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That’s right. It all started with a cup of chocolate.

And the killer part is – I only said I’d drink it because I didn’t want to upset Michelle.

“It’ll do you good,” she said, and like the inept fool I am, I thought what the hell, it can’t hurt, can it? I mean, apart from the calories, you know...

I’ve been told to ‘watch the calories’ as I am a little pudgy around the edges. And I have been watching them. I’ve been watching them hug me tightly, all the way around.

But I can deal with that. However, the consequences of that fateful cup of chocolate I’m not sure I can deal with quite as easily.

My eyes scanned the smudged grey walls for the umpteenth time in the past two hours. No changes. The same scuffs, the same neanderthallian graffiti. Primitive. Not at all creative. ‘Lenny woz ‘ere’, it said in black marker pen. Well, Lenny, whoever Lenny was, didn’t have an original bone in his body. And he couldn’t spell.

Maybe Lenny lacked inspiration. Glancing around the dingy room now, I thought I could understand why.

I sighed quietly, the only sound I allowed out since setting foot in here.

Should I make an effort to strike up a conversation with one of the others? I let my eyes sweep over them one by one, judging and discounting them as I went along.

In the far corner, two teenage girls stood muttering to each other in a quick staccato, which made me think they spoke a different language. Well, it must be about a decade since I was their age and besides, I would never stoop to using slang when I could speak perfectly good English.

What could these kids have done to land themselves in here? I gave a few theories a go and settled on trouble in a club, most likely to do with boys or alcohol-related.

A tramp, dishevelled and smelly, no doubt – not that I would get close enough to check – was leaning against the wall facing me, hands in pockets, making small, garbled noises now and then, as if he was talking to himself. His wasted expression made me suspect he couldn’t make sense of his own mutterings.

What could I possibly have in common with someone like that? I supposed we could talk about his shoes – I liked his shoes – his hand made, elegant, polished, brand new shoes. I had a theory about how he’d acquired those; I could check to see if I was right.

My eyes lingered on the tramp’s shoes for another second, and then moved on to my last option – a hippy. Just as dishevelled, only hiding it under the pretence of fashion, or hippyism, or whatever you called it these days. I examined her more carefully – from the cinnamon, loose-knit cardigan, about four sizes too big, clashing wildly with her rainbow coloured maxi dress, and down to the tan cowboy boots, complete with fake spurs, lurid embroidery and leather cords, she looked the absolute part. Strands of beads hung from her skinny neck and more beads seemed to be tangled in her hair. I suppressed a chuckle. This clothing must be to hippies what a burqa and veil is to a Muslim woman. Trademark look.

And that was it – those were my choices.

I spent a moment turning around in my head the idea of being trapped alone on a desert island with the hippy and the tramp. I would perhaps keep one of them as a companion, and roast the other on a spit. Yes, it probably is a cruel thought, but we’d have to eat something, right? And I’ve never been much good at fishing – something to do with hand-eye coordination, or lack of, to be precise.

So... Which one would I marinate?

The tramp looked and smelled disgusting, so I’d have to camouflage that with plenty of spices, pretend he’s a venison joint, hung up to mature the flavours... Ok, I could do that.

Hippy-girl was probably better company anyway. She was sort of pretty, when she wasn’t scowling... But she did scare the living daylights out of me; she had an air of visceral wildness about her... Maybe she would be more pleasant cooked...

I was still staring at her when the relative silence exploded.

“What’ cha staring at, creep?” she demanded in a scratchy, unpleasant voice, shattering the pattern of my carefully un-focused thoughts.

Her tangled ginger hair was crackling with static. Or, it could have been the fire in her eyes singeing its way out. Her face reddened, as if her blood was boiling, too. Which it probably was, to be fair.

I briefly considered unlawful escape, perhaps by clawing my way out of the room straight through the brick wall behind me, when her head levelled up. She was glaring at the tramp, thankfully. Her face was screwed up in a half-hateful, half-aggravated expression and her hazel eyes were narrowed with hostility. It didn’t quite fit in with her hippy-like appearance – weren’t hippies supposed to be all laid-back and loving and peace-making and stuff?

The two teenage girls in the far corner abruptly stopped their quiet gossip, the better to concentrate on the exchange that was now showing all the signs of turning into good entertainment.

Yup, the tedium was, without a doubt, getting to us all. Five people shut in a small, dingy, windowless room... not the best set-up for patience and good manners.

Well, I for one felt pretty good about not getting drawn into any of their arguments so far. Especially since patience was definitely not one of my strong points. I just hate confrontations.

“Hah!” the tramp sneered back at hippy-girl, an insolent expression twisting his grimy features, “what makes you think you’re something to look at, luvvie?”

Her eyes were ablaze as she hissed through clenched teeth. “Don’t you dare ‘luvvie’ me, you revolting old... thing!”

Her face screwed up in a disgusted grimace. She looked as if she was annoyed for not being able to think of an insulting enough description for the tramp.

“Sorry, sweetheart, we haven’t been formally introduced... Gary Mackie. And you are?”

I had to give it to him – he had some balls to keep going when her eyes looked that vicious. If my shoulders hadn’t been stuck to the wall, I would have taken a step back.

I watched the leer spread on the man’s stubbly face as he took in her astonished expression, and braced myself for the girl’s response.

I wasn’t disappointed. Her hands clenched into rigid fists at her side, and she looked like she was making a considerable effort to keep her lips sealed shut. Her knuckles were white with the effort. Her stare, on the other hand, was a roaring furnace, so intense it could have turned the Polar ice cap to blistering desert in an instant.

My eyes flickered quickly back to his face. I felt an odd jolt of anxiety for just one beat. I don’t know what I expected – to see him turn to cinders, maybe, or hiss up into vapour like my stirrer had in my first chemistry lab. But the tramp was resilient – he still gawked back. He was clearly finding her annoyance amusing; his eyes crinkled around the edges as he started to snigger brazenly.

“Drop. Dead.” She spit the words in an inflexionless voice as she continued to glare at him through narrowed eyes.

After another minute, and having obviously decided her threatening words must have hit home, she went back to scowling at one of the many strands of beads hanging around her neck; her thin fingers had been twisting and untwisting her necklaces relentlessly for the last two hours.

The tramp snorted quietly to himself and muttered something unintelligible – it sounded like ‘don’t get your hopes up’ – but he turned his face down to leer at his shoes instead. She didn’t seem to have heard him.

The sound of a twisting lock made us all turn towards the door, expectant. Will they let us go now? I felt sober enough... Well, at least I could stand up straight all by myself, I thought proudly.

The two teens looked more scared than expectant; they gazed at each other, brows crumpled with worry, and grasped hands tightly.

“You two,” the uniform looked at them, then motioned them forward. “Your dads are here. You’re in luck.”

The young girls exchanged another anxious glance, looking as if they strongly disagreed with his supposition. The furrows in their brows deepened as they walked nervously through the door, still clutching hands.

Not my turn yet. Relief warred with impatience deep in my chest. The former won and caused a deep sigh to escape from its confinement.

Usually, I did a good job of keeping my emotions locked up inside. My mum had proven time and time again that anything you let the outside world see, sense or hear could, and would, be used against you. She certainly did. Frequently. So I made the most of that experience and learned how to shut it all in.

It didn’t fully keep me out of trouble. No, Lady Luck was certainly visiting distant shores when I was born...

I knew it would be lucky, extremely lucky – a miracle even – for the current embarrassing experience to escape my mum’s knowledge, even if I did manage to keep my cool in her presence and not let it slip myself. That woman’s better connected than the World Wide Web!

She’s in a home now, thankfully, and before you ask – no, I didn’t put her there.

My sister Celia did. What I mean is, she did the research and filled in the forms, etcetera. We’re not violent people, my sister and I, despite being raised by her.

I live in mum’s perfect, suburban, detached house now. Reluctantly. She worries about squatters.

I worry about disagreeing with her.

Sometimes, I feel like I am squatting, too. She’s the sort of person who would be certain to prove at some later stage that it was my fault that: a) a spider was allowed in without her permission, b) it was allowed to attach its web to something belonging specifically to her, and c) this inconsiderate action has caused irreversible damage to the building.

I only touch the pieces of furniture I absolutely have to, like the bed and the sofa, for instance. I tiptoe around everything else, especially the rocking chair in the corner of the living room; I managed to smash her favourite blue china dragon when I capsized that one on my sixth birthday. I’ve given the thing a wide berth ever since...

And today – how do I keep today off her radar? I’ve made such a mess of things in one, single, day!

Twelve hours, in fact. That’s all it took me to flip the remainder of my upright world upside down.

I wondered if they’d let me go in the morning. Could I at least make a call? That’s what they say in films, that you’re allowed one call. I would ring Michelle and ask her to come in and explain. It was her idea in the first place, the least she can do is help get me out. She owes me!

Then mum might never know. I wasn’t due to visit her with the new interior decorating magazine until Sunday at ten. Precisely.

My shoulders slumped. Of course she would know – Maisie from the bungalow at the end of the lane must have seen the house in darkness last night as she walked her manky, yappy terrier past the front gate. And possibly early this morning, too. Since my love life is practically non-existent, she’s bound to ring mum to discuss the change in my routine. And all imaginable consequences resulting from my inconsiderate, foolish actions. I’d better get ready with a good excuse...

I should have said ‘no’ to that cup of hot chocolate... Or maybe things had always been destined to go this way. I cringed as the memories came flooding back.

I was in a hurry – late leaving home, again. And I did try to make up for lost time, but I am a responsible driver and I wasn’t going to start my day with a murder charge by careless driving. Not to mention that the poor old dear would have messed up the car big time if I hadn’t stopped and waited for her to drag her tartan shopping trolley across the road.

By the time I got to the B&Q car park, my new car-share mate had gone. Self-righteous bastard. So now I had to wrestle my way back into the gridlocked traffic from the wrong side of the road, and then find somewhere to park in the city centre. In Plymouth, that’s an expensive mistake.

I ended up in Mayflower west. The small bag of change I unearthed from the debris in the door pocket revealed a couple of twenty pence pieces and some copper. Nowhere near enough.

That meant a sprint, trip, ‘ow’, curse and sprint again across the road to the baker’s by the market, to buy a doughnut with a twenty-pound note. I earned myself a scowl, of course, plus some mumbled abuse under the baker’s breath.

I responded to that one, but only after I was out of hearing range – too far behind schedule for starting, and losing, another fight right now.

Back to the car park for the ticket. Then, pockets considerably lighter, I sprinted for Armada Way.

By the time I got to the office, I was hot and sweaty and clutching an unappetising greasy bag containing one equally unappetising squashed doughnut – jam, and I hate jam with a vengeance. Yes, I could have left it in the car, but I hadn’t thought about it at the time and it didn’t feel right to just drop it on the floor at this late stage.

Too strapped for time to wait for the lift, I took the stairs up to the second floor two at a time. I crashed through the swinging doors to the ‘pride rock’ section of the bank floor, gasping and clutching at a stitch in my side.

I took in a big gulp of stagnant office air and choked. Don’t you find all offices smell the same? Airless, somehow...

I heard Michelle’s soft, languid voice call my name in the middle of my coughing fit but, struggle as I may, it was another couple of minutes before I made it through the door of Mr. Charmsworth’s well-lit, executively furnished sanctuary.

For some reason, whenever I stepped in here, I imagined a little leprechaun in the corner, feather duster in hand, ready to jump out and tidy the tiniest trace of mess or disorder.

“Sorry to keep you waiting...” I mumbled, taking in enormous lungfulls of cool, conditioned air. Another little cough escaped my tightly locked lips.

Oops. Worried, I sneaked a quick look at Mr. Charmsworth.

I should explain. Coughing is a no-no anywhere in close proximity to Mr. Charmsworth. So is keeping him waiting for any matter whatsoever, or being late. Mr. Charmsworth believes thoroughly and unequivocally in being in control. There are no acceptable excuses for being late, or clumsy, or ill. There are no such things as accidents or even coincidences. And most certainly, there is no such thing as luck.

On the wall behind his desk hangs a corporate motivational picture. “You model your life by the actions you take and the choices you make” – a movie-star lookalike bloke on skis claims, his winning smile dazzling, customary daunting, snow capped mountain in the background.

A great big sigh proved me right. Mr. Charmsworth was not in a mood capable of glassing over mundane slip-ups such as tardiness or choking. His fleshy, sweaty face was angled downwards, shining like a whopping full moon above a stack of terracotta coloured folders. He squinted at the label pertaining to the topmost one, then opened the cover delicately with two fingers and took out a pale yellow sheet.

“Martin Little,” he read, “aged twenty-six, no legal dependents... Assistant Relationship Manager... You’ve been with the bank... how long now?” his face twisted in a fake smile.

“Two years this November.”

And just like that, I was certain that this conversation couldn’t lead anywhere good.

I stared carefully at him now, working hard to figure out what the reason for this meeting was, preferably before I panicked.

Ok, so it was too late for that – I could already feel the icy chill of pure, unadulterated dread steal down my spine. A sheen of cold sweat was dewing up on my brow as I floundered around in my brain for a bit of calm and control.

“Two years...”

The otherwise harmless words seemed to have acquired a nasty ring to them; off Mr. Charmsworth’s lips, they sounded almost insulting.

The old man’s perverted smile turned into an unsympathetic, derogatory grimace in an instant. He was looking me up and down, closely scrutinizing every aspect of my appearance; from the jet-black curly hair to the budget shoes, no feature seemed to change his opinion.

His eyes locked briefly onto the greasy paper bag still clutched in my left hand. I whipped the offending hand promptly out of sight, behind my back. Too late...

Mr. Charmsworth nodded to himself as if this was nothing less than expected, a bored expression now slipping over his chubby face.

“Humph...” he sighed bleakly. “I’m afraid the bank has had to reconsider, in view of the current economic climate, its main costs and potential income sumps. Therefore it is with regret that I must inform you that the Business Accounts Department within the Plymouth office has been relocated to Glasgow with... er... immediate effect.”

He gave a weak smile, in complete contrast with his alleged regret.

“It was a pleasure working with you, Martin. Human Resources on level one will deal with any queries you may have and supply you with any references you may require in your future career. Please, could you close the door behind you on your way out?” He said the last sentence as a statement, not a question.

I struggled to close my gaping mouth, my jaw aching with the effort.

“Excuse me?” I managed a meek whisper through frozen lips. “W... w... what do you mean?” That was me, keeping my cool.

The paper bag slipped from between my numb fingers and hit the shag pile carpet with a muffled thud.

Mr. Charmsworth looked up, gave me a reproachful stare, and pressed a button on his intercom. “Human Resources will answer any questions you may have... Good day, now.”

I couldn’t think. My brain had stuck on my best option for now – denial.

Moments later I felt Michelle tug gently on my arm. I turned and followed her numbly out of the door. I can’t remember if I ever said goodbye, or words to that effect. Probably not. And for once, I didn’t care.

Desperation, thick as a stormy cloud over Ben Nevis in December, swept over me.

And then came the anger. Which infuriated me more than losing my job. What was wrong with me? Was my adrenal system wired the wrong way around, was my brain designed with a delayed reaction?

I could feel the heat of my fury tensing the muscles of my arms; I wanted to lash out, punch, smash and shatter...

But it was too late now to put this slow-building rage to good use. It would do no good to go back in and punch the repulsive man squatting like a toad behind his polished desk, I realised, my resentment ebbing away already.

And what would be the point of kicking up a fuss, anyway? Nothing ever went my way in my entire life. Why should that suddenly change now?

So I stood, shackled by my own bad luck, in the middle of the lobby, staring transfixed at the panel of high achievers on which my photo was still pinned to the left of Annie Taylor from Property Portfolios, until Michelle pushed firmly the cup of steaming hot chocolate in my hand.

“Here, drink this, it’ll do you good!” Then her smile widened. “I hope you weren’t too attached to that doughnut, I’ve just binned it.”

I blinked myself out of my reverie.

“Where did all that come from?” I managed a weak mumble. I searched Michelle’s face, hoping to see my incredulity mirrored there. She didn’t look at all surprised. “Did you know? That we’re being shut down? Were you in on this?”

“What do you mean, ‘in on this’?” she snapped, looking offended. “You make it sound like it’s all my fault! I’m a secretary, not the Chief Executive! Nobody asks for my opinion.”

“No, I – I didn’t mean it like...” I backpedalled swiftly. “Of course you couldn’t... But you knew?”

Her understanding, compassionate smile said it all.

“You must have seen the signs,” she said softly, soothingly. “Countless high-level meetings behind closed doors, no new faces for a while now... They’ve even cancelled the Summer Ball!”

Trust Michelle to worry about a stinking dance!

I stood there, seething, for a short while. Finally, I rebelled.

“That meeting can’t have lasted more than five minutes, if that! I should have said something. I should have...” What? What could I have done? Begged? I knew I wouldn’t have done that. The corners of my mouth turned down in disgust at the mere thought. “I just stood there like a lemon...”

“It certainly did seem to be the shortest dismissal today... Maybe he’s hungry, probably already ordered a burger...” she laughed, then her face turned serious, all traces of amusement gone. “The others took a couple of minutes longer. Jason Donoughue was in there a full half hour.”

It was quiet for a minute.

“I don’t think it made any difference...” Michelle shrugged and dug out a battered looking diary from beneath the Yellow Pages and an open Phone Book. “How’s the chocolate?”

“Great, thanks.” I shot her a small smile, more out of courtesy than gratitude.

There had been others... I wasn’t happy that others had also been made redundant, but still... I couldn’t deny it... that bit of news did make me feel a little better.

Michelle picked up her handbag. “Feel like lunch?”

“Not sure I can afford it... now that I’m jobless...”

I really didn’t feel in the mood for lunch, or anything else for that matter, but Michelle is good looking, and... well, it would be awfully impolite, wouldn’t it, to refuse a lady’s invitation?

“My treat.” She smiled and steered me to the door by my elbow.

She led the way down the stairs and out of the crowded main lobby, where early lunch-break queues were already forming in front of the dozen or so cashiers.

I blinked at the sharp sunlight. Bright light always made my eyes leak.

I was certain that it was the sun, my emotions had nothing to do with it. Quite certain. I sighed and nodded to myself, pretending to believe the lie.

The afternoon was going to be warm and sunny, quite at odds with the cold dread that felt like a ball of barbed wire in my stomach.

“Two cappuccinos, please and...” she looked quizzically at me, “what do you think? Those éclairs look good.” I must have nodded, because I heard her say, “And two éclairs, please.”

She took the tray outside, under a blue and yellow striped parasol. I’d never noticed the colours of the parasols before, despite spending almost every lunch break beneath one or other of them... Too wrapped up in my own failed existence to see...

I stared unseeingly at the people milling around me now, busy with their lives and dreams and ambitions... It seemed as if mine were disintegrating in front of my eyes.

“What’s happening to me, Michelle?” The words burst from me unexpectedly. “What am I doing wrong?”

“It’s not you, silly. It’s... restructuring and... whatever economic conditions...”

She put my cappuccino in front of me. “Sugar?”

I didn’t answer.

“Sugar,” she decided. “You need it – you look like you’re in shock.”

She busied herself with the coffees and then craned her neck to catch my gaze.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “I just... can’t get my head around it. I’ve been to a decent school, I’ve got a good degree, I’ve got – I had – a decent job,” I corrected. “And despite all that... things go so badly wrong for me... I must be jinxed. Seriously unlucky.”

“Rubbish. You did nothing wrong. It was just a set of circumstances over which you had absolutely no control. Besides, you’re not the only one,” she pointed out.

No, I was not the only one. But I might have been the only one who couldn’t take it like a man.

I looked up in time to see Michelle bite into her éclair; the sugar rush made her close her eyes in pleasure.

“Mmm”, she mumbled with her mouth full, “this is divine... Go on, try it! I guarantee it’ll make you feel better.”

I obeyed, reluctant. Allowing something as creamy as this éclair slip down into a stomach as uncomfortable as mine was probably a decision I was going to regret later... Still, she was right about the taste. That certainly explained why I came here for my lunch day after day – I’d forgotten how good the food was.

“Now, back to my predicament.” She wiped imaginary crumbs from around her plump lips. “I’m supposed to organise a Hen Party for Mr Charmsworth’s youngest daughter.”

I nodded in agreement, my mouth too full to speak.

“I wouldn’t normally have a problem – I’ve organised Hen Parties and even Wedding Receptions before – but this time I have a specific brief. She wants a club – not any club, a sophisticated one. Also, quiet enough to prevent gatecrashers. And she wants to bring her own music.” She scowled at her empty plate and wiped off some icing with her index finger. “In Plymouth.” She placed the sugared finger in her mouth and left it there, looking quizzically at me.

“If it’s nightclubs you need, you’re barking at the wrong tree. I’ve only ever been in one for Rob’s Stag do last April... I’m not a nightclub sort of person.”

She looked at me with an ‘I thought that much’ expression that made me feel inadequate and ancient at the same time, like I was too old to understand what pleased my contemporaries. Then she pulled her expression together.

“No, I didn’t mean that. I have names, I know where to go. That’s not what I need. It’s just that I think I should do a bit of reconnaissance ahead of time, you know... go in and see what they’re like, talk to the man in charge... ask a few questions... Only, I don’t like to go on my own... Could you – just for one night – could you come with me?” She scrutinised my doubtful expression warily.

“I’ll buy the drinks”, she added quickly, having clocked the apathetic look on my face. “Go on... for old times’ sake. Call it your leaving party.” She gave me her most disarming smile; I simply had to smile back in response.

And that was why, a few hours later, I was standing, waiting for her in front of the Rock Café. The air was warm and still, but the clouds were gathering threateningly, as they often did by the harbour.

It must have been past midnight. Quite a few cars were still zooming around, but the number of pedestrians had dropped to just a few passers-by every two or three minutes.

I was meant to wait for Michelle out here, by the entrance, after which I very much hoped she would let me go home. Or at least curl up on a bench, somewhere. I called this Plan A. My legs were starting to feel like jelly and my eyes were making the lights on top of every lamp post seem like a fuzzy replica of a mini Milky Way.

Michelle had been right to check the clubs. As luck will have it, the two most recommended were also the most noisy and wild. This one didn’t seem so bad, but then we’d only been in it for about ten minutes. True to her word, she bought the drinks, and I did the sampling, gradually moving from cider to beer to Bacardi mixers and Mojitos, and then to shots of something jellified and foul tasting that had to be lit before they went down.

Don’t ask! Never again! I scowled at the pitching path – I couldn’t be certain, but I thought I should be on dry land, not a boat. Only I expected dry land to be a bit more stable during a storm, less rickety...

Surreptitiously, I let my shoulder touch the tree at the edge of the pavement. I hoped that, from a distance, I looked like I could keep myself upright with no outside help, just in case someone might be watching.

Yeah, I would wait until Michelle emerged from the building, so as not to appear rude, then I would offer to call a taxi and drop her at home – Plan B – and then I would go home and crawl into bed... or just crawl through the door and leave it at that.

I never got to thinking things through any further, as at that point a tramp burst through the door and crashed into me.

I caught and steadied him reflexively. He would probably make a good starting point for my enquiries about Plan A.

In the next moment the pair of hairy arms that had caused the smelly homeless guy to materialize opened the door again and roughly shepherded through it a small group of oddly dressed girls. Flower-power sort of girls. Young and pretty, but intimidating.

That was when I heard the sirens. I was still holding onto the tramp – or was it the other way around? – trying desperately to remember where I was and, with a bit of luck, my name as well, when my eyes finally focused on the blue and red lights. The intermittent flashing suddenly proved too much to bear and the assortment of drinks in my stomach decided it was time to leave the show.

It was during this unpleasant exercise, bent double with brutal retching, that I wondered about the tramp’s shoes for the first time. The last thing I remember before passing out was seeing the girls scatter, screaming and shoving each other, and then a strong hand grabbed hold of my hair.
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“Hey, man!” the tramp suddenly hollered, moving slowly and unsteadily towards the door. “Any chance of a cuppa?” He listened for a moment, and then muttered under his breath, “Naw, didn’t really think so.”

What was the weirdo doing? Was he crazy?

I stared at him in disbelief. After all, this was a police station, not a bed and breakfast. I probably wasn’t in much better shape myself, but my present location had definitely sobered me up enough to allow a tiny shard of reason to surface through the thick fog of my brain. And as far as I could work out, angering police officers was never a good idea.

Not that I’d had much firsthand experience – I’m not the type to get on the wrong side of the law.

Hippy girl looked up from her beads and shot the tramp an appraising glance. She allowed a small smile pull up the corners of her full lips.

“Tell them we could go get our own.” She grinned mischievously. “All they have to do is open the door.”

Her eyes were glinting with an impish glow in the harsh light from the one bulb hanging from the ceiling.

Did she change her mind about the hobo already? That was quick! Still, ‘fickle’ is every woman’s middle name, they say...

He barked a laugh in response, and then let his body slip limply down the cell door until he came to rest against it, half-lounging on the floor. Was he tired, drunk, or unconscious? I couldn’t quite decide. He smelled dead.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got any bright ideas about how we might get out of here?” the girl asked, her eyes flitting from the spent figure on the floor to me, a calculating look on her face.

Was she asking me if I knew how to break out? I stared at her suspiciously. She looked like she meant her question literally, but I was pretty sure that I didn’t fit the inmate stereotype. Even after Mojitos and foul, jellified shots.

“I don’t see how they can keep us past morning...” I reasoned quietly. “What are we supposed to have done, anyway?”

“Well, the club looked thoroughly trashed when I got thrown out... Lots of wood looked like it had been whittled down to shavings, almost... Hard to tell what it started life as, originally. The bar didn’t survive the impact of the DJ landing on it, either. Bouncer-boy was bleeding from a gash above his left eye...” her voice trailed. “I think they were searching for drugs in the Gents...” She paused for a moment. “Well...” Deep sigh. “At least the building was still standing...”

“Proper job, by the sound of things,” I agreed, forcing out a chuckle, trying to sound cool and unconcerned. “I almost wish I’d been inside, closer to the action.”

“You were lucky you weren’t,” she mumbled.

“Indeed,” I muttered acidly. “I could have been arrested for a valid reason...”

She laughed. “Well, better luck next time.”

“Yeah.”

She gazed at me for a long minute, weighing me up. I don’t know what she saw, but her expression suddenly turned curious.

“So, where were you, then?”

“Outside. Waiting for... er, my... er, date...” Ok, so it wasn’t my day for sounding decisive.

The girl smirked at me, amusement clear on her face. She had her lips pressed tightly together, fighting a giggle.

That was uncomfortable. Stung, I scowled back.

My expression was apparently the last straw for her. She clapped her hands loudly as she burst into unrestrained peals of laughter.

“Date...” her voice shook so much, the word was hard to recognize.

I wished I hadn’t opened my mouth, now. I turned my face down and glared at the floor instead, snippets of previous humiliating moments, all of them in some way connected with the female sub-species, racing through my head. It’s not my fault that I’m emotionally substandard, I wanted to shout out loud. I was born this way. I was never taught. And nobody seems to be jumping at the chance to coach me. What do you want me to do?

“Sorry.” She was trying hard to control her hilarity. Not that it made me feel less of a jester. An inadequate jester. In a police cell. Locked up with a loony and a hippy.

My lucky day!

She cleared her throat, making an effort to sober up. “I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just that... well... you have that look about you...” She shrugged, not bothering to finish.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

I concentrated on the buzz of the light bulb’s filament in the growing silence, trying to ignore her. But my treacherous eyes drifted slowly down, back towards the girl’s face.

“What’s your name?” Her eyes were intense and probing, locking my gaze into hers.

I felt pulled in by their clear depths like there was some magnetic field around her, reeling me in and trapping me there. Wow. I’d never felt that way. Can you drown in eyes as clear as that?

A whisper of heat warmed my neck and ears in embarrassment. Girls never looked at me. Unless they were staring me down in disgust.

But never like that – with that magnitude of interest and fervour. It was unsettling.

She hurried to explain, misreading my silence. “Since we’re going to be stuck in here for... goodness knows how long, I thought we may as well try to get along.”

“M... Martin.” Jeez, this is ridiculous! Why am I blushing and stammering like a teenager on his first date?

“You can call me Vee,” she smiled openly as she offered me her hand to shake. “Short for Victoria.”

“Hi, Vee,” I mumbled awkwardly and shook her hand once, working to tear my gaze away from hers. Her spellbinding stare was making me feel all warm and cosy, as if we were life-long friends sat, sharing jokes, around a campfire; when I was looking into her eyes, the grimy cell walls simply disappeared.

“What are you afraid of, Martin?”

What? I looked up, shocked by her directness, to find her carefully scrutinizing my expression through her thick, ginger lashes.

“Huh?” I stalled.

“You look a little freaked out.”

I could feel her liquid hazel eyes ensnaring me again, and I was well aware that I couldn’t fight it. I didn’t even know if I wanted to, anyway. I didn’t feel freaked out, I felt... I didn’t know how I felt, I didn’t remember ever feeling like that before.

“And I can’t imagine you would find that,” she nodded in the direction of the unconscious tramp slumped by the door, “terribly terrifying. Which only leaves... me.” She smiled wistfully.

I’m not a talker. Too busy keeping my thoughts to myself, most of the time, to leave enough brain cells free to formulate coherent sentences. I should have been able to say something now, however trivial. Loads, actually, since my head was entirely devoid of any thought whatsoever. Maybe I was freaked out.

“Do I scare you?”

“No. No. Of course not,” I said, not sure if that was a lie. “Must be this place,” I shrugged.

But she must have read the apprehension in my face because she sighed softly again and squared off her shoulders. “Come here.” Her voice had turned compelling, hypnotic. “Give me your hand.”

“W...w... What?”

“Your hand. Show me your hand.”

“Why?” I whispered, disconcerted, but took an uneasy step towards her all the same. First my eyes, then my brain, my mouth, and now my legs were disobeying me. Mutiny! I couldn’t allow my body this degree of insubordination.

“Why not?” she challenged.

My hand in hers, I wondered what it was about the male psyche reacting to every challenge it senses, however remote? I didn’t want a challenge, but my brain decided otherwise. I wanted a nice, easy wait until the moment when I could be free to go home. A challenge normally meant bad news, or bets, or some other form of torture from which I had no hope of coming out on top.

I felt suddenly nauseous with anxiety; it was an involuntary reaction I wasn’t particularly proud of. I hunted around for my tongue, but it looked like the cat had got it... Again.

“Lately, you’ve been feeling quite negative,” she spoke quietly, staring past me, spaced out. “The alignment of the Full Moon with the receding Mercury tonight tells me that you’ve had some bad news, and also that you are not dealing with it very well. And there’s more to come, unless...” she broke off.

Whoa! She wasn’t real! A new-age hippy seer. With probably as much psychic ability as your average garden gnome...

The absurdity of her premonition broke the spell her eyes had put on me. I pulled my hand back, thoroughly amused now, although I wasn’t sure how she knew about my bad news.

Silly, I told myself. Being in here is bad enough news. That was obviously what she meant. I chuckled shamelessly.

My tendency to attract oddballs was unnerving.

“Unless what?” I demanded when I’d finally rallied enough strength to keep a straight face.

“Unless you break the chain.”

“Unless I break the chain.” My sarcasm must have disrupted her train of thought, because her eyes focused again, and her expression turned perplexed.

“Please don’t be offended, Vee. I do find our conversation most engaging, but I don’t believe in fairy tales. You sound like a gypsy act at a country fair, you know that? All you’re missing is a bunch of heather and a canvas tent. What are you going to do for an encore – bend some spoons?”

Vee laughed, a knowing look on her face. Her nose was completely covered in freckles and I noticed her chin dimpled attractively when she laughed.

“No. But I can tell you a few things about yourself that would either scare or convince you.”

Now I was nervous. She didn’t give me a chance to recover.

“You feel like there’s a tug-of-war going on in your head – work versus ideals, duty versus pleasure, fun versus discipline... Your life is at a crossroads, and you have little chance of choosing right...”

“Ok, this is freaking me out, all right. Can you stop it now?” I interjected, a little too intense, perhaps.

She halted the flow of words and stared at me. I counted to sixty in my head.

She put one hand on my face, and I became aware of my own pressing over hers, holding it in place. How did it get there?

“You think yourself very unlucky, don’t you? That’s why you’re afraid of everything and everyone.”

I shook my head. “I’m not afraid – ”

“Shh,” she shushed me, taking her hand back.

I shut up. Decisively.

I watched in silence as her hand closed around a blue bead on one of her many necklaces. She followed the cord it was threaded on all the way around, until it had untangled from the others. Then she unhooked it from around her neck and hooked it around mine instead. She did all this without a word, and then stepped back to look at me.

“Pretty, huh?” I made to take the string off.

She caught my hand, her face serious, unsmiling.

“Don’t. Please don’t take it off. It’s sapphire – it’ll bring you luck. Trust me.”

“Er... it’s a girl’s necklace. I may be a little shy, but do I look like I’m into cross dressing?”

I tried to take it off again. Her hand closed around mine, stopping me once more.

“It’s a good luck charm. Wear it for a bit. Nothing bad can ever happen to you whilst you’re wearing a sapphire. And cross dressing fools the devil, so there’s no need to scoff at that.”

I frowned as I considered this. Something didn’t add up.

“What about you? What if something bad happens to you now? You don’t have another sapphire...”

“Nothing bad will happen to me. I can see that.”

“You can see that,” I repeated mockingly. But Vee’s hand was still on mine, and I liked feeling it there, so I stopped struggling. I simply stood there, spellbound and immobile again. She had the most hypnotic eyes I’d ever seen; they sent sharp jolts of heat right through my bones.

I wondered idly if I should make an effort, break her spell, but gave it up soon as a poor job. She already owned me.

“I’m sorry I’m making you uncomfortable,” she murmured. “I can see that anything that doesn’t have a rock-solid explanation – like the spiritual gift I have, however evident it might be – causes you a problem. You’re prickly because you know I can ferret out your secrets.” She smiled and sighed softly. “Which is why you don’t really like me. Am I right?”

You got almost everything right, I wanted to say. Everything but one. I do like you, Definitely.

Stupid cat still had my tongue.

A sudden scraping kind of noise right outside the door saved me from doing, and saying, something perilously unwise. The tramp started awake. All eyes locked onto the door. The tramp worked his way to an upright position by edging gingerly up the door.

With an abrupt swing, the door flew open, dragging the still-attached tramp with it. His grip slipped halfway through and his body made contact with the concrete floor with a resounding thud.

“Ow!”

I kept perfectly still and quiet, trying to ascertain the extent of the tramp’s injuries without actually having to go and see the blood and gore his cracked skull may have left smeared on the floor. By the look on Vee’s face, she was thinking along the same lines.

“Oh, Gary... sorry, mate,” came a low voice from behind the door. Muffled steps and sweeping noises, like knees slipping on polished cement, accompanied the voice.

“That doesn’t sound like a uniform,” Vee remarked matter-of-factly.

“That’s ‘coz I’m not.”

She tiptoed gracefully to the door, holding her hands out like a ballerina. This new picture completely distracted me from the previous major problem of the tramp’s predicament. I tried not to drool as I stared at Vee’s retreating back. She peeped cautiously around the door, stepping carefully over the tramp’s feet.

“Oh. Hello, there. Is he all right?” Her voice sounded relieved and... pleased, somehow, as if she liked what she was seeing.

“Yeah, I think so. Apart from the knock to the head. He never could cope very well when he mixed his drinks with... well, never mind that now.”

“You know him, then?”

“Well, duh! Why do you think I’ve organised the great escape here? Just for kicks?”

“You did this? Wow.” Her voice turned appreciative. “I mean... thank you. I owe you one.”

The voice chuckled modestly. “No problem. Archie Zennor.”

“Victoria. I prefer Vee, though.”

“Well, Vee, time to press on.” He sighed. “I’m not sure how long we have until Mr. Plod comes round. Best not to cut it too fine, though. Can you give me a hand?” He was obviously trying to move Gary. I could hear shuffling and grunts coming from the corridor.

Unsure whether we should be walking out of a police cell just like that, without permission, I bullied my disobedient legs into taking me to the door.

“Oh. And who is this?” Archie asked Vee.

“This is Martin. Martin – Archie. Archie – Martin,” she made the introductions without looking away from Gary’s comatose face. “Archie, did you happen to notice a large, woven, stripy bag on your way in? I think we’ll have to wake him up.”

“No, but I bet I could find it.” He turned to me. “Nice necklace, Martin.” He winked at Vee and then took off towards the front desk.

“Who’s he?” I motioned vaguely towards Archie’s retreating back. I was starting to feel a little... unsettled, I suppose.

“Don’t know,” she shrugged. “Gary’s friend, by the looks of things. Good friend, I would guess, since he’s risking his neck to get him out of here.”

“Is he ok?” I jerked my chin towards the motionless tramp.

“No, he likes to play dead, apparently,” she answered contemptuously. “Looks like he cracked his head on the floor or something, he’s out for the count... and a bit too heavy to move.” She looked away from Gary, her eyes struggling to focus on something at the end of the corridor. Looking for Archie, I guessed.

“But I can fix that easily, if I could only get my bag back...” she continued, a longing expression on her face now.

Typical woman. The first thing she asks for is her handbag. I wanted to think of something clever to say, just to tease her, but then Archie was back, a fringed, stripy bag with a long shoulder strap in his hands.

“Would this be it?” He crouched down, next to Gary.

“Yes.” She turned her face towards him, a blinding smile making golden highlights bloom in her hazel eyes. “Nice one. Thanks.” Archie beamed at her praise.

Hm. I found to my surprise that I wasn’t very keen on Archie. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but if I didn’t know better, I would probably say I was jealous.

Vee took the bag and proceeded to rummage through it, her arm disappearing up to her shoulder in its depths. Her hand came out clutching a small bottle. She uncorked it swiftly and then waved it a few times right under Gary’s nose. The tramp’s nose wrinkled, and then he let out a mighty sneeze.

“Bless you, mate. Now, come on up. Up, Gary, come on!” Archie coaxed, tugging on the tramp’s arm. “We need to get out now.” He turned brusquely towards Vee, as if he remembered something of vital importance. “Were you fingerprinted?”

“No, they just took our stuff and bunged us in here.”

“Any forms filled in?”

“No, not that I know of...”

“It doesn’t matter, anyway. They’re short staffed,” he explained. “They’ve probably left the paperwork for the morning shift. Did they take anything off you, Martin?”

I stared at him, still too dazed to make sense of what was happening. How did he know so much about police procedures? Off the TV? Unlikely. And how did he know where to find Vee’s bag?

“Martin?” Vee looked at me squarely.

“Uh... no, I don’t think so...” I hurried to sort out my jumble of thoughts so that I didn’t look quite so much like the village idiot.

“Bright, this one,” Archie scoffed. “Where did you pick him up from – the centre for brain transplants – rejects bin?” He snickered.

Too late. Story of my life.

“Oh, he’s not with me,” Vee clarified quickly. “We just happened to be thrown together in the same van. And then in here.”

Ouch! I didn’t like the way she was so quick to disown me. I had thought she liked me... at least a little bit... The sharp sting of reality bit hard at my insides. She clearly didn’t feel about me the same way I felt about her, that was the only explanation. I sighed. No girl ever did. How – why – had I even let myself hope?

I made myself focus on the here and now, mentally kicking myself for letting Vee get under my skin so easily.

“I’m sorry,” I stared at Archie, “but how exactly did you get in here?”

“Er... walked in.” He made it sound like a question. The ‘are you stupid’ was only implied, but I could hear it loud and clear. Vee giggled.

I didn’t want to give him the chance to say it out loud so I continued to stare at him. I didn’t ask ‘how’ and ‘why’ – the two questions that were stalking me most persistently at this precise moment in time.

Archie sighed, irked by my obvious curiosity.

“I followed the van here, just to be sure – I had a pretty good idea you’d end up here – and then I got together some of the kids on our street who owed me a favour. They’re setting up a mock gang skirmish. Guaranteed to get a station empty. Well, bar the duty sergeant.” He laughed. “Then I staggered in, looking totally off my face, and sold him a story about being chased by a knife-wielding psycho. I knew I had him when he suggested I lay down on a bench to sleep it off. He did confiscate my bottle first. Didn’t even notice I lifted the master key from the panel behind the coat rack – where it shouldn’t have been, but it often strays to. Don’t ask how I knew that,” he warned, a serious look on his face. “The rest is history.” He shrugged, stuffing his hands in his pockets defensively. “Happy now? Or do you need a detailed report, complete with names, ages and ethnicity, typed in triplicate?”

“What was in that bottle?” Vee asked nosily, looking impressed.

Archie winked and touched the side of his nose with his index finger.

“That’s for me to know and the lab to find out, precious. Though I’m counting on human nature to come through for me once more and make the evidence disappear.” He chuckled. “Imagine the headline: duty sergeant drunk on the job. Nah. That bottle will hit the bottom of the Tamar at its deepest point soon enough.”

I skipped over his disturbing explanation. “So, that means that you were at the club, as well... if you followed...”

My methodical brain was just not going to move on until all the answers I needed were filed in their rightful places.

Sometimes having a brain was an encumbrance. Right now, mine was pulling away from the important issues, wondering instead why Vee hadn’t reacted to Archie calling her ‘precious’. She didn’t like being called names, I’d seen that earlier, when Gary called her ‘sweetheart’ and ‘luvvie’.

“Very good, Watson!” Archie agreed, a condescending note to his tone, then he bent over Gary and wrapped his arms around the tramp’s shoulders.

“But... are we allowed to just... go, then?” I knew I shouldn’t have said that the minute the words slipped out, but could I stop myself?

Vee puffed out her cheeks. Archie laughed once – a startled, disbelieving laugh.

“It actually hurts my ears to listen to you, Martin. Is that what you’re waiting for, huh? Permission? Who are you going to ask permission?” His voice was dripping with sarcasm now. “The duty sergeant is snoring. There’s no conscious thought in the whole building, apart from us four,” he shot a look at Gary, then corrected, “well, three and a half. Now, I can offer you a lift, if you care to come along. Today, preferably.”

I was starting to openly resent Archie. For a minimum of four reasons. First, I felt that Vee and I had started to connect somewhat, and his arrival had blown a massive hole right through that. She seemed more preoccupied with impressing him, and him her, than is good for any fugitives. Second, he was competition of the worst kind – a man who knows how to woo the ladies. As if I wasn’t already doomed to failure. Third, he was way too intelligent. His sarcastic comments
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