that lined the banks of the Tyne. We could see some of the tarred roofs from where we sat.


  'Mac and Dutch took me back to the squat and told me get some shut eye before they presented me to Crohak. I couldn't say I fancied the idea much, but I didn't see what alternative I had.’ He shrugged. ‘If I tried to make my own way without Crohak's go ahead Mac and Dutch promised me a watery grave. Nice guys. Said Crohak had taken over and anyone who wasn’t on his side was on a limited life expectancy. Stevie told me to run. Mac kicked the shit out of the kid for that. It's like he was schizophrenic, nice as your favourite grannie one minute, off his box the next. I kept quiet and tried to get some sleep while Stevie cried his eyes out in the corner of the garage. I didn't see how I could help him and stay on Mac and Dutch's good side, so I left him be. It was hard, mind, not doing nothing. Hard to fall asleep.


  'And the thieving bastards stole from me while I was out. Took my money, my watch, the chain from around my neck, everything in my sack they thought they could get cash for. The only reason they didn't get the twenty with your number on was because I stashed it in the collar of my cap and kept it on my head while I kipped. When I came to they were sharing a fresh bottle of whiskey my stuff had paid for. Stevie was huddled in the corner, a complete wreck and I felt like total shit.


  'Mac and Dutch gave me ten minutes to get my act together while they downed the whiskey, then they dragged me to meet this Crohak, not caring who saw two tramps dragging a kid through the streets. They took me down to The Rookery and presented me like I was some fucking gift they were offering to their god. I was kicking and screaming because I could see what the bastard was doing to another kid the dossers had dragged in. He drove metal spikes into the kid's kneecaps so he couldn't walk and had him dumped in a corner. To think about everything else he had to lose, the bastard said, like he was preening. Then he turned on me. Mac came over all humble and said where they had found me, and how they had helped me. Dutch backed him up with occasional nods of: "Yeah, yeah. . ." when the alcohol allowed.


  'Crohak just looked at them, like he was humouring a couple of retards, then he turned on me. He wanted to hear my story. I told him everything up to getting on the train, kept you out of it 'coz I wasn't sure. He was like a judge deciding whether I was worthy to join his troupe. If I failed I imagined I would be joining the kid in the corner with spikes through my knees. Fear must have made my story all the more convincing because he welcomed me with open arms. Said he could always use a man with my particularly fiery talents.'


  'Jesus. . .'


  'That's not the half of it. He's had me starting fires every night – more than one a night some nights. The first day it was mainly dustbins and threats, more inconvenience than danger, but then he had me torch a couple of cars in the underground car park behind The Swallow, some derelict houses on the estates up in the West End, Rye Hill and Arthur’s Hill, and an old department store down by the Central Station. The buildings were all empty, but I don't think he cared. Every time I argued, one of his stooges cut me.' Chaz traced the outline of the razor wounds. 'Gentle persuasion, he called it, so I wouldn't forget what happened to the kid with metal spikes instead of kneecaps.


  'Everything this Crohak does is vindictive. Scares the shit out of me. It's like he's trying to bring the place down stone by stone and he won't be happy until it's so much rubble at his stinking feet. And he knows things, man. Things there should be no way of him knowing. . .


  'He's got other kids he sends around with spray cans and shit that he supplies, makes them draw murals and stuff on the walls. Nothing pretty though. Big black birds and crazy slogans, anti-this and anti-that stuff that's deliberately provocative.'


  'I've seen the kind of stuff. I always thought it was misguided kids trying to be clever,' I said, a thought bobbing evasively just out of reach. I tried to snag it, but it drifted away. I knew better than to chase it; the harder I thought about it the more elusive it would become, so I let it go. It would come back in its own time. 'I can't leave you in the middle of this. . . Look, maybe it’s best if you went home.'


  'I can't go home,' Chaz said, leaving little room for argument. I knew enough of what going home meant to him to know there was no going home, but I didn't see a hell of a lot of options on the table and I was still stubborn enough to hate any kind of defeat.


  'Somewhere else then?' I said, clutching at straws.


  'What makes you think it'll be different anywhere else? Right now I've got a roof over my head and the landlord doesn't hassle me for rent, okay? We got stuff to talk about.'


  'It's your call, kiddo,' I said, grudgingly admitting it was out of my hands. 'Talk to me.'


  


  


  



  four


  
     
  


  He knows who you are. . .


  He knows where you live. . .


  Chaz's last words before we parted echoed emptily within the confines of my skull. Sickness, as cold and bitter as any pill, washed over me while, inside, venoms targeted on my tender places. Dark thoughts cluttered my mind, vulgar fragments of Chaz's warning spinning round and around and around, words piecing themselves together in a jigsaw of fear. I wanted to scream but I couldn't get a sound passed the tightness in my throat. Chaz had put the fear of God Crohak into me. I didn't want to believe him, but what choice did I have?


  No way to calm myself with his words ringing in my ears.


  He knows who you are. . .


  He knows where you live. . .


  He knows where you live. . .


  Aimee was at home, alone. I couldn't shake the thought of her being alone in there. The bastard had wormed his way into my life, maybe even into my home now. And what the hell could I do?


  Please God, let me get to her before he does. . .


  That was all I wanted, to get to her first.


  To have a chance.


  Heart racing, I ran up the dark alley and hurdled the rusted iron railing that separated the traffic from the footpath, not caring if the black cab bearing down on me had the time it needed to stop. I hit the road at a run and kept on running. Car horns blared in my wake. I didn't care. My eyes and path were fixed.


  Quickly the Central Station was looming above me like some grimy gargoyle, locked up and forgotten in daylight, drowned in pigeons. Hundreds of pigeons. Their clamour was unbearable. They were everywhere, in every nook, in every cranny. As I charged on, I heard them talking to me, in one of those seconds of unreality: Look at him go. . . Look at him run. . . Too late. . . Too late. . . Look at him go. . . Look at him run. . . Look at him. . . Ain't gonna make it. . .


  I skidded around the next corner onto Westgate Road and into the TheatreVillage itself and stopped dead in my tracks, heart hammering. There, ringing the perimeter of our block, was a legion of tramps, all overcoats and tousled hair, whiskers and dirt. Their vigil was eerily silent. I forced myself into motion, my legs a curious mix of lead and jelly, if that makes any sense. I expected them to stop me, but they didn't. Their filthy bodies parted like the Red Sea to let me through their number. My pulse was beating a tattoo in my temple. My heart in my throat. The rank mix of stenches dizzying. Fumbling with the security key, I forced the gate open, trying not to think about what the legion of tramps meant.


  Aimee. Her named popped inside my head. I forced myself not to think. The intercom had been broken by a screwdriver, the blade of which jutted out of the mangled panel. No way to call up.


  The parking lot was a blur of car shapes.


  Somehow, sweat running down my face, I made it into the foyer.


  I didn't want to go up. I didn't want to see what Crohak had done to my Blue Eyed Girl.
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  The air cloyed with that sickly sweet smell of his, smoking hickory wood. Oh, God, please no, please. . .


  I pushed open the door to our new flat, sickly certain. The smell was stronger inside than out. Leaving the door open, I collapsed against the frame. I knew the name of that smell now; it was the smell of being too late; it was the smell of heartache; loss.


  Feathers and blood.


  They were my first impressions. A crazy Pollockesque splatter-montage. Part of me had been expecting carnage, I realised as the tension fled my body, to find pieces of Aimee littered around the huge room, the devastation complete. But it wasn't like that. There was no sign of Aimee that I could see, but Crohak had been here. I was left in no doubt about that, he had been here. Touched our things. Violated our home. That second, all I could feel was that I had been raped. The feeling was that fundamental. The implicit threat: If I can do this once. . .  Every flat surface in the room was glazed by a patina of a thousand feathers; dull greys and whites, some splattered with a wash of red that seemed too dark to be blood. He had smeared shit across the icy face of my Hugh Syme picture. The invasion was made all the more horrific by the coldness of the threat. The knowledge of what it meant. That he had been here was bad, but much worse, was that — seemingly — he could come back whenever he wanted.


  I remembered the few words he had for me in the hospital: Are you afraid? Yes, yes. . . I can taste it. . .


  Understanding, true understanding, of fear stole through me like a gypsy's wanton curse. Nauseous acrobats turned gambolling loops inside my gut. I was afraid. I knelt, taking the feathers between my cold, cold fingers. They felt brittle. I raised them to my flaring nostrils and smelt it, that smell; smoking hickory wood, haunting me.


  Faint light seeped under the bathroom door.


  The flat was utterly silent, the feathers deadening any vibration that might have been noise. I couldn't make myself cross the threshold. I looked up at the ceiling instead of moving, my mouth opening as my neck arced back, and I loosed an anguished cry embittered by my frustration and my own incapacity. I punched the wall beside the door frame hard enough to leave a hole gaping through the plasterboard where my fist had been. It hurt, but the pain did me good, brought me back to myself. Tears stinging my eyes, I went through to discover just how brief our mortal flirtation with paradise really was.
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  My scream rent the deep, dirty silence that smothered the soft-edged flat. Desperate, terrible and long, long, long. The scream of a man finally thrust face to face with everything he has ever dreaded.


  Aimee was in the bathroom, naked, her broken arm hanging over the lip of the tub. The soft, discoloured flesh was scored with deep-flapped lacerations that could only have been made with a razorblade. Her smooth skin was scolded, laced with a rash of pinkish weals and welts, burned from head to toe and left to soak in the bloodied water of the bathtub. But that wasn't the worst of it. Her body was open, rent with a legion of evil slashes where the Parasite's razor had wrought its vile torture. One breast was carved away, sliced clean through. . .


  Her head was tilted back, forehead mashed into the black ceramic tiles where the bath met the wall beneath the tap heads. . . Some sort of grim parody of Jesus in declination. . . The skin from her forehead down, across her brow and the plane of her cheeks had been peeled away like a mask. . .  Stealing her beauty as if the look of horror, anger, pain, sorrow, fear and that last and worst of all, betrayal, in her eyes was not enough to haunt me they had to take her face from me. Rob me of it all.


  What was one more scream in this vile city? I thought, falling to my knees. I touched her cold cold skin and felt nothing. Too suddenly she was wrenched away from me. Her face, the smiles and the frowns that were uniquely hers, the twitch of her lip, the slight dimple, gone. I was ripped inside. I reached into the bathtub not knowing what the hell I was doing. Hooked my hands under Aimee's dead armpits and heaved, trying to get her out of her enamel coffin, some crazy idea in my mind that if I could get her out of there I could bring her back.


  Tears were streaming from my eyes but nothing came out of my mouth. All I could think of was that first night we kissed, and that we would never kiss again. No matter what I did, how I changed, how I tried, we would never touch like lovers. Desolation tasted bitter like salt on my tongue.


  Death made her heavier than I ever could have imagined; it took everything I had to heave her into a kind of sitting position, her blood soaking into my clothes. Tears stung my eyes; made it harder to look at her. I shifted my hold, one arm snaking beneath her arm and around her cold cold back, the other beneath her legs to make a cradle to rock her. 'But I love you,' I screamed as I lifted her; what should have been our future together pouring out of me in that one desperate sound.


  Then she was in my arms. My fingers dug into the putty of her flesh; kneaded her to be alive. For it to be this morning again, before Ciaran's phone call, when things were simple and sleep still had the power to cancel all pain.


  I stumbled out of the bathroom. Stopped moving inside the feathers and blood. The pain inside those four walls was claustrophobic. I stared at the open door and all I could think was that I didn't say good-bye. That now I never would.
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  The blood red rose flowered over my heart, Aimee's blood sowing the seed of despair that dragged me down nine flights of stairs with her limp body heavy in my arms. I wasn't thinking. Just walking. My feet moving.


  I carried her into the street, not knowing why, only that I couldn't leave her up there. Out into the blur of cars.


  The tramps had gone, leaving the street too empty. It ought to be raining, I thought crazily. Rain to purge the streets. There was no heart. No honesty out there.


  She was too heavy but I wouldn't let her go. I couldn't see. I just pulled her closer to me and trusted my feet.


  People stared; I know they did. Saw me, the desperate wailing man carrying his dead lover through the crowded grey streets, committing me to their memory. Christ, there was no way they could ever forget me, not if they saw me then, like that. I waltzed with shadows, a stumbled lonely dance; Gueca solo, my dance of grief through the streets strewn with broken dreams; cameras recorded me as I carried Aimee out of the complex, my head thrown back to look at the sky because I couldn't look at her.


  It should have been raining.


  A single pigeon nestled on the flat roof of the newspaper shack on the opposite side of the road; the bird had no eyes with which to watch me. It's presence sent a bone deep shudder through me. I screamed something at it and the little bird took wing, throwing its shadow over me. Its shadow a parody of that damned necklace. . .


  It really should have been raining.


  The pavement pulled at my feet, an enormous ribbon of molasses spilled out across the street to hit and stick with the beating of the sun. I pulled my feet just as they pulled me. Walked out into the middle of the road ignoring the blaring horns and screeching wheels. I was out of my mind. The front end of a car clipped my trailing leg; it span me but I kept on going oblivious to the rants of road rage venting in my wake.


  Could I stop? Could I stop, even if I wanted to? I doubted it very much. Aimee's body felt boneless in my arms. Her head lolled all the way to the middle of her back as if the column of her neck had been severed. I walked as if I had been hypnotized, the wind crying with me. On and on, not looking down. I couldn't look down. Without really knowing, I knew where I was going. To a hole in the side of Dog's Leap Stairs and its funnelled secret passages with its ghosts and its demons. And to the man that brought me back from the dead.
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  Brought me back from the dead. . .


  I found the door into the soul of the city; it was open, expecting me.


  An open door in the side of a wall halfway up a never-ending staircase. I could smell my own fear. Smell the twisted sense of loss that I held in my arms like a lover. Smell the stench of the sewers and the filth that was the city. Smell, smell, smell. . .


  Gagging, I kicked the door open. The sound careened around the darkness behind, futile and hopeless, like the report of a dead man's gun discharging at ghosts. And I walked inside, walked with my ghosts, carried my ghosts, cried for my ghosts. 'Malachi!' I called, hoarse with grief. My word echoed back to me on the old air, alachi. . . achi. . . hi. . .


  I closed my eyes and started to walk. Counted the steps once more. The gentle turn to the right. The emptiness of the place was complete and claustrophobic; just the steady drip dripping of water. I walked, listening for the elegiac whispers of the dead childhoods, treading in the same footsteps that had made me a modern Lazarus. But the voices were silent.


  'Malachi?' I called again, forcing strength into my faltering voice. 'Malachi?' alachi. . . achi. . . hi. . .


  Nothing.


  Then a faint sound:


  A car.


  In the streets above.


  I opened my eyes again, drank in the darkness and tried to make sense of it.


  Something was weakening; whatever held this place from reality, whatever kept the old man's stony heart beating and his cemented blood flowing, it was weakening. I could feel it because it was weakening me, too.


  And then I saw him; a frail shadow of a man swathed in rags that looked to be crumbling to dust. He shuffled forwards, needed the wall to support him. I didn't move; I could feel hope disappearing. He was a husk. A shell. He didn't have the strength to keep himself alive let along work miracles, but that didn't mean I was going to forgive him for his weakness when I needed his strength. Oh, no. He owed me. That was all that I could see. It was his fault and he owed me. 'Help me,' I breathed into the black. Aimee felt dead in my arms. He stopped. Seemed to be drawing something off the air. For just a second he appeared to grow, to resemble the Malachi that had forced sight back into my stolen eyes. 'Bring her back. . .' I pleaded. But then he was just a sad old man again and the magic was gone. His time was passed; Crohak was winning the battle, winning the war.


  'I can't,' was all he said. His voice was flat; deathly. I heard the accusation in there. He held his hands out to me as if making an offering of them. The skin was dehydrated, layers of the dried out stuff blistered and flaking away from the knuckles and fingers. Fissures ran through his palms, cracks no longer.


  Malachi was crumbling, the truth was in his hands.


  I clutched Aimee hard, refused to let the thoughts his hands stirred intrude.


  'I want her back, Malachi. I want her back.'


  One word:


  'No.'


  It hit me like a hammer. Have you ever been betrayed?


  'You want to talk about betrayal, old man? This is betrayal. This is fucking betrayal,' I was walking towards him, I couldn't help myself. I wanted to rip the cloth away from his eyes, gaze into the pit where his eyes had been and see his soul for what it really was. See the blackness. I lifted Aimee's body. Thrust it at him. Made him see her. What he had done to her. 'I want her back. You're going to give me her back.'


  'I haven't got the strength, child. I'm dying.'


  'No,' that word again, mine this time.


  'Yes,' Malachi said, bone weary. 'I am dying. It is as simple and as cold as that. My time is nearly come. It takes what scant will I have to keep you alive, child. To keep you breathing and seeing and walking. I haven't the strength to carry three souls. I can barely manage two, and for how long I can fuel two, I don't know. . . I need you to fight for me. I need you to be my sword, to cut out the hate and the malice that is Crohak, or it's over. For both of us.'


  'I don't. . . I can't. . .' I was lost. Without Aimee it might as well have been over. 'Tell me one thing,' I said, needing something to hate, something to blame for the way my world had fallen apart.


  'Anything,' the old man wheezed, reaching out to steady himself on the lifeless wall of culled childhoods. Where were they now? Could they die again, like this?


  'Look into my mind and tell me it is not true.'


  'I don't. . ?'


  'Look into my head, see what I see and tell me it is not true. Tell me the New Dawn is a lie. Tell me you weren't part of it. Tell me!'


  Malachi touched his fingertips to my temples, the touch tightening slightly but lacking the strength of his last invasion. His fingers trembled badly under the influx of my most recent memories and turmoils. The interior of St. Thomas's, the vicar, his words, visions and delusions and the claws from the votive candles. Liar. The images tumbled out of my head freely this time; I propelled them, hurled them at the old man, wanting him to hurt. Needing him to hurt. It was different this time. I was in control, dictating what he saw, making him see what I wanted him to see, what I needed him to see; to deny. The defiance was mine. The power the magic was mine.


  And I hated it because it meant I was like him.


  I hated it because I couldn't bring her back.


  Malachi withdrew his trembling fingers a beaten man.


  'I can't.'
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  When the World Comes Down


  
     
  


  Cities are the sink of the human race.


  Rousseau,


  Emile.


  
     
  


  The hum of human cities torture.


  Byron,


  Childe Harold.


  
     
  


  It is a city where you can see a sparrow fall to the ground, And God watching it.


  Connor Cruise O'Brian.


  


  


  



  Killing In The Name Of. . .


  
     
  


  one


  
     
  


  Aimee's pale and beautiful face was on my pillow, one more nail in my dead, dead heart; her body left underground and not coming back outside of my memories. And her face. . .


  The film of skin peeled away from her head had been laid out smooth so that the features above the fabric were clearly hers.


  It was a rag, no trace of the girl, no phantoms to ignite the grief, it was a dead rag left to taunt me. I let the gauze curtain slip through my trembling fingers, and turned my back on the last vestiges of humanity.


  I had gone back to the flat above the TheatreVillage. My head was a mess. I didn't care. It span with images of my flat face on the television screens silenced by the glass of the High Street. With the sounds of what they might have been saying. They would be coming for me.


  I wanted to taste blood.


  Wanted to bump into one of Crohak's Oz Parasites and trade pains, mine for his.


  Wanted to take razors to the sides of his cheeks and draw them down, then lift the mask off and see what kind of monster truly lay beneath the dirt and the grime and the sour smell of whiskey.


  Wanted to make that monster bleed and scream, scream and bleed and hurt.


  That most of all.


  Things were scattered everywhere. Knives, forks, spoons and every other household utensil I had ever hoarded, the drawers on the floor where I had turned them out across the feathered carpet. I sat down cross-legged amongst the clotted feathers, the knives fanned out around me, counting them out like some grotesque nursery rhyme king in my counting house; a long handled knife with a serrated edge, cheesewire garrotte, and a pearl-handled cut-throat razor, my three.


  I made my choices quickly, my head buzzing with the one question: Could I do it? Could I kill someone?


  I stood and caught sight of myself reflected in the panoramic window, looked and knew the answer was yes, yes I could do it.
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  So I went out to catch me a killer on the dirty streets.


  For three nights I slept under the concrete of the Concourse, ate out of dustbins and washed in the public toilets with their permanent fusion of urine and cigarette smoke. The tiles were always wet with something and the troughs stuffed with wadded toilet paper so they overflowed on the flush. I came out feeling dirtier than when I went in.


  The days were spent going over the same old ground, too frightened to return to the empty flat now that I had committed myself to this course of action.


  I sat on the wooden bleachers beside Leazes Park watching out for ducks, imagining people children throwing bread, and couples messing about in the flat bottomed rowing boats.


  The cold flame of anger dwindled during those desperate few days, but never quite extinguished. Always when I needed it, I saw grim reminders of Aimee – sometimes in the way someone walked or tossed their hair, sometimes in the cold stone of the  place where I sheltered, and sometimes in the sound of a song. Always Aimee to fan the flame. Keep it burning bright. Thanks to the streets I learned to come to terms with myself again. I still ached but I learned to savour the taste of retribution on my tongue.


  And I was right. They were talking about me on the news and in the press. The gutter rags called me a savage, The Devil's Right Hand, and put my face next to the dead clergyman on the front pages, while the blind televisions showed the overhead time-lapse shots of me running down Northumberland Street and the security-cam shots of me carrying Aimee out of the flat in my arms, the grainy low-res. black and white not picking up the blood on my clothes.


  No enhancements of these home movies, no clever but impossible zoom-ins to hear my breathing or see the sweat running down my cheeks and the insanity-fire in my eyes.


  They didn't show the truth, just a fragment, and because of it they were damning evidence in the eyes of the world.


  I had been displaced from my own life, my direction stolen from me. Between Malachi and Crohak they had bled me until I had nothing left but a few instincts and reflexes that could have belonged to anyone.


  Suddenly I was an outcast.


  And that was where I wanted to be, one of the folk on the fringe.


  A street dweller.


  And it paid off…


  I found the Tin Man.
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  There was a cold drizzle in the air; the taste of blood on the rain.


  It was by chance. I had taken to following the army of deadbeats and junkies on the off chance that one of them might lead me deeper into Crohak's labyrinth. Money changed hands in blind alleys, phials and sachets and powder and whatever kind of death you were looking for was there to be bought if the money was right.


  The walk took me up through the maze of streets that emerged on the northeast side of the city, through the rank and file of deserted shops with their split levels of broken windows and boarded-up fronts. A few people were out in the drizzle, squashed into their coats as they shuffled towards the takeaways and off licenses on the ring road. Broken glass and yesterday's news clogged the gutter along with Styrofoam burger boxes and crushed Pepsi cans. I smiled as I kicked a dented can into the path of a trundling car, remembering the literal translation of the 1970's advertising campaign: Come alive with Pepsi, which on a two-way Japanese bypass became: Pepsi brings your relatives back from the dead.  A promise I doubted very much they could keep.


  The rain made everything feel grey and drab; depressing.


  The kid I was following made a left towards a disused car park. He moved lightly, like he was in a huge hurry to get to wherever it was he was going. In truth, the car park wasn't disused, it was misused. People didn't take the risk of leaving their cars alone to fend for themselves within the fourteen low-ceilinged flights, sub-levels and ramps because the 'joyriders' had taken over and made a game of racing around the tight circuit they made. They called it The Graveyard. Kids flocked to watch the nocturnal challenges hungry for the buzz these things radiated. It would be another hour or so before the spectators descended. A little longer for the pushers and the boy racers.


  I followed at a distance, walking in that ever so slightly out of control see-saw the drunks adopt when they spy a patsy. The kid wasn't bothered about me, that much was obvious. He was chasing along a white line that had nothing to do with road markings.


  It left me cold.


  He cut in between a bricked up Skoda and an Escort that had had its windows put out by a chunk of concrete that was still on the driver's seat, banging on the bonnet of the Skoda with a clenched fist. I heard him howl like a dog on heat. He was racing, all right. I followed him between the cars. The rain had got in and mildew was growing on the leatherette seats. The car was going nowhere anyway. The radiator grille was missing, and so was the engine.


  Green garbage sacks printed with a portcullis bowel spilled their contents into the centre of the pavements where they had been split by scavengers. Rotten food, crisp packets, polystyrene casings and filthy rags. Nothing of any use to anyone; nevertheless, fingers had gone through it, looking.


  The street reeked.


  This was a bleak frontier to the not-so Brave New World.


  The boy picked up his pace, started to skip along the pavement, kicking at the heart of a cabbage with his sneakered foot. There was only one place he could be going now that he had past the closed gates of an old timber yard. The multi-story.


  A car engine gunned somewhere; a mechanical war cry.


  The challenge was taken up by the drizzle which hardened into a steady, noisy, rain that stifled the tribal roar.


  I hurried after the boy, in through the paint-flaked door of the stairwell. The whitewash on the concrete breeze-blocks was black where fires had burned out on the stairs and a thick-layered mural of colour-blind graffiti and litigious slogans decorated the rest.


  The door closed slowly behind me, wheezing like an asthmatic. Like everything else in this place, it didn't fit into its frame. His footsteps were loud in the confines of the tower, echoing his flat-footed ascent. Rain had pooled around the bottom step, and in that puddle the rind of a lemon was half-submerged. The cloying tang of urine clung to the stairwell. I could hear the low, deep throated rumble of duelling cars. Either braver than I thought, or simply more reckless with their timing than I had imagined. I could hear the kids, too, urging and goading.


  I pressed my face up against the broken glass window of the interior level door. There was little to see; the rears of a blue Sierra Cosworth and a flame red Porsche 928. Bodies clustered around the drivers' windows. Torn tee-shirts and tattoos of women and Indians. I swear I could almost smell the danger burning off them. A hand was on the roof of the Cosworth. I could just make out the blue markings of a tattoo. HATE, I guessed, or NUFC. He didn't look like a candidate for LOVE brandings.


  Other motors were lined up in the parking bays, waiting their turn to challenge the pack leaders.


   I removed my shoes and started to pad carefully up the cold stairs. A twisted and blackened spoon lay on the fourth, an all too real marker of another game in progress. It was the first time I had gate-crashed The Graveyard, but I had heard plenty of horror stories about it. The chase is basically a bottom to top one without rules and a full frontal lobotomy seems pretty much a necessity for the drivers. Other than that, it’s a cake walk.


  Broken glass littered several of the risers, a blunt warning to trespassers. I continued to climb, listening for doors opening and closing. It was a bad place to be. I paused beside the sign for level 7 long enough to put my shoes on again. There was enough noise for me not to worry about drawing attention to myself and I had more things to think about than stealth.


  Someone was talking in low tones a couple of levels above my head. The sound carrying down the stairs was too distorted to make out the words, but it was clear from the crisp rise and fall that the conversation was coming to a conclusion and they were heading in their own separate ways. Another door moaned petulantly, and the echo of footsteps parted, one set through the door, the other coming down the stairs.


  There was nowhere to hide where I was. I backed off through the door to Level 7 and stepped back into the deeper cluster of shadows gathered around the nearest pillar. None of the death race voyeurs seemed interested or even aware of my presence. I offered a silent prayer that it would stay that way.


  The Tin Man opened the door and walked confidently among the gathering, moving as if he had some divine right to be there. He hadn't changed in the slightest, wearing the same rags, the same black hair and those ugly facial scars that marked him forever in my worst memory. He walked up to a kid in a distressed leather jacket and slapped him on the back, seemed to be whispering something. His razor-embedded thumbs glinted in the dying light like hard-edged treasures. The kid nodded and pulled away from the crowd.


  The Tin Man led him back towards the privacy of the stairwell, his arm around him in a manner that might have suggested they were long acquainted if it wasn't for the way the thumb razor seemed to creep towards the kid's bare neck.


  Before they were halfway to the door the sound of the race detonated in a series of rapid-fire explosions and roars as the demons under the bodywork of the Cosworth and the Porsche came to life. Down below, the kids yelled. Up where I was, a reverent hush descended. The kids stopped breathing as they waited for the first car to come hurtling around the hairpin of the middle ramp.


  I looked at the door as it closed on the Tin Man and his quarry, then at the ramp, around the level, looking for another way up to the next level, another set of stairs. There were plenty but the problem was getting to one of them without having to force a path through the hungry-eyed spectators. I moved back against the wall and sank down because all I could do was wait.


  And then the Cosworth came careening around the ramp, the Porsche's bonnet up its boot. Wheels shrieked. The stench of burning rubber was incredible. The driver of the Cosworth was a compact blackness behind the tinted glass. How old was he? Ten? Twelve? He was barely in control of the demon, throwing it into a dangerously tight turn too early for the up-ramp. The Cosworth's wing clipped the side of the up-ramp's wall, its front wheel catching the concrete lane divider. I thought the kid had lost it for sure, but he mounted the concrete rise and accelerated even harder into the turn, driving as if he were prepared to kill himself if that was what it would take to win, his recklessness keeping him alive for this level at least.


  The Porsche pushed the Cosworth hard, always up its backside but always in control, plenty in reserve, waiting for the mistake to capitalize on.


  I chewed on my knuckle and tried not to imagine the wreckage.


  The crowd howled its appreciation, and then the cars were gone, up and away. The tension lifted from them, the spectators started breathing again.


  The Tin Man came back through the door. From his fixed smile I guessed he wasn't too upset at missing the high point of the meeting. He was looking around the crowd again. This time I moved first, slipping back out through the door to the stairwell. The kid with the leather jacket was half a flight below me rolling a five pound note into a straw to snort the small sachet of premature burial he had paid the Tin Man cash for.


  I climbed quickly but the kid was wrapped up in the act of getting his fix. I heard the door open and close behind me, and voices again. The Tin Man pushing something harder on to some other sucker with cash to burn.


  Not this time, I thought coldly, taking the cheesewire garrotte out of my pocket and wrapping it around my clenched fists. My heartbeat slowed to nothing in my chest as I waited for him to come.


  He stopped a single flight from where I waited and sat on the stairs. His buyer stayed on his feet, shifting anxiously from one to the other, breathing impatiently. The Tin Man had reeled in a live on. The kid was speeding.


  'Hurry up, man!' the speedfreak hissed.


  'Time kid, time,' the Tin Man replied, pulling a piece of silvered mirror from his rags. He cut the powder using the razors in his thumbs, neat, precise movements. He cut something in with it but the speedfreak was too far gone to notice. 'Twenty quid,' he said, handing the mirror over. The speedfreak paid. He clutched it like it was the Holy Grail, not baking powder at all. 'Now fuck off, kid.'


  The speedfreak didn't need telling twice. He clattered down the stairs, dragging his stiff fingers through the metal railings. I tested the garrotte. The Tin Man was eleven small steps away. I could smell the sodden whiskey and the reek of his cheap cigarettes hanging in the air with the more human cologne of urine. He was lighting up. A crinkle of paper then the twist of a cap. He raised the bottle to his lips, swallowed deeply and sighed.


  Could I do it?


  Yes, yes, I could. . .


  Eleven small steps between man and monster.


  Eleven.


  Ten.


  Nine.


  Eight. . .


  The Tin Man exhaled, his head tilting back to rest on the concrete step behind him. His eyes were closed, savouring his own brand of fix.


  Seven.


  Six.


  Five. . .


  The speedfreak's noise was fading. I could hear my own footsteps again. Not loud, but there. The Tin Man's eyelids fluttered, but didn't open.


  Four.


  Three. . .


  His eyes were open, staring at me, but it didn't matter, he was mine and this way he knew it. Knew what death had come for him. He tried to rise but the drink had taken the edge off his movements. The whiskey bottle smashed on the stairs, puddling yellow and glass. Put his hand down in the broken glass.


  He was mine. I moved fast but there was no real need. My arms looping over his head and pulling back hard, lifting him up another step by the throat. I wanted him dead. He kicked out, jerked, horrible gargling sounds coming out of his throat. I pulled harder, crossing my hands and using the points of my elbows on his spine as a brace. The cheesewire garrotte bit deep, sheering through the soft flesh of his neck, into the cartilage of his Adam's Apple and opening a window-slit into his trachea. His fingers clawed at his throat, at my fingers, dug into the bloody flesh, his razors doing more damage, more cutting, but there was no clawing his way back from this brink for the Tin Man. There was the fresh braying of engines somewhere below, goaded by the wet wind. His legs spasmed. He made the one sickly gargling noise, blood filling up in his airways. I wanted to believe that he was begging me for his life, that he even knew who I was.


  But he didn't have a clue. I could have been another speedfreak or a biker on a downer, a boy racer on an upper, a smackhead on a trip. I could have been anyone. He didn't have a clue.


  I yanked my hands back, my elbows forcing him to look at me.


  His eyes were wide, wild, scared, the pupils dilated.


  He didn't have a clue who I was and that was the truth.


  My grip slackened.


  I didn't think I was going to be able to follow through; finish him off. But then Aimee's face slipped into my mind's eye; Aimee's pale and beautiful face, and as I reached for it the skin slipped away and there he was beneath. I screamed and pulled so hard, so desperately hard, that the cheesewire cut a bloody slash into my fingers and I kept pulling until I felt the solid barrier of his spinal column.


  The Tin Man was dead only his body didn't know it.


  It was a quick learner, though.


  He jerked, once, twice, his feet banging off the bottom step, then his fingers lost their strength and it was over.


  I felt empty. There was no satisfaction. And a man lay dead at my feet. Whatever his crimes, a man lay dead at my feet, and his blood was on my hands. But there was Aimee.


  I pulled the cheesewire garrotte out of his neck and unwrapped it from my hands. It was impossible to tell where his blood ended and mine began. And I could smell every hormone in that blood we shared. I put the cheesewire in my pocket and stepped past him. Someone would find him and the message would get back to Crohak; The Devil's Right Hand was coming for him.
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  I walked out into the rain, letting it engulf me.


  Letting it flatten my hair.


  Letting it slick down my back.


  Living the sensations, the night in pieces behind me. Even though it wasn't fully dark yet, not even half-dark, streetlights puddled amber where they hadn't been put out. I could feel my hands twitching at my side, craving my attention. The rain had thinned the Tin Man's blood without purging it. That was the first time I noticed how much like angels wings my hands were, and how, if I creased it into a fist just so, I could see the shadows coalesce into the face of the Tin Man. I clenched my fist then opened it, making him scream as I pulled his face apart.


  My heart came alive and started beating again then.
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  I found the Scarecrow in the heart of Funland.


  An amusement park built in the bowels of a shopping centre, too cramped, too hot and too loud.


  He had been waiting for me as if he knew all along I would come for him. As if I were his hope and redemption and not his damnation at all.


  I found him on a cheap plastic seat surrounded by children, counting off the seconds until he came face to face with the Angel of Death. None of them were with him. They wore cheap plastic bracelets on their wrists which they flashed when they wanted to go on a ride. The Scarecrow didn't appear to see them as they ran across the miniature golf course on their way to the roller-coaster and King Whiz's castle. The Viking long boat sailed back and forth across the same patch of sky to screams and whoops from its sailors. Garish costumes waddled by in oversized boots. Dodgem cars piled up in a series of multiple collisions that sent sparks flying across the overhead grid. Toddlers trampolined on the inflatable castle mimicking the collisions of the dodgems. Older kids congregated around the banks of arcade machines, challenging each other to the death over high scores and combinations of special moves.


  And noise. Noise. Noise. Music. Shouts. Screams. Laughter. Tears. Folded in on each other until they unified in bedlam.


  The Scarecrow was the only stationary body amid the ever changing sea of little bodies chasing down pleasure. The game.


  And he was waiting for me.


  He was painfully easy to find after the Tin Man. I could smell his blood as easily as I could smell gasoline, because it was tainted in the same way that the Tin Man's blood had been tainted. It had that same tang. It smelled of killing. That was a smell I would never mistake again. Killing. And his rags were soaked in it. All I had to do was walk among the folk out on the fringe and hunt out that smell. It was never very far away.


  I walked between the bodies as they played, my hand closing around the handle of the breadknife I had taken from home. I must have looked like death because he recognised me as I came at him out of the crowd. And I felt some small sense of satisfaction then. My reflection in the bright steel cages of the roller-coaster cars was gaunt, my paint and lacquer coloured skin sallow, and yes, I imagined death could look like me. This death. The Scarecrow's.


  The confidence was gone and so was his grace. The Scarecrow was frightened. He pushed himself to his feet, back-peddling. Tripped over a rubbish bin and fell sideways in a sprawl of coats and rags and that mop of straggly blonde hair. No one moved to help him. All they saw was an old drunk. A dosser who had no one to blame but himself, and what was he doing here anyway? I walked slowly forward, letting the bodies part to allow me through while the Scarecrow scrambled on the terracotta-tiled floor. He had no bike chain to defend himself now, and no friends to take me down.


  He was mine, all mine.


  It looked as if I was helping him to his feet. I reached down and caught a hold of his cuff, used it to haul him to his feet, and as he came level with my face I plunged the breadknife into his stomach and forced it upwards, lifting him and opening a door this time, no little window, for him to bleed his life out through.


  'For Aimee,' I hissed into his ear, making him hear above the din. Ramming the blade home again to reinforce the message. 'For Aimee.'


  He screamed but it was impossible to decipher one scream from another in this kid's Funland. No one looked or moved. No security came.


  I pushed the knife again. For anyone looking I wrapped my free arm around his back as if he needed my support in standing. Beneath the cover of the coats I pulled the knife out and dropped it on the floor. Then I plunged my hand into the rent, feeling for his heart, feeling its rapidly weakening beat in my hand, and for a second I had the power of life and death in my grasp, before I clenched my fist and stilled it with a sharp tug.


  It was done.


  Turning, I eased the Scarecrow back down onto the cheap plastic seat again and pulled the layers of his rags over the open door into his body. Blood was streaming from the wound, clotting and darkening the filthy rags. I picked up the knife and patted the Scarecrow on the cheek before I walked away as if it was the most natural thing in the world for me to do, my good deed done, the harmless old soak back on his perch.


  I felt like Moses walking away through the tide of thrill seekers, the way they seemed to shrink away from me as if they knew, but that part of me, the core, was just as empty as it had been when I found Aimee all those days ago.


  But my hands weren't empty, now there were two faces grained into the skin, one on each hand, the Tin Man and the Scarecrow bleeding in the shadows of my palm, my dead locked there to whisper words of cold, cold comfort in my ears as I prowled the streets chasing that scent, the pheromone that belonged so uniquely to killing.
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  I had been living on the streets three weeks when I found Chaz's body hanging by the neck beneath the girders of the TyneBridge.


  His mouth had been stuffed with pigeon feathers. His hands bound. He had been cut. Bled. His eyes taken.


  The wall behind his body had been sprayed with the wings of a huge black bird.


  Crohak knew I was coming, that was the message. He knew I was coming, but I had one last parasite to snare.


  I touched the dead boy's cheek with my fingers, let them linger there on the cold flesh while I said my good-bye to another victim.
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  When his turn came, the Cowardly Lion ran for his life.


  But there was nowhere for him to run to.


  The sides of the alley reared up bleakly in the darkness like the claws of predatory bird. A snare. Although the rain had stopped, the cobbles were slick beneath his madly running feet, making it doubly treacherous.


  The Cowardly Lion's coats flapped behind him like the broken wings of his master's bird, dragged down into the alley to face The Devil's Right Hand.


  The few windows that weren't smashed looked blank and blind on the chase, no lights burning behind the sheets of glass.


  And I was behind him, chasing him for his life.


  He clutched a bottle in his hand, but I was too far behind when he threw it. It shattered harmlessly on the cobbles. His face, picked out by the silver moon, was masked by a patch of slowly spreading darkness that was his birthmark. The Cowardly Lion bolted again, his footsteps clattering over the cobbled ground. There was thirty yards between us when I skipped over the fragments of broken glass.


  He ran, but I was faster. Where all I could think of was Chaz's body swinging under the bridge and Aimee's body in the bathtub, her head against the black tiles, the tiles running with black tears all I had lost he had so much more to think about as he ran. He had all he could lose to weigh him down, and heavy frightened people move slower in the darkness where there are too many things to trip them and claw them back.


  It was three in the morning. That time when people die quietest. The last day of my third week on the streets. He was to be my third face. The third Oz Parasite. His death would be quiet but bloody where I took the cut-throat to his face. I would need three cuts.


  The Cowardly Lion looked back every few seconds to see me closing the gap between us. He raised his butcher's hook but it didn't look like a threat – it looked like he was desperately trying to ward off the inevitable. I laughed and my laughter sounded mad even in my own ears.


  In the end he ran into a dead-end. Surrounded by high-sided wheelie bins and the rubbish of other people's lives, the Cowardly Lion roared his last, a pitiful whimper as he pleaded for his life.


  I held on to the image of Aimee's face cut away and lying on my pillow when I took the cut-throat to his cheek and drew the blade across his scratchy beard, shaving him beneath the skin. His screams ripped at the heart of the night but we were in the kind of area where curiosity killed more than the odd cat. We were left alone, me to cut, him to bleed.


  He didn't die cleanly. He rammed the curve of that butcher's hook at my stomach and tried to draw my intestines out, but he was so dreadfully slow; moving as if he were dead already. I caught his wrist and held it. I wasn't letting go. Not now. Not ever. I stared into his eyes, looking for some kind of recognition that I was more than just death come down on him.


  But there was nothing.


  'I'm dead.' I needed to say it, needed him to know why I was killing him. It mattered to me, somehow differentiated between man and monster. 'You killed me. You and your friends. You stole my life.' I put the blade to his throat and slashed, drawing it up quick and hard to join with the long opening carved by the first cut. Air bubbles blew out of his throat, each one coated by a skein of blood. The sound was similar to a fire in the rain, burning but being put out in the end. The third cut was the mirror of the first, from temple to temple to chin, and then beneath the skin, peeling the features from the face in the grimmest parody of a mask imaginable.


  He slumped, the wall against his back the only thing that kept him from falling completely.


  Cutting him was messy.


  The Cowardly Lion's blood ran down my forearms.


  His face didn't come off in a single sheet. It came off in chunks, like a badly carved roast.


  But it came off.


  I made damned sure of that.


  


  


  



  The Pain, Heartbreak And Redemption Of A Broken Man
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  Killing them didn't solve anything though, didn't take away the emptiness, and that was the hardest lesson of all.


  Revenge tasted hollow.


  There was still that Aimee-shaped hole inside me when I woke up in the morning and that Aimee-shaped hole eating away at me when I curled up at night. Only the yearning animated my resurrected flesh and now there were more ghosts, more dead, and the world I inhabited was a worse place for it.


  That was my watershed, I think, that realisation. I would stop short of calling it understanding. It was far less than one, a little more than the other. I was walking towards a finality, a confrontation with Crohak that would see it all come down. He would end or I would end. It would be worked out, for better or worse, one way or the other and I found myself thinking that I didn't care. I walked the streets in body, but I walked somewhere else as well. I walked through the constructs of my past, my life as it was, through the dark pillars that were Aimee and Ciaran, mum and dad, my friends. The stones of my past. My foundations. I walked through their claim on me. It was like molasses, pulling at me while I tried to hold some faith in my own goodness, but then I saw the knife or the razor, or the garrotte in my hands as I choked the life out of the Tin Man, and a shadow crossed that goodness, a shadow called murder.


  I might as well have been a serial killer. It was hard to see how I was any different from them, killing in the name of love or right or whatever badge of honour I wanted to pin to my sleeve to justify it, it was still killing and it wasn't over.


  But it would be, soon enough.


  And, God forgive me, I felt a grim sense of anticipation when I allowed myself to think about it like that.


  The weather turned again, for the worse, the Indian summer evaporating as the drizzle hardened into a relentless rain. The street was a miserable place to live. Alley after alley, street after street, dead, the bricks, the buildings, the pavements, the city in mourning and not understanding why. I walked, endlessly unaware of my surroundings, listening to the wind's elegiac voices as they cried for the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion. I hated myself, scavenging after food, begging for a handout when I saw a pressed suit. Once, just once, I thought about writing a 'Help Me' sign, but despite my grief I couldn't do it. I let my 'designer' stubble grow out into a scraggy beard that kept some of the chill out. Slept in doorways and stared at the dead faces on my hands. My dead. I recognised the madness of guilt staring me in the face when I looked at them, but this time there was no Aimee, no champion of hopeless causes, to pull me out on the other side of my private hallucination in one piece. I owned these dead men and there was no one to leech away the cold that had become my body's heat. No one to make everything all right. There was just me and a handful of beautifully cruel weapons.


  I couldn't keep the weapons. I knew that much. I had to get rid of them. I thought about throwing them in the Tyne, and knew it was the right thing to do. The sludge and gunk at the bottom would swallow my metal offering up like a hungry God.


  The razor and the breadknife sank with the faintest splash as I hurled them from the river bank, but the cheesewire floated, tangling up with the weeds drowning on the waterline. I abandoned it to fight for its life.
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  When I turned around I saw the outline of a rag-clothed tramp picked out against the side of a warehouse wall and, across the street, a bag lady clutching her bulging proggy mat shopping bag so tightly I knew it had her whole life in it. Her fingers were bone-white spindles from where I stood. Birds’ claws.


  She was watching me intently. But not moving.


  The rag-clothed tramp stepped aside. Behind him a gloomy doorway gaped openly, black lips around an ugly cavity-filled mouth. A dirty face.


  A pigeon swept in through the gap, disappearing into the black beyond. And another. Then another. Two more, wings touching, fused together like Siamese twins. Three. Ten. Too many to count, tiny bodies melting together like the survivors of a nuclear holocaust. And still more pigeons wheeling in the sky, banking away from the sun and the flock, being swallowed by the black cavity inside the dirty face.


  The rag-clothed tramp smirked when he saw I was lost. Cracked a smile open on broken and yellow-rotten teeth. 'Inside,' he seemed to be saying as they started pouring out of the woodwork.


  Shapes. . .


  By a burned out Subaru, a shape, stooped, thick, clutching a brown paper bagged bottle tightly to its lips; by the wire fence of the lonely generator, a shape, skeletally thin, towering; in the entrance to the alley across the street, a shape; by the telephone box, two shapes; and more, spilling out of the night like lice in two's and three's, rags and coats sweeping behind them.


  'Inside.' I heard him clearly this time.


  I broke eye contact to look down at my trembling hands. My dead were laughing at me. Laughing. Laughing. Laughing. My fingers drifted to the cold metal of the bird hanging around my neck, Matthew's gift. I imagined I felt a pulse beating in the breast of that damned talisman.


  And what choice did I have but to go inside?
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  Inside Crohak's Rookery.


  They came in behind me, Crohak's beggar troupe, ushering me deeper into the Bird Man's foul warren but still keeping their distance, afraid to get too close to the man who had caused their kind so much harm.


  Outside, it was obvious the Rookery had been carved from the stone of an abandoned warehouse, but from the inside I would never have guessed it had ever been anything other than a CardboardCity put together by the army of deadbeats. Newspaper-wrapped torches guttered in oil smeared sconces, casting a fitful illumination across the lines of boxes and the string lines where torn coats and dirty sheets made a labyrinth of walls and streets through the cardboard. Shit, sweat, booze and piss, a world of smells distilled down to these four essences. Rows of pigeons lined the makeshift walls, their horrible beady black eyes watching me as I picked my way through the filth. And the boxes weren't empty, they were homes to the street people Crohak had collected about him; this was what Chaz had meant when he said Crohak took them in, gave them a roof. He gave them a box to call their own and left them to fester among the shit and the piss and the rats.


  Who was I to judge? A fallen angel come down from the lofty heights of the TheatreVillage to die on the streets. And I couldn't even do that cleanly and on my own. No, I needed to drag others down into the gutter with me. People who cared about me. I needed to make them suffer along with me. I was sick like that. . .


  I ached for it to be over.


  The fluttering darkness was claustrophobic. I could hear every bead of sweat as it broke on my skin. Could hear the pulse of those creepy birds staring at me from their white linen perches. Could hear the croupy breathing of the creatures trapped in this purgatory with me. Could hear it all beneath the demented, discordant chorus of the caged pigeons.


  Too much.


  I wanted to scream, let it all out in one abusive torrent, but I kept that anger bottled up inside, kept it as a tiny black seed, knowing I would need it before this scene was played out.


  I walked slowly between the press of the sheets and the cardboard walls. The street people crawled out from their pits to stare at me, more eyes on my back. A stick kid, all elbows and ribs, sprayed a black bird into the fabric of one of the walls. He pulled the sheet back as I got closer, then scuttled out of the way, blocking the only other road through.


  I ducked under the washing line onto a street identical to the one I had just left; more eyes; the same smells, but stronger here, nearer the heart. A huddle of tramps were clustered around a small fire counting out greasy chips like they were the currency of this place; one for you, one for me.  Seeing me coming, one of the group crammed the sorry handful of potato into his mouth all at once, hardly chewing as he forced the things down. I thought he was going to choke but he just kept pushing until the chips were a mush smeared across his lips. His eyes darted fearfully.


  What had these denizens heard about me?


  A rat the size of my foot scurried around the edge of the fire, as at home in the CardboardCity as the tramps.


  I walked past the fire, trying to tell myself I couldn't smell their blood, that it wasn't thinned and tarted a little by the recent infusion of alcohol. That it wasn't me that was changing. The world itself blurred around me as I squeezed my way through the cardboard alleys thronged with street people, their faces pallid, taunting, eyes glazed, teeth rotten. They drew back as I got close enough to touch. Kept that distance between us.


  Finally I could see where the alley was going; in a corner, a rusted iron staircase corkscrewed down from the stone sky of CardboardCity and spiralled deeper still through the floor to some subterranean crypt. The bolts securing the top of the stairs had pulled away from the brickwork, leaving the iron railings dangling precariously. Simply resting my hand on the railing was enough to set it rocking. I didn't see how it could possibly hold my weight.


  Crohak's beggars clustered around me, dragging their feet, breathing heavily. A pair of hands shoved me in the back. I caught hold of the stairs as they pushed again.


  'Okay, okay.' I muttered. 'I get the message.'


  I started to climb. Looking up I saw two ugly faces come peering over the ledge where the staircase emerged in a room beyond the CardboardCity sky. Their heads shook slightly. I backed up, feeling the stairs rock dangerously under my change of direction. The metal grated against the stone, powdering the softer mineral. Rust flaked across my palm. There was that smell again, smoking hickory wood. . . I wondered what it was, really. I kept going down, waiting for my feet to find the bottom. They did. And there was that faint, mocking laughter that had dogged me since the crash.


  I felt the cold, creeping sensation of fear touch my skin.


  I turned.


  The stairs had led me to a large empty room, no more ranks of cardboard homes, just hard packed dirt, a faint drip dripping sound, water, and that damp, underground smell. The wall at my side was limned with a greasy moisture that my racing imagination insisted was blood.


  And there he was, close enough to spit on.


  Crohak reclined on a throne somehow carved from the crushed bodies of hundreds of tiny birds, their heads, bodies and wings fused together in a macabre sculpture. A black-flecked broken wing twitched as I stared, and suddenly I understood another aspect of the Bird Man's sick architecture – it was still alive. A sparrow's head set in to the armrest beneath Crohak's fingers craned, struggling futilely to break whatever spell held it captive.


  The throne was snared in the glow of a naked bulb, the first sign of electricity in this purgatory.


  The Bird Man waited for me to approach his grizzly throne, his bloodless white fingers caressing the brow of an imprisoned gull. The bird's swollen eyes followed me. It was dead because the wind no longer stirred its wings, because darkness and the Bird Man was its world. It was dead and was just beginning to come to terms with it.


  I wanted to say something clever, something flippant, a quip that would have tripped off my tongue easily enough a few long weeks ago, but my lips might as well have been stitched together with cat gut.


  I had thought about nothing but this moment since Malachi had failed me. Face to face with the man who ruined my life. The hunger to see him burn was all that had kept me going at times. And now here it was, that moment.


  And my weapons were sinking in the river outside. . .


  I looked into the Bird Man's eyes, drawn almost hypnotically by the gaze. I felt part of myself weakening, succumbing. It was so very much easier to be the prey than it was to be the predator, so easy to lose the will to live. . . But the will keeping me alive wasn't all mine to lose. . . I felt myself yielding, but against that I felt the tenseness of Malachi's will hardening behind my weakness. Keeping the blood pumping through my hardened arteries, in turn, keeping my will, my resistance, alive, fanning the black seed I had nurtured this far. It would flame. It would flame.


  Somehow, I pulled my gaze away from the Bird Man's mesmerising eyes. For a second I stood there, tensed rigid, not really knowing where the Hell I was. And there he was, exactly as I remembered him from the roadside. Squalid gabardine coats, that hair, that face, those eyes. . . Exactly as I remembered him. I stopped on the periphery of the light thrown by that solitary bare bulb and waited.


  'So, it comes to this,' Crohak said sadly.


  'After all we have been through together,' I agreed ironically. It wasn't a bad opening line. Not one of the very best but the delivery was deadpan and that was a triumph all of its own because inside I was a mess. The innermost angels and demons of my psyche were at war over the controls, and thank God a strange thought under the circumstances the demons were winning. A surge of black anger rose from that tiny black seed at the base of my neck and ballooned until the swollen blossom was pushing out against the walls of my skull. Pushing. I wanted to see the bastard burn for what he had done to Aimee. I wanted to gouge my fingernails into his face and rip and pull until there was nothing left of it. I wanted to crush the bones of his skull with my bare hands, grind them into the hard-packed dirt floor. I was intense. Burning cold, full of an anger that surprised and terrified me, the blood surging through my tensed body like white-water rapids, part of me screaming for his blood. It sent an icy course of pleasure shivering through my hands as I raised them to my face.


  I pressed my fingers to my eyes; the magic part of me. Brilliant white light sparked and danced across my eyelids; pale white faces snared in that light.


  When I pulled my fingers away their ghosts stayed with me; Aimee and Chaz burning brightest.


  'I'm going to kill you,' I hissed then, grabbing a hold of that anger with both fists, thrusting it at him. I had this cold flashburn image of me using my bare fists to pummel Crohak to death with the savage force of my fists flying over and over, driving hard into his face, cracking his face, breaking him. . .


  And the bastard laughed at me. He laughed at me. That damned sarcastic laugh. Down here it was a hideous avian sound that seemed to fill this under-crypt with unpleasant echoes and flapping wings.


  'Such hatred,' the Bird Man said, raising his own hands with deceptive grace. And as he laughed that laugh again his fingers fluttered and, like some horror from a deep-seated nightmare, began to detach from his hands. It was dizzying and impossible, but within the merest fraction of a heartbeat the muscle had separated itself from bone and parted to become these scraps of fleshy birds, blood and so much more glistening on the bodies of that foul carrion as it swarmed around the Bird Man's head. Their flesh mimicked wings perfectly, tiny indentations of feathers coated with a slick gloss and so detailed. And talons. 'Such hatred. . .' he said again, making a tight gesture with his bones that sent his carrion at me.


  Something inside me snapped then, confronted by another sign of madness. These things flying at me. Loosing the anger to simply rage, I went for him. Swept out of the shadow and threw myself at Crohak, my arms flailing at the swarming things as they buzzed and massed around my head, their pulpy, bloody bodies touched and fused with my skin wherever they touched. They went for my eyes. For my nose. My mouth, Anywhere they could get into me. I span wildly, desperately trying to claw them off my face, but they were like leeches, drawing blood out of me where they sank into my skin. Bleeding me. Patches of skin burned where they ate into it. I peeled one of the things off my cheek before it could eat into my eye, the acid of its blood scorching my hand as I clenched my fist around it until it burst. I dropped it but two more had replaced it before the thing hit the dirt, sinking into the soft skin of my cheek with a sound like butter melting in a hot pan. Then they were on my eyes. I felt sickness clutch at my stomach walls as my guts threatened to spill. The tiny fleshy monstrosities fashioned from the Bird Man's fingers were bloating and guzzling my blood like a flock of miniature maggot-vampires feeding for their master. They wormed their way up my nostrils, the tiny indentations of the wings like barbs as they burned into the sensitive flesh and stuck there. I couldn't breath and because of the barbs I couldn't dislodge the blood suckling parasites. The sheer intensity of the pains they opened, each one so acute, so tiny, so disorientating, I thought I was going to die, that this was it, the end song. The feeding frenzy was sordid and unquenchable; fire. But it was an end, and that was what I had been looking for all this time, wasn't it? An end.


  I opened my mouth to scream, let my last breath have some purpose, but it was just like opening the gate for more of them to pour in and tear up my throat consuming the scream before it made a sound.


  I fell to my knees, hands clutching at my throat.


  Crohak didn't move. Didn't call the things back.


  When blackness swam up to swallow me he was the last thing I saw. That hair, that face, those eyes. . .


  


  


  



  four


  
     
  


  I should have known better than to expect death; heaven or hell.


  No, I opened my eyes on blackness and silence but it wasn't any kind of death. It was dirt. The side of my face was pressed into the cold earth. I could taste the dirt on my tongue. The insides of my throat and nose burned, but they were clear and that was no small mercy. Dry blood scabbed on my cheeks and around my mouth and nose where the things from Crohak's fingers had gorged themselves.


  I stirred groggily, struggled to roll over. My head swam. Span. When it stopped I realised I wasn't alone. The silence had dissolved into other sounds; breathing, loud in the darkness. More than one person or a never-ending echo conjured and amplified by the weird acoustics of the crypt. I made it on to my back. Over to the left, light flickered from the bare bulb. I'd fallen outside of its circle of light.


  Water dripped, and in it I could hear the thoughts of Crohak's damned beggar army, screaming for blood.


  It took a long second to orientate myself.


  The Bird Man prodded me in the side with the toe of his booted foot. 'Not dead, then? Good.' His implacable stare was basilisk-like.


  I parted my lips to speak but it hurt. I coughed and gagged instead, the pain of it doubling me up.


  Crohak drove a kick into the base of my spine, hard enough to cripple me. I couldn't move.


  'Kill me,' I gasped finally, biting back the flames of agony those two words cost.


  


  


  



  five


  
     
  


  Arms hauled me gracelessly to my feet.


  My legs sagged. I couldn't stand, but they wouldn't let me fall.


  I was too weak to put up much of a fight; I kicked and struggled but they were weak kicks and a not-quite wriggling struggle, there was no force to them, no strength. Between them they were a miserable defiance against the strength of the arms. Fingers dug into my arms as they dragged me through the patches of light and dark towards a deeper dark; a hole in the ground.


  'Oh, God, no. . . You can't. . .' I moaned, realising, too late. I started to struggle then, to really kick, jerk my shoulders, twist and squirm but the ground was yanked out from under me as the hands pitched me out into the darkness.


  I landed badly, coming down hard on my shoulder and arm, then my back as I went over. I crashed into the unforgiving wall of the pit. Agony's fire flared all the way down my left side.


  They pulled a wooden plank-lid across the hole above me, sealing me in. It was completely dark, but the absence of light didn't kill the sounds.


  Small, scratchy sounds that could only be rats.


  I heard them laughing as they left me in the pit.


  


  


  



  six


  
     
  


  I didn't move; couldn't. Not at first.


  Spoiled water was dripping into my face my from somewhere above. I let it.


  The river. . .


  I was under the river. . .


  I felt suddenly cold. Something scurried close to my hand. I felt its fur brush against the fine hairs on the back of my hand and then it was gone but those fine hairs still crawled.


  The quality of the darkness was claustrophobic, not satisfied with surrounding me, it had to be inside me. Inside my mouth, my throat, my nostrils, my ears. It swarmed dizzyingly, pressing at me all of the time, like the water spilling down my face.


  I wiped at my face but the greasy water was insistent. It slipped through my fingers, into my eyes, down my cheeks, over my lips, into my mouth. I spat but more kept coming, hungry like rain.


  I shuffled backwards, my fingers pushing into the soft moist dirt floor until they were buried to the first knucklebone, until I felt my back press against the solidity of the wall. The constant stream of water had the pit floor sodden. Tentatively, I began exploring the dimensions of my prison, feeling out the closeness of the walls with nervous fingers and palms. The walls were rough and uneven – as if some sort of mural had been carved in to them by the previous tenants –  less than six feet apart in any direction, and roughly circular. It had that smell, too. Smoking hickory wood and cinnamon.


  I pushed myself to my feet then, jumped and swatted at the air reaching a long way short of the pit's wooden lid, not sure what I was doing or why I was doing it. I did it again though, and again, hitting the wall this time, and I kept on jumping and waving at the blackness and throwing myself into the walls until I was gasping from the exertion, dizzy, sick, bruised and totally disorientated.


  Beaten, I sank back down into a huddle.


  I drew my legs in, wrapped my arms around my knees and began rocking gently, just rocking, rocking, feeling a jutting part of the wall mural press into my back every time I rocked back.


  


  


  



  seven


  
     
  


  Time stood still in that cramped little hole; lost all meaning.


  I didn't shout or scream.


  I struggled to remain calm, to think my way through the confinement. To think of ways to pass some of that meaningless time.


  I tried music, thinking my way back through the web of the piano solos that had been second nature before the night of the crash, but it was useless because every note slowed down to the beat of a funeral march and haunted me.


  Then I tried counting it by breaths but tired of the game after three thousand and twenty seven. The number itself wasn't special, it was the extra little something that went along with it. The three thousand and twenty seventh was a rat serenade. I stopped counting because they started crawling over my legs. I couldn't see them, not properly, just vague outlines because my eyes refused to adjust to the utter dark. I didn't need to see them. I felt them, and I heard them, that was enough. One crawled over my foot. I felt it trying to nose a way beneath the cuff of my trousers. Felt its warmth as it nosed my bare skin. That was it. I kicked out, sending it skittering into the pitch. And I screamed. And I mean screamed. I opened my mouth and howled. The noise lashed back at me like nails being driven into my eardrums. That made me scream harder.


  


  


  



  eight


  
     
  


  Minutes.


  Hours.


  Days.


  The time passed by meaninglessly with nothing to measure it but the growing pain in my gut as the rats came closer.


  They had started treating me like a resident part of geography of the pit. Something to be climbed, explored, conquered, and while I was warm, something to be gnawed on, to sharpen teeth on, food for the colony should I stop fighting back.


  And in all of that time the lid never came off once.


  


  


  



  nine


  
     
  


  I was trying to force my body into coming to terms with the idea of starvation but it was a dead loss, if you'll forgive the pun. My belly grumbled like an old Jewish mother, it just kept on at me, nagging, nagging, ever-present in my thoughts, the hunger pang equivalent of Maureen Lipman's Beatty jazzed on amphetamines.


  Food wasn't the only craving, though. Something else wormed away inside my gut, like hunger but subtly different in a way that took me the longest time to differentiate.


  I felt myself starting to shake after a while. Little tremors.


  It was the damnedest thing, after everything I'd been through I was coming down with a bad case of nicotine withdrawal. All I could think was that God had a warped sense of humour.


  I patted my pocket, not expecting my tobacco tin to be there, but it was. Inside pocket. I pulled it out quickly and popped the lid off, knowing that if my tin was there that meant my lighter was there. Still not daring to hope, I explored the contents of the tin by feel; the slightly rough barrels of the roller, the loose pad of the tobacco, and not a lot of that, the wafer thin rectangle of papers, and last, there it was, the cold metal of my Zippo lighter. Feeling like that first caveman who discovered fire I lifted it out and touched it to my lips, wishing, before I thumbed the wheel and lit up my prison.


  


  


  



  ten


  
     
  


  The small puddle of light from the Zippo opened a doorway right down into Hell for a single heartbeat before it too died. But in that fraction, the ruined face of a nameless death leered at me from out of the black.


  And it was a face.


  Bone white, speckled with brown slake, its bleached skull pushed out through the skin of the mud wall. Face to face. The jawbone was wrenched out of its socket and hanging but it clung to the rest of the skull as an earthworm wrapped its slinky body around the bone and disappeared into the cavity that would have been an ear in its past life. The jawbone still harboured the roots of teeth that had long since rotted. Before the light died a gasp of purification leaked from the broken-jawed mouth. A many-legged earth dweller squirmed out of the rust-coloured mud, its black carapace crusted and streaked with a watered-down red.


  There were insects everywhere, crawling in and out of burrow holes in the mud walls. They kept the wall alive.


  Either side of the broken skull little calcite fingers, spindles of bone, clawed out to snag me. To snag me and drag me into the mud to share their darkness.


  The stench of petrol caught in my throat.


  Head down, I gagged and vomited, coughing and retching into the dirt between my legs until there was nothing left to bring up.


  And from out of the darkness the rats came to lap it up hungrily.


  


  


  



  eleven


  
     
  


  My body craved an infusion of cigarette smoke more than ever, but light was the price of a nicotine fix. Light and all it had to show.


  That nameless death with its greedy fingers wasn't going to be alone in the dark. It would have gather others in to share its pain. That meant more deaths, more bones trapped in the walls of a muddy grave. More. More. . .


  I clutched the lighter tightly in my trembling hand, leeching the last of the warmth out of it. It couldn't warm me, though.


  So much pain caught in such a small flame. . .


  I couldn't help myself I had to think about those first tentative tactile explorations after my descent into the pit and how it had felt under my fingers. Like bones. . ? The sibilant whisper of  the clergyman's words filled my mind's ear. Suddenly I wasn't alone in the darkness. Rapid flashburn images of bleached faces with flesh and blind insects crawling and clinging to them flared and leered on every side, above and below, broken fingers of bone clawing out to snare me; bones lit by my imagination and the clergyman's hideous recollection of that bloody night when the old century died. This wasn't memoryless earth. The rusty colour of the soil suggested a lot of blood had been spilled down here over the years. A lot. I was Crohak's prisoner, trapped in a mass grave of beggars and cripples. The spectres conjured by my imagination were broken and twisted and more disturbing than anything the darkness could hide.


  They wouldn't leave me alone until I lit the lighter; one flame to chase them away.


  


  


  



  twelve


  
     
  


  The spectres ran as far as the mud walls where they melded into the jumble of bones and caricatures of bodies.


  In places there were more bones than there was rusty earth, bones seething with tiny life, insects swarming over them, eating into each other to get closer to the nutrition of the bone garden.


  Something fragile inside me broke forever.


  


  


  



  thirteen


  
     
  


  I sat in the middle of the bones, drawing comfort from clutching my legs to my chest and just rocking, rocking, rocking.


  I listened to the conversations of the insects as they burrowed, and the rats as they lapped up my drying vomit, not understanding a sound they made, not understanding how they could bear to live in the mass grave of the bone garden.


  I tried to roll a cigarette but couldn't because my hands were shaking too much. I dropped the tin and curled up into a tight, foetal, ball, my arms locked around my shins, half of my face pressed into the rusty mud, and waited to die.


  


  


  



   fourteen


  
     
  


  Minutes.


  Hours.


  Days.


  The pain in my stomach became a hollow numbness. It stopped hurting. My throat was parched. I drank the spoiled water that coursed down my upturned face. It tasted faintly metallic, of bromides and earthy elements but it kept me alive because I lacked the strength to let go and die.


  Like my belly, my head was empty.


  My skin crawled with insects, the air with my whimpers.


  I lay there until one of the rats started licking my eyes with its rough tongue.


  


  


  



  fifteen


  
     
  


  I caught it before it could get away.


  Dug my fingers into its neck so its sharp teeth couldn't find a way to sink into my hand as I smashed it on an outcropping again and again. I felt the spasm of its death course up my arm and clenched my fingers tighter until my nails pierced its thick skin killing it again and again and again.


  I was salivating and that shook me badly.


  I started to tear at the fur, opening the rat up so I could get at its warm flesh. Parted its steaming entrails. It was warm and sticky. I tasted its blood on my fingers as I put them to my mouth, wondering if I could do it. . .


  


  


  



  sixteen


  
     
  


  There were five rats down there with me.


  They didn't touch the pain in my stomach for more than a few minutes each, their moist softness, their repugnant taste, but the more I chewed the more I grew used to eating. That first mouthful was the worst, but I had time to get used to it. I swallowed again, forcing the dead meat down. Chewed, tasted that warmth as the agony burned within my belly. By the end I was tearing into the carcasses, skinning the rodents with my teeth before I shovelled the still warm meat into my mouth, trying not to think of what I was doing, telling myself I was going to survive, that I would do whatever it took to stay alive. . .


  


  


  



  seventeen


  
     
  


  When the rats were nothing more than skin and bone left to rot on the floor I started on the insects, worms, beetles and earwigs that sheltered in the walls.


  I gouged my fingers into the rusty mud, clawing out handfuls of the stuff and sifting it for a grub, working blind. Because I couldn't see more than an outline through my animal eyes it stopped hurting. Part of my mind was able to segregate the trauma, keep it away from the other part of my mind where my sanity wavered. Make it unreal, as if it were happening to someone else. That part protected me as best it could but some of the nightmare was always real and refused to bleed away.


  My fingernails broke off. My skin became hard and dry, flaking. My face felt strange, my beard grown wild. The pit stank of my shit where I'd had to empty my bowels so many times it hurt to think.


  I became used to the ravening hunger because it was all I had to satiate myself.


  I quickly sank into myself like the flesh of my limbs which sank into my bones.


  Languished in my pit of despair, my own abyss where my tortured mind plagued itself with hallucinations of juicy steaks lashed with Milanese and peppered sauces, sausages smothered in golden brown fried onions, burgers drippy with grease and melted cheese, and strands of spaghetti run through with creamy pesto, garlic and herbs mixed in. Succulent memories of unholy grails where Ronald McDonald was God, Father, Son and Holy Ghost with double cheese and a side serving of fries.


  And then there was light. . .


  


  


  



  eighteen


  
     
  


  Nothing brilliant or startling, a chink at first that slanted across the black sky like the sliver from a knife's shiny edge, but then the wooden lid came off and even the dim illumination of the guttering newspaper torches was painful to my eyes. I shuffled back against a wall, covering them. Expecting torment. It came in spades.


  The Bird Man had torches lowered part-way down on ropes so there was no chance of miss-seeing the bones of the beggars grave that kept the wall together. No chance of mistaking what they were. What they meant, those white shapes as they twisted lazily in the guttering light of the burning newspapers. The New Dawn.


  Hungry faces leaned over the side of the pit to stare at my squalid existence. I whimpered, curling up tighter, painfully aware of the small pile of rat corpses stripped of meat and caught in the puddles of light, of the bugs and the faeces clinging to my body, desperately wanting the torment to go away.


  But it wouldn't.


  I heard the mocking echo of the Bird Man laughing again, but this time I didn't care. I pushed my back up against the wall, trying to make myself small.


  He didn't stand there and mock, didn't tell me that the bones that floated in the mud walls were the driving force behind his war with Malachi, didn't try to explain away himself or his actions. His need for revenge. He didn't need to. I understood for myself – darkness, time and solitude were good teachers. 'Get him out of there,' he ordered briskly.


  Another rope was lowered over the ledge, this one bare of torches. I stared at it as if it were the Serpent himself come to lure me into the next circle of Hell.


  'Climb it,' one of the tramps hissed, Jack Daniels strong on his breath even from this far.


  I shook my head, knowing there was no way in God's earth I was up to the climb.


  'Climb the fuckin' thing,' he insisted, hawking and spitting a wad of phlegm at me. Others took his lead, spitting at me, hawking and spitting, hawking and spitting until I reached out for the rope.


  I used it to pull myself to my feet. It hurt to stand after so long lying down. I was painfully weak, my body a bag of bones, a scarecrow, but one hand after the other, I started to haul myself up, using my feet on the rough bones for support. My stick-arms were trembling violently. My hands just couldn't hold on. I fell after less than five feet, collapsing in a heap. I lay there, gasping.


  In the end one of the hawkers had to climb down into the pit and tie the rope beneath my arms so the others could haul me out like a sack of potatoes.


  


  


  



  nineteen


  
     
  


  They carried me to the foot of Crohak's avian throne. My head swam with images of a kid having spikes driven through his knees. I screamed but it wasn't much of a scream really. It was stillborn in my throat.


  The Bird Man fingered the skull of a pigeon locked in the armrest of his hideous chair, his lifeless eyes watching me intently as his cronies dumped me unceremoniously at his feet. The corpse of a butterfly lodged in its beak.


  I tried to look up but a cramp ripped through my stomach, curling me back into that familiar, safe, foetal ball. 'Why don't you just kill me,' I gasped, finally catching my breath.


  'Because there is something you should see first.' The pathos of his offered explanation made me want to laugh, but wanting and doing were very different beasts.


  From somewhere in the darkness, I heard a bolt being shifted and a heavy door being opened. Crohak's tongue clicked absently against his palette. He prised the struggling butterfly out from between the bird's beak, and rolled it delicately between his fingers until the poor thing was dead, its brilliantly coloured wings mashed into its ochre-leaking body. He wiped it on his coat. I struggled to rise as more newspaper light spilled into the open space bringing footsteps and a dragging shuffle with it; someone was coming.


  Two more of Crohak's beggar army, and between them they dragged an unmoving body. It's head was down against its chest, hair fallen over its features, but it was recognisably male. It became a he and his clothes were wet, soaked in something. Ignoring me, they took him to their master and backed off.


  The Bird Man tangled his fingers through the mop of hair and jerked the head up so it had to stare at me.


  


  


  



  twenty


  
     
  


  'Matthew!'


  His eyelids flickered but didn't open. His face had taken a severe beating. Purplish bruises mottled the swelling where his cheek and brow were fusing. Bite marks. Cuts and lacerations that made a patchwork of his ebony complexion. Blood crusted around his mouth and broken nose where his lips had been carved away, exposing gums and bloodied teeth.


  The Bird Man loosed his hold and Matthew's ruined head sagged back onto his chest.


  There was a thick, unpleasant smell clinging to the stifled air. It cloyed at the back of my throat like. . . petrol.


  'Is this what you wanted me to see,' I shouted hoarsely, venting my hatred for the Bird Man and all he stood for. 'You've hurt somebody else. Am I supposed to be impressed or intimidated? You can't take anything else way from me so why don't you just get it over with and kill me now. I'm tired and I think I want to die. So just do it will you.'


  'Bring me the torches,' he said to one of his flunkies. The beggar scurried forward with a brace of burning paper torches. They didn't flake into charcoal almost immediately, they held their cold blue flame.


  Somewhere in the crypt a fly was trapped. It buzzed and fretted. Crazily, as if on some unconscious level I had known what was coming, I couldn't think why anyone would have wanted to be a fly on the wall for this.


  The Bird Man touched the fire to Matthew's hair. It caught and roared, a blue streak that raced down the length of his broken body. In a second he became a crumpling ball of bluish fire. The petrol or whatever it was Crohak had soaked his clothes in seemed to suck the flame into Matthew. He flapped and staggered, but there was no putting the fire out; his skin was already charring. The air burned with the reek of tainted flesh. His black ringlets suddenly ignited in a halo of fiery light. His screams were terrible.


  The Bird Man's sugared voice was suggestive, enticing: 'Look at him.'


  And I did. I watched his stumbling fiery dance. My numb body shivered reflexively but it might as well have plagued someone else for all I felt the convulsions. My mind could feel no connection with my shrivelled body. A bleak hiss of idiot noise monopolised the space between my ears. Matthew was a blur; streaks of light and dark dancing to the insistent rhythms of the fire as it consumed him. The flesh didn't cavort or fight the fire, it burned, blackening and blistering, the blisters bursting and weeping and burning and blistering again in a cycle of consummation. And where it bit and burned brightest something else danced within the washed out blue flames. The lies were told. This was another sight, the lie in Matthew, the most treacherous of them all. I was sickened beyond death. The fire ate at him, demanding satisfaction, and I was helpless to prevent it. All I could do was utter a tiny mewling sound as the flame's story spread out across living flesh.


  Story. . .


  They wanted to unveil the truth, in this game of deceits and lies the washed out flames wanted to open my eyes to the truth. They danced higher and deeper every second and through them I could see another sky, another world; a world where Aimee was blackening a string of sausages in the grease and oil of the wok, still alive and angry because I'd gone out without so much as a good-bye peck.


  'Look at him.' Again that hypnotic lure, drawing me deeper, opening the cracks into this new world wider and wider until the brittle tethers holding me to my Aimee-less world were stretched to breaking point. And I wanted to jump head first into the impossible. Embrace the ecstasy of being with her again, getting a second chance to put things right.


  Our eyes met, though she couldn't have seen me, couldn't have known, couldn't have understood my second chance for what it was. And then they stole her away from me again.


  'I'm sorry,' I said silently, unable to turn away as the dead reclaimed her for one of their own with vengeful hands. There was barely a ghost-image of her to focus on, but her attacker was real, solid, undeniable. I felt that other world opening up beneath my feet. My balance on the lip of the Abyss Line was teetering. Worst of all, I wanted to fall off into the mouth of madness. Wanted it to be all over and didn't care if it ended this way or any other. Matthew's lipless mouth twitched, trying to scream but forming words I couldn't read for the fire.


  'Forgive me,' he tried to say as, inside his evanescent flame, he took Aimee's life with the blades of twin razors he had slipped on over his thumbs.


  And it was Matthew, Aimee's killer.


  'Look at him,' the Bird Man insisted, fanning the flames, feeding them with the dirty blood of the truth.


  I didn't want to look, to see, not anymore than I already had. The skin came away from the hollow of her breast-bone. She was screaming inside Matthew, her skin slick, gleaming with the sweat of her fear. Screamed as the blades teased the skin away from her face. I felt her agonies as if they were my own, heard Malachi in another time begging my forgiveness for a betrayal I hadn't been able to understand then, and saw Matthew unmake my one hope of salvation.


  The truth, the whole truth. And nothing but. . .


  Darkness, light, darkness. . .


  Feathers drifted and settled in the focus of my vision; feathers thrown into the room by Matthew. Lies like everything else.


  As I began to understand so Matthew began to cave in on himself, the washed out blue eating him until it was impossible to see his limbs through the conflagration; the heat taunted me as it refused to burn out, showed me Aimee bleeding into the water of the bath, her face pressed against the black tiles. She stayed there, a ghost chained to the body of a corpse, long after Matthew died. The death-fire refusing to let her rest, tearing at Matthew until his body shared the wounds that had killed Aimee, burned them into him.


  He blistered, his lies becoming dust with him.


  I began to cry then, finally, Aimee's ether-face dissolving in front of me. And I wished, oh dear God how I wished, that I had never found the truth. I sank to my knees, my face in my hands, the faces of my innocent dead pressed against my eyes, and I wept for the demon Malachi had made me in his quest for a sword to cut out the cancer.


  To cut out the Bird Man.


  


  


  



  twenty one


  
     
  


  I felt the Bird Man's hand on my shoulder and shook it off. I wanted to be alone with my grief but he wouldn't leave me. He wanted something and I knew what that something was.


  'How do I hurt him?' I said, giving it to him.


  And the pain inside started to ebb away.


  


  


  



  Streets of Blood-Red Roses


  
     
  


  one


  
     
  


  The Bird Man's beggar army savaged the streets of the city while dark birds wheeled overhead, beady eyes cast coldly over the dam as it finally broke; cast coldly over the swearing and the jeering of the rag clothed savages as they stripped the carcasses of parked cars and bricked out the glassy eyes of the condemned buildings. They communicated in a ragged semaphore of destruction. Fear of the Bird Man driving them, twisting their arms and their hearts. They were wired. Throwing fucks and bastards and cunts into the air as if they were cans and stones and bottles. Things and words of violence. The empty cackle of a bag lady, sounding so utterly animalistic, punctuated the madness.


  And I watched, my mouth dry. Malachi had killed to make a fighter of me, taken things from my life, precious things, and twisted them to look like Crohak's doing. Lies and deceits to force my hand. Make me fight back. Fight for him and his stinking streets. Fight against the swill that was rising up against him now, rising up all around me. Rising up at my word. I could taste the deliciously scary tang of violence unleashed and it was sweet. This uprising was what I had asked for. Hell, I had demanded it. Because of me the beggars were fighting back. No more pissing about with spray painting walls and burning out derelict slums. This was confrontation. This was fighting back with a viciousness that wasn't about to be denied by bricks and mortar and blue uniforms with PVC shields and night sticks.


  But none of it scared me; none of it touched me.


  But something did scare me: the elemental dance of death cavorting along the same night time street which revenge had me walking. It was by my side, cradling my hand in its own.


  Whispering the words of the bone garden inside my head.


  


  


  



  two


  
     
  


  This kind of violence wasn't mine. Mine was more intimate. For sharing one on one. Right up close. This was theirs:


  A child of seven hurled a halfbrick through the plate window of a pub with its flaking sign of broken doll parts. Right through the centre of the blue star. The glass shattered. A homemade firebomb, a bottle of Newcastle Brown Ale with a petrol-soaked rag stuffed in its neck, disappeared end over end through the mouth of broken glass, then broke itself with a soft crump as it spread its insidious fire through the dimmed heart of The Broken Doll, catching the crushed velvet and the wood with its own kind of intimacy, making a lover of it. The fire took in the lounge bar, a tight series of miniature detonations marking the deaths of the optic-bound spirits, the heat blossoming. Quick and deadly. Bodies being beaten back by the licking flame.


  Two more cocktails of fire plunged into the blaze, and there was no stopping the burning as it lit up the sky.


  And that was the start.


  A foot smashed the indicator light of a drab grey Nissan in the car park. A gruffly slurred voice yelled: 'Jap crap!' And a double-fist smashed the windscreen. Blades slashed the tyres.


  Grinning, yelling and screaming through the rising cries of the alarms, Crohak's beggar army ripped through the patrons car park.


  I stood unmoving in the centre, my feet straddling the faded white line, feeling like a conductor, feeling the intensity of the energies flowing through me, channelling them, directing them. And yes, savouring them.


  The wind wailed with the banshee voice of the dead; that was how it sounded to my ears. The cripples, the beggars, the poor, come back to gloat as history righted itself and their city drowned under a fresh river of pain. Smoke, dust and ashes marked the heart of the city. And here they were, the dead in the heart of the city.


  More tramps hammered on the metal shutters of the ATS tyre garage across the wide street, their faces lit eerily by the blazing pub as they beat them down with their fists. The cacophony was manic, beating, beating, beating, massive metal wings, but then the rollerdoors screamed one terrible scream and gave in, ripped from their mount and sent tumbling. More bottles of fire were thrown into the darkness, their rags blossoming into circles of flame that chased up the banks of rubber tyres.


  Poisonous black smoke quickly choked the conflagration, spilling out of the doorway to throw its pall over the street. But even that black pall was broken and, in places, night became as light as day where buildings crumped and burned. Shops and stores, a car showroom with its cluttered forecourt. The windows were put through, alarms triggered, but the beggar army walked through the broken glass to claim the spoils before they torched the insides; a cascade of junk, shattered television sets and stereo equipment, the tangled and melted plastics of ghetto blasters, radios, and the rags of clothes. The destruction was systematic.


  A woman's head shattered a window.


  The hands behind her let go, letting her collapse over the windowsill. Her arms flapped, ineffectual wings that couldn't hope to slow the speed of her descent. Blades of glass still embedded in the frame tore into her throat. Her screams didn't die until she did and by then the tramps were climbing over her body to get at the electricals.


  Everywhere there were more smashed cars, and out there, somewhere in the night, the first of the sirens.


  It was as though the night itself were burning and I had the power of flame in my hands. Not just a conductor, an ignition. The heat that battered me from both sides was overbearing but it wasn't cleansing. Sweat streams evaporated on my face. I needed a cleansing kind of fire. My heart beat to a frenzied tattoo. I needed to throw myself into that blaze and come out remade. Malachi was my fire and let that fire try to consume me. . . There were no tears left inside. I was going to die, but that didn't matter. Malachi was going to die for what he'd done to me, the whole fucking city was going to die if it had to, but it was going to be me that did the killing.


  Me.


  


  


  



  three


  
     
  


  There were fires in the sky that seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon.


  Children on the streets, fighting, screaming, yelling, come out to play at riots while the adults barked at the moon.


  The fires extended all the way along what had been Northumberland Street, glowing like bloody rubies behind veils of smoke, dust and ashes. The height and heat of the conflagration blazed brightest from the shell of the glass-cased precinct on the west side. The jewel in the crown. Furious licks of flame sent cracks chasing through the plate windows, showering a glassy rain down with the sprinklers as they drizzled over the inferno.


  I touched the tools in my pockets, silver daggers, one in each. Silver daggers. Silver to kill a werewolf, and, so it seemed, silver to kill a city. The blades were fairly plain, straight-edged, eight-inch, whisper thin, but the hilts were far from plain; vulture talons raking out so they clawed like barbs into the wielder’s hand as they nestled between his fingers, the three talons furrowing into the declivities between each knucklebone. The Bird Man's claws. I fingered the cold metal. The silver daggers whispered their own sweet words of violence in the shivers that chased up my melting skin.


  The city was ablaze and, small comfort that it was, the old man had to be hurting.


  I watched the flames rearing high above the ridge of the precinct's green-smeared roof and scanned the broken street for signs of Malachi. I didn't expect to see him, not out here in the middle of his own death throes, but he must have known he couldn't hide from the Devil's Right Hand. . .


  


  


  



  four


  
     
  


  I turned my back on the inferno; savoured its blistering caress on the nape of my neck, its fiery fingers dragging down my spine like the claws of Asmodeus.


  The old department store was the last thing I saw burning before I took the long climb up Dog's Leap Stairs into the heart of Malachi's twisted Never Never Land. The department store where granddad had bought his first pair of football boots and I'd promised to buy my first piano. Timbers inside ashed and cracked and came down. Seeing it burn made me angry and sick; that place was my heritage. What right did Malachi or anyone else have to take it away from me?


  What right?


  The door into the side of the bridge was open. That wasn't quite true. The doorway was open. The door was buckled and warped by some kind of symbiotic fire damage the riots callous flames hadn't made it this far down the hill, yet. But they were coming, racing to be with the old man of the city. Black soot smeared the ancient timber, the rivets melted into flatheads. Cracks had opened between the twisted panels. I pushed the door further open and went inside, into the darkness, bringing my own shining light. I burned white in the dark, like that pinprick of the spectrum I had fallen into within Malachi's miraculous body, and around me the darkness fled.


  I could see the dinginess of the old man's grotto painfully plainly. Sewer passages and filth; the rotten detritus of the world above. I wondered fleetingly what had made me think there was magic down here. This was Toyland with the mechanical guts ripped out of it, a wooden box stashed away in the bottom of an airing cupboard, dulled paint chipped and flaking, all of the mystery gone because I wasn't a child looking at it for the first time. There was no awe.


  I wasn't innocent.


  I had been betrayed. I knew what it felt like.


  It felt like I'd had my heart ripped out of my chest.


  My footsteps were loud. I thought of other footsteps, ones left in the holy water spilled from the font of St. Thomas's. That voice: Liar. Another murder by Malachi's hand, his crimes stacking up against him.


  No, I wasn't innocent, and neither was he.


  I looked at my white-burning hands, at the shadows of the faces I had claimed in the name of retribution, an eye for an eye. Killing them wasn't retribution or atonement or anything else. Killing them had been a mistake. Lies and deceits. But there would be retribution; a final reckoning. Now I was a proactor. The next few minutes were going to be my doing.


  I clenched my fists, yelling: 'Malachi!' into the grotto as it twisted away in front of me, letting him know exactly who it was that had come for him; as if I needed to. 'It's over, Malachi!'


  He didn't answer me; not in any way I might have wanted. My light burned fitfully, fluttering in the subterranean draft as any natural torch might have. I was suddenly clammy, with sweat on my face and wriggling down the back of my neck. In thirty paces the sewer-passage ended in a larger chamber. A thin trickle of slimy water seeped down a groove in the brickwork, puddling on the uneven floor. I could hear the distorted drip-dripping echo of water as it splashed and broke. The walls of the chamber were wet. Water continually seeped and dripped and trickled from the low ceiling. My white incandescence flickered on the shiny walls.


  The sound of water, the brittle light, the oppressive warmth, the finality of the rock and the staleness of the old air. I felt my pulse race. Fire, water, stone, air. An underworld of elemental purity, simplicity. I felt its pull in my bones and its song in my blood.


  He was here.


  A wreck of a man huddled against the wall where, so long ago now, the lost childhoods had swept me through their number. There were no pale faced miracles holding the old man up. The walls were riddled with stone-clinging lichens that gave the lie to their weird green luminescence. God help me, my heart lifted at the sight of him. The flesh on Malachi's face was shrivelled, the bones sharp beneath where the rags had slipped from his brittle frame, but flesh and bone weren't the malady – the sickness went deeper and burned brighter. It was his cancer.


  'Don't look at me,' he pleaded, his ruined hands drawn up over the gaping  sockets where the dirt-black bandage had slid down over his cheeks. They were windows into the man's soul and it was a black place. Black and bloody.


  I stared at him. Wanted him to say something. Explain.


  'Why did you do it?' I asked finally. 'Why did you kill her?' I needed to know; but I already knew the answer. Malachi needed a sword and if I wouldn't fight for him, then maybe taking away everything that I had would make me fight for myself. A gloss of feathers to throw me into the path of all the wrong conclusions, the ones I needed to believe in, the ones he needed me to believe in, and suddenly I was The Devil's Right Hand, hungry to kill, hungry to make the Bird Man my victim. . . I was everything Malachi had asked me to be back on the bridge that night. . . It was sickeningly obvious.


  'I don't want to die.' He was staring at the mess of his hands like they were leprous. Traitorous things. I could empathise with that.  'I'm scared, Declan. I'm so scared. I don't want to die. Not like this. . Please. . . What have I done to deserve this. . ?'


  What had he done! I wanted to take them, his crimes, and ram them one by own down his throat until he choked on them.


  But to look at him, the old man was pitiful. It was hard to believe this wretched creature huddled up like a foetus was behind Aimee's death, but if I needed it, if I needed cold hard evidence, I had Matthew's immolation to bludgeon his guilt home. The incandescent truth fire.


  For just a second I didn't know whether to pity him or despise him, seeing him here like this, pathetic, wretched. I slipped my hands out of my pockets, oblivious to the fresh stigmata that disfigured them with freshly drawn runnels of blood where the silver daggers had relinquished their hold on me. There was enough hate in him for the entire city. I had to focus on that. On the hate.


  'I'm not evil,' he said so quietly I thought for just a second I'd imagined hearing it, but I'd heard it, and he couldn't see it, couldn't see the evil in what he had done.


  'It's over, Malachi,' I repeated, wanting him to look at me, to see me, eyes or no eyes. 'The Bird Man is tearing the place apart stone by stone. You haven't got a prayer.' I said it quietly, almost sadly, but any sadness wasn't for Malachi. I knelt down beside the old man, took hold of his chin and turned it until he faced me. His skin felt dead already. Dead but not cold dead; hot dead. 'I've got something for you,' I mouthed, flatly. 'You could call it my last gift. I'll call it pain because that's what it is, and I want you to have it back in the only way you understand.'


  That gift I called pain was a grubby little pigeon feather clotted with a single red drop of life stolen from the ninth floor a converted loft. One tiny feather and yet so symbolic of his betrayal.


  I touched the feather against his cheek, where the skin was cracked open and oozing thick ochre tears, touched the tip against the rim of the old man's eye socket, drew it along the rim; dipped it inside. Into the black fires that smouldered there.


  He didn't flinch at my invasion. He twisted his head up to glare defiantly at me. It was strange, uncomfortable, the way his cavities sucked out the bleakness of my heart. My grip on his jaw tightened. He was mine. This was for Aimee. No more lies and cheap tricks. It was over. My fingers sank into his cheeks, forcing his jaws apart.


  'You're. . . killing. . . yourself,' he gasped, a thin ribbon of blood spilling out over his lower lip where his gums were ripping as he tried to talk. The effort cost him.


  'Oh, no,' I hissed, leaning in close, pushing my face right up to his, close enough to taste the plaster and cement on his breath. 'I'm dead, Malachi. I'm dead and you killed me. Just like you killed Aimee and all the others. So I guess it doesn't matter anymore, does it. I've got nothing to live for, so why should I care whether killing you is going to hurt me. I want to hurt.'


  And I did. I wanted to hurt, to burn inside, to feel every ounce of his suffering. I wanted to scream and scream and scream. And I wanted to make him scream. Wanted to pull down on his jaw until the skin around his lips ripped and bone wrenched out of its socket.


  I knew I could do it then.


  I knew it would be too quick.


  And I knew that it didn't matter.


  I needed him dead. For Aimee. For Chaz. For the Scarecrow and the Tin Man. For the Cowardly Lion. The bag lady and the evangelist. For all of them.


  I slipped my right hand into my pocket, curled it around the silver vulture talons. The grip felt natural; so right. My left hand tightened on his jaw, my fingers sinking into flaking flesh.


  'I'll never forgive you,' I said, softly. 'Because you're wrong, I'm not like you.'


  'You are,' he mumbled. 'Just like me. Do you think we did what we did, killed all of those people, because we wanted to die?'


  'No,' I withdrew the vulture talon from my pocket. I could hear wings, beating, beating, beating. My head was light, like I was on the edge of passing out. Wings beating, beating, beating. . .


  'How do you think I became what I am?' He hissed, suddenly angry, suddenly confident in anger, stronger for it. 'I wasn't born this way. I'm man made, like all of the worst things in this world. I'm like God, my heart is the heart of every man' He choked off suddenly, gagging as I rammed the silver blade into his gut.


  I just couldn't bear to hear another word come out of his lying mouth. The blade sank into his stomach and he screamed, I got that much from him as I pushed, pushed, forcing the blade through his belly, the talon slicing him open, stripping away the skin, all the time his screams rising and rising.


  'Some God,' I spat viciously, yanking the talon upwards, pulling the walls of his stomach apart so he spilled his guts. Blood, red blood, normal blood, soaked my hand as it plunged into him. His intestines uncoiled like maggots, insects, squirming faces and bodies screaming and sharing his agony. The blade doing all the talking I could stand.


  In that second Malachi was a construct of suffering souls, limbs bent and twisted; insubstantial, almost ethereal, composed of a vileness and corruption that shamed the city above.


  This was the real heart of the city.


  Cold and cruel.


  Cruel and cold.


  'This is for Aimee, you bastard. . .'


  I didn't flinch as I skewered Malachi up against the sorrowful wall, empty of its lost childhoods. I thought only of my dead, my ghosts, as my grip on the Bird Man's silver dagger tightened and I pushed harder.


  For Aimee. . .


  I clenched my teeth and dragged my hand out from beneath the barbed talons, raking the blades through the back of my hand. The agony was real and excruciating, the pain boiling, but the act of killing made it bearable. This was my kill.


  'And you're wrong, we're not the same,' I rasped, but I knew that we were. This proved it; the way my heart soared. Killing was in my blood. Burned in there with the dark heat of an irresistible toxin. A euphoric delirium that was impure, sickening and exciting all at once. It didn't matter what badge I was killing in the name of, I was killing. And it felt good. That made us the same beast.


  Instead of pulling out, I reached back into his body, hammered down on the talons of the silver dagger until they curled around the old man's spine, and kept hammering until the point of the blade sunk deep into the wall. With the one blade he was crucified. A fitting end for a self-proclaimed deity, I thought dryly, using the second dagger to unman him before I nailed it through his throat. Beat it into him with my bare fists. The wall seemed hungry to sample the silver, eager to open itself for the eight inch blades.


  I stepped back, shaking with a cocktail of emotions; anger, exhaustion, desperation, fear, emptiness.


  Suddenly there were no voices inside my head; nothing.


  He convulsed once, and then his head came forward. It was all over. That worst of all. It was over. Malachi was dead and now I was truly alone. Everything and everyone taken or sent away from me. I thought I was going to vomit. I looked back at Malachi hanging against the wall like a side of meat.


  Small black dots were growing on his face, like moles, but growing from birthmarks until they were more like mouths. And they turned on him. Patches of fire damage where the decay fell into Malachi's broken face, consuming him. The tramps had done their worst. Rain and pain were all I could imagine being left out there. Rain and pain, a new anthem for the streets. But was it so new? Standing there, the blood red roses of the streets smeared on my hands, I didn't think so.


  There were no screams for that half-moment. Only wingbeats whispering in the seconds before they rose beyond bedlam.


   The wingbeats of the Bird Man's pets.


  


  


  



  five


  
     
  


  The first of the Bird Man's flock, a pigeon, broken-winged and twitching, settled on the dead man's shoulder. Malachi's head had lolled, chin down in the hollow of his clavicle. The bird pecked at his forehead, once, twice, three times, drawing out a ragged line of bloody holes above the old man's eyeline. The holes might easily have been the shallow wounds left by a crown of thorns. More birds settled on his arms and head, pecking, pecking at him. . .


  Behind the birds came the tramps, bringing their fires with them.


  Crohak was back there somewhere. I could hear his damned laughter as he savoured this last twist in the war of the streets.


  Against the wall, gore spilling down the crack between body and brick, a raven took flight, its claws embedded in Malachi's scalp. The old man's head jerked back so suddenly his mouth fell open in a macabre kind of surprise.


  Birds of all kinds, sparrows, starlings, pigeons, jays, gulls, and feathers, wings and more feathers, swept out of the darkness behind me to strike at him, his chest and face, legs and arms. Ones and twos, tens and thousands it seemed as the tiny creatures slashed with their claws and beaks, and then the first Martin found the gap that was Malachi's open mouth and darted inside, wriggling and using its wings to navigate his throat.


  The noise was a shrill cacophony of wingbeats and bird cries as more birds followed the Martin explorer. Quickly his skin was an undulating mass, and then the first bird came out, bloodied, through the cavity in his chest, its eyes glistening madly. Changed forever by what it had seen.


  I caught the stink of my own fear. Suddenly the chamber was claustrophobic. Dizziness and sickness filled my head.


  Malachi was a living sculpture of wings and feathers, his eye sockets slits of black, nose and mouth stuffed with feathers like some gross totem pole.The dead man glared at me with the eyes of hungry pigeons.


  I backed off a step; tripped and fell. Rolled and scrambled to my feet again.


  In the pandemonium the Bird Man had pushed his way through to stand at my shoulder. His laughter had stopped, but his eyes still glittered with its remains. That glitter was utterly mad. He placed a bony hand on my arm, not to restrain, not to comfort, just to let me know he was there.


  'I killed him,' I said, needing to say it.


  This was what he had wanted from the outset. This was why he had sent his Oz Parasites after a no account jazz pianist who was all for prostituting the little talent God had given him. A restoring of the balance. A cancelling of old accounts. Scores settled. Retribution: That word again, and all the baggage that it carried with it. Retribution.


  'Go,' he whispered. 'Get out of here. This isn't for your eyes.'


  ‘The hell it isn't,' I said. I’m a part of it, I have a right to see, after all, it’s me they’re killing.’


  Malachi's face seemed to be composed of melting pigeons. Blood ran from his face in a hundred places. And then he disappeared beneath the wild flurry of wings, a living bird totem. The air filled with their cries and the sound of barely dead flesh being torn from Malachi's bones as they picked him clean.


  'I said go!'


  I shrugged off the Bird Man's hand and turned.


  I sensed them before I saw them.


  They were all there, the ghosts and apparitions, victims one and all, come for the finale. Gaunt cheeks and sallow faces, fear and hunger looking on. Clothed in rags and dreams, and in the centre, in the heart, a boy clutching the leather lace of a necklace. He threw it at the floor, at my feet. And all I could think was that I knew that boy. He skin was pallid, his belly distended as if he had suffered from malnutrition when he was alive, but I recognised him.


  My first true ghost.


  I stopped inside his shadow, Malachi's skeleton forgotten. Left for the birds to pick clean. I knelt to gather his trinket, thinking to give it back to him. The icy metal branded the shape of the wing-spread bird into my palm but, even as the soft flesh sizzled, I couldn't prevent my fist from clenching around it, claiming it. I thought for one fleeting moment that this was my cleansing fire, come to purge me of my dead and their mocking faces, that this was salvation in the form of a child, but I tasted the lie as it touched my thoughts. This was no cleansing, no salvation – it was a branding.


  The dead boy laughed. Dead laughter. No sound at all leaking through his broken lips, but he laughed and I knew exactly how it sounded.


  I saw the first black spot, nothing more than a mole, creep into the calloused pad of my index finger, then I stopped looking because I didn't want to know. The betrayals had come full circle. The streets were mine now, pawn crowned, and with them the crimes of two hundred years.


  Welcome home, son. . .


  And you know, the boy did look a lot like Matthew; the positive and the negative, black and white, and as I stared into his eyes I saw a haunting similarity there, too. They might almost have been the same boy, but I never heard Matthew laugh.


  He doesn't know. . .


  I held out my hand, offered him the bird necklace, knowing he wouldn't take it back.


  This was my burden.


  I carried it with my white light as I walked out into the rain to see what was left of my city.


  


  


  



  Fade. . .


  
     
  


  Revenge at first thought sweet,


  Bitter ere long back on itself recoils.


  John Milton, Paradise Lost.


  


  


  



  It's A New Dawn, It's A New Day, And I Feel Good. . .


  
     
  


  The moles grew into sunspots, and quickly into greedy mouths, hungry to suck at the rain as I came out of the underworld.


  And already the fires were burning out. They left behind a smouldering, immortal city.


  My city.


  I keep my treacherous hands in my pockets now, the angels muzzled by their fabric prisons, because I can't bear to hear the words of deceit they whisper in my ears.


  It only took a few days before The Devil's Right Hand Murders fell off the front page and landed somewhere near the shirtless page seven slab of meat, out of sight, out of mind. No one cares and it’s no surprise. They're still looking for me but they're not going to find me. They're looking in all the wrong places.


  Malachi and Matthew are with me, my dead. As are the Scarecrow, the Tin Man and the Cowardly Lion. The clergyman. The bag lady, the evangelist and the ventriloquist's dummy. Chaz. Aimee. . . They won't leave me. They walk in my shadow. They won't go away. . .


  It all started here, on this bridge.


  And this is where it ends.


  In the rain.


  I like the rain. I like the way the rain and the lights combine sometimes to conjure tragic faces. I can hear them calling to me, from behind the gates of heaven. They have blind windows for eyes and concrete miracles for a heartbeat. I can hear my own driving hunger for death in their voices.


  Can you smell it? Hickory? I can.  He’s out there now. He always is.  That damned smell haunts me. I can’t stand it.


  I called Ciaran from the box on the corner an hour ago. We talked about nothing and said our good-byes. It was a difficult nothing because, I think, we both realised it was supposed to be so much more. We told each other to take care. I was crying when I hung up, but I said my good-bye.


  I said my good-bye.


  Told him I loved him; that was what mattered. Nothing else.


  Told him I saw a wino take a beating from a gang of kids yesterday, toecaps lacing into his bloodied face over and over again to whoops of delight from the ten year olds.


  Told him there are no New Dawns, just lots of old ones.


  It makes me sick but I didn't make it my fight.


  It chose me.


  I don't want it.


  I don't need it.


  It brought me here though, to the bridge. Had me make the call to Ciaran.


  I was looking for someone to talk to before I took the long walk, one step at a time into the arms of oblivion. I wanted to convince someone that I still cared about this city of mine, but the truth is I wanted to convince myself that I cared and I couldn't do that because caring for these people would hurt too much after what they have done to me.


  And I don't want to care.


  Have I told you how much I hate cities?


  Cities are ugly places, cold and uninviting, and more than anything, lonely. They don't care if you sleep on their streets or in their ivory asylums. They don't care about the insects that swarm all over them selling their days for money and their bodies for warmth. They don't care because they endure. They pass on their guilt and their crimes to someone like me and absolve themselves of the blame. Wash their hands and walk away.


  But now it’s my turn to walk away.


  Walk over the bridge and find out what's on the other side for me because there's nothing I want here.


  Let someone else carry my burden.


  Let someone else care and crumble away to fine grains of dust and sand and drift away on the next cold, cold wind.


  Cold. . .


  So cold. . .


  Too cold for my rags, but who cares about another tramp? The wind is biting, its voice another scream to haunt my ears, but maybe, if I make it to the other side, to the gates of heaven, I will be free of this city and its miracles, free of the voices that won't stop laughing inside my head, free of the memories that won't leave me to be lonely, Aimee and Chaz and all the others, and if I don't make it, if I dissolve into the netherworld of shades and ghosts, if I join my dead, will that be so bad?


  I don't think so.
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