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Dear Reader, 

I first published The Boy With The Thorn In His Side in 2014 and in two parts. Part One and Part Two. In 2015 I decided to merge the two parts together and publish it as one (very) large book. During 2016 I started getting ideas for alternative endings. To put it briefly, this story and these characters would not leave me alone. As they’ve been in my head since I first wrote the story aged 12, they are part of me and my life, and as real to me as anyone else. They carried on talking, so I listened. This resulted in me writing an alternative ending and including it in my 2016 short story collection, Bird People and Other Stories. This should have ended things, but it didn’t. I then started penning a screenplay, which started at the end of Part Two, and essentially, delayed that ending with a lot of new material. This screenplay quickly became an obsession, with me scribbling into various notebooks at any given opportunity. Finally, I came to a decision. Perhaps a risky one. I did not want to make the book any longer, but I could not leave this new material alone. Their story was not finished. So, I made the decision to split The Boy With The Thorn In His Side back into two books, using the new material for Part 3, and turning the sequel, This Is The Day, into Part 4. This inevitably led to a Part 5... You are about to read the first book in a five-book series and I truly hope you enjoy it.

However, it doesn’t quite end there!

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side is part of a bigger universe of inter-connected books which has a suggested reading order, posted below. You do not have to read them in this order and many of them will make sense as standalones, or as their own series, however, if you are partial to a universe, you may like to dive into the whole thing. The books listed below occur in the same universe, using some of the same locations and with some of the characters popping up or being mentioned in each other’s books. 

For example, towards the end of The Boy With The Thorn In His Side Part 5, I had so fallen in love with new characters, Alfie and Tom Lane, I decided to give them their own book. Writing that book gave me ideas for The Mess Of Us, the sequel to The Mess Of Me, and writing that gave me the plot for The Dark Finds You, a cross-over book which should ideally be read after all the others. The Dark Finds You ties up everyone’s stories.

Thank you for your patience in reading this. I hope you enjoy the series and if you go on to read all the books in the universe, well, I just can’t thank you enough!

Best wishes,

Chantelle Atkins 

Suggested reading order:

The Boy With The Thorn In His Side – series

The Mess Of Me 

Elliot Pie’s Guide To Human Nature

The Holds End trilogy – series

At Night We Played In The Road

The Mess Of Us

The Dark Finds You
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January 1997

I have written three letters, but I suppose I could easily write more. There are probably things I should write down for my mother and my brother, but I don’t have the time or the energy now. I place the letters into the envelopes and write the names on each one. I leave them on the kitchen sideboard, spread out evenly, so that there is little chance of them being missed. I check my pocket for change, to make sure I have enough to catch the bus. I pause and scratch at my head and for a moment fuzzy confusion floods me, jumbled lyrics and disjointed melodies, and I am not even sure what I am doing. The boy with the thorn in his side, I hear the song in my head, the boy and his murderous desire... I don’t have my headphones on yet, but the music is always in there. I have a constant walking soundtrack to my life you see. There is a song for everything. For every bit of pain, for every bit of joy, for every single moment I can see in bright clarity in my mind, for people's faces and people's words, and for all the things left unsaid...

There is an open bottle of wine on the side, next to the kettle. Looks like there is about half left, and the cork has been stuffed back in at a wonky angle. I reach out for it. I see my hand travelling slowly and thickly through the air, before my fingers touch the cold glass and curl hesitantly around it. My breathing has slowed right down again. The fog in my head has thickened, and intensified, and I can feel my eyes staring, and my heart rate accelerating again, as my grip on the wine bottle tightens. I find myself focusing my gaze on the floor, on the faded green lino that has curled up and receded away from the doorway. I can see the dusty grey tiles that lay beneath. I can see a cigarette butt, a ball of soft brown fluff and some bright orange crumbs that look like broken Doritos. I pull weakly at the bottle, lifting it away from the surface, and somewhere at the back of my wrecked mind, I can hear one of the voices, the aggressive snarling one, asking me what fucking good I’ll be if I don’t snap out of it.

My throat attempts to swallow, and the back of my mouth feels like it is coated with grit. The bottle falls from the side, just within my feeble grasp. I feel it bang against the side of my leg and it seems to jolt me, just a little bit, as I blink, and finally swallow and drag my eyes away from the peeling lino. But my body is still so very heavy, weighed down by a million things, my mind so full of everything that it seems to want to shut down on me. My arm moves upwards, lifting the dead weight of the wine bottle, until it reaches my face. There is another voice now, trying to push through the others, this poking, needling, pinching voice, struggling through the heavy mist, trying to call out to me. I lift the bottle to my lips and reach in to taste the wine. It rolls back with my tongue, sweet and sharp.

I can hear a slow, steady snoring from the other room. I want to be drawn in by it, I long to move towards it, this crushed and lonely part of me still yearning for warmth and safety, still reaching for hope. The snore rolls out and then in again, whistling slightly on its return.

I lick my lips. I feel the alcohol rushing through me as I continue to guzzle the wine. A brutal kind of warmth thunders through my veins. I remember that alcohol gives you a false kind of security and I wonder what the outcome will be. The squeak of a voice has died down again now, been forced silent by the tangled mess of my mind. The Stone Roses smoothly crooning ‘Shoot You Down’. I think yeah, yeah, he’s got it coming, he’s always had it coming... I wipe my mouth with my other hand. I think I am completely and totally fucked. So, I drink more wine, and my body is bracing itself for something even before I know what it is going to be. My body is always ahead of my mind, I think, and it has been true. It always lets me know when trouble is close. It has sung out its warning bells on many an occasion and has reacted accordingly to the most extreme of human emotions: pain, fear and hate. I have closed my mind down so many times that now I wonder if it has shut up shop for good, if it has gone, and only basic animal instincts now remain.

I suck on the wine bottle like a thirsty baby, images of violence and galloping voices and music swirling and crashing around in my brain. Jim Morrison telling me that music is my special friend...until the end, and I want to laugh and toast him with the wine and tell him that he was fucking right about that. Bob Dylan, he chips right in as well, pushing Morrison out of the way to tell me that a hard rains’ a gonna’ fall. Well Bob, you might be right. I feel close to sleep as I gulp the wine, and in dull curiosity I raise my other hand and gaze at the skin on my wrist. I’ve thought about opening it up so many times, and I wonder what it will be like, if I scratch away the layers of skin, what would be revealed to me? I guess, whatever it is, it will be with me forever.

Forever. My mind seizes on this word and tosses it around. Forever is a weird concept. I frown a little, smile slightly and drain the bottle of wine. I place the bottle carefully back on the side. People talk about forever, not knowing what it means. I don’t think forever is a pleasant thing. It just means until you die. Forever ends when you cease to exist. Forever is your choice. I nod a little, mulling it over. Forever is there until you don’t want it to be anymore. I don’t want to live like this forever, I think, and there it is, astounding in its simplicity.

Okay then.

I straighten up. Move my feet back together on the floor. Lock my knees. The aggressive voice is battling back through and I want to let it. I flex my shoulders and pull up my spine and I conjure up all the pain he ever gave me. Pain can be something inflicted upon you, or it can be something you take and use. It can be a waste, a by-product, another noose around your neck, another nail in your coffin, or it can be more than that; it can be a tool. It can aid you and encourage you. It can comfort you in ways that love cannot. It can remind you and haunt you, it can seep inside and become you, create a new you.

I wonder if that had already happened to me, a long time ago. Maybe it has been a process at work since the very beginning. I’ve always wondered about it. The nature of violence. What it is and where it comes from. I used to worry that the violence would infect me, that it would somehow worm its way inside of me, and find a place to become entrenched, a place to take root and spread. Maybe it has. Maybe it’s been growing like a disease inside of me all this time. Maybe that is what this is. An inevitable explosion of the violence that has been breeding within me for so long. So, in which case, the bastard only has himself to blame. He has to be stopped. I nod vigorously, in complete agreement with myself.

If I don’t stop him, it will just go on. How many more people will he infect and ruin? His disease will just spread, becoming rampant. I will pass it on myself. I know it. It will begin with my friends, with the people who would stand by me and excuse my behaviour. I will snap and lash out and lose my temper. I will feel better about myself when my fist collides with one of their faces. It will make me feel bigger and better and stronger, and once I see that withered and fearful look upon someone else’s face, who is to say what effect that will have on me? That is how it starts. I am telling you. I know about these things. Once you find that power and own it, you feel better. Once it has lifted you up above the shit and the humiliation, then you would want more of it. It would be friends first. And then lovers. Kids, if I was stupid enough to have any. It is horrendous, and it must be stopped. Okay then.

I pat myself down and snap back into action. The knives are there, all in place, awaiting instruction. I check the side, the three envelopes laid out neatly. I pat my top pocket where my Walkman sits, and I reach in and press play. I smile instantly and brightly when the music fills my ears. It is always good to return to a first love, to something that meant something real, something that kicked your arse along.

I pull on the headphones. Righteous anger and the desire to fight back stir violently inside of me. I take a deep breath and walk out of the kitchen. I am thinking about one thing and one thing only. Revenge. Violence. Blood. I’m coming to get you, I sing inside my head, I’m gonna knock on your front door and slice your throat right open! I’m going to dice you up and piss on your bones!

Okay then. It is okay. It is okay because it has to be done. What else is there? What else can I do? No one knows that bastard like I do, no one.

And it will never end. It will never ever end, not until one of us is dead.
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September 1994

I was feeling good. Satisfied. Everything was finally as it should be. During the months that came after the wedding, I became the sole owner of Nancy’s nightclub. Phillips had become seriously ill and his doctor told him his liver was calling time on him. In a fit of snot and tears he begged me to buy him out and take the club off his hands for good. I had been waiting patiently for the moment, and when it arrived I savoured every second of it. 

I renamed the club K. It was my name above the door. The honour and the adulation were all mine. The success as word spread, the queue of people outside that grew longer every night, the money that rolled through in larger and larger quantities; it was all mine. I suppose I had an extra strut to my walk, a brighter gleam in my eye, but it had been a long time coming. 

My bank manager was as happy as I was, practically wringing out his sweaty hands in glee. The house came next. The deeds signed, sealed and delivered into my beautiful wife’s hands on the morning of her fortieth birthday. The house, the club, the woman, all mine. All as it should be. Every now and again I had to make myself pause, just to appreciate the glory, just to bask in it a little. 

Even the boy was in line. Oh yeah, he knew the line all right and he did not cross it. He had turned fifteen and started his final year at school. Kay murmured constantly in my ear about his attendance and his truanting and his crappy grades, but they were not major concerns of mine. He behaved for me, obeyed my every command, so I was happy. He worked hard at the club, so I increased his hours and his workload. He would come along and open up and help collect and wash glasses until closing time. He seemed to prefer coming along on a Friday night, which I assumed was something to do with the Friday night DJ being better for some reason. I often spotted him leaning in to chat to him. 

I watched him closely though. You had to with kids that age. They’re open to so many other suggestions you see. There were bad influences everywhere, so I had to keep an eye on things. I hadn’t been lying when I told him that I kept tabs on him and his friends. Damn fucking right, I did. Currently it seemed that he did not mix with his friends much, but was usually either at the beach with a girl, the record shop, or Jack’s flat. 

I kept an eye on it all. Where he was, what he was doing. I taunted him with the possibility of everlasting peace. I taught him that if he stayed beneath my wing, everything would be fine. I didn’t miss the wondering look of hope in his eyes when I asked his opinion on bands I was thinking of hiring for the club. There was the edge of fear and caution, just slightly softened by his desire to be listened to and valued. He would offer up his opinions, and, if I was receptive, he would come out with suggestions too. This gentle hue of red would spread across his cheeks when he talked about music he really loved. 

I never pretended to understand any of it. He had been right when he had accused me of not liking any music. I didn’t really. There was nothing that particularly called out or spoke to me like it did to him. But it amused me, the desire in his eyes, the innocent belief he held onto that he could convince someone that some band, or some song was really important, really life changing. 

He still dressed like a homeless person most of the time, with ripped jeans, checked shirts, band t-shirts and shapeless jumpers, but Kay and I had noticed he had some new heroes these days. At one point we had joked that he would never come out of mourning for that idiot singer who shot himself. But then he started putting up these Oasis posters, playing their music, and one day he even went and got his hair cut a bit shorter. We had to hide our giggles until he had left the room. It was amusing though: the way his music filled the house, and sometimes you could hear him singing over the top of it, and I liked the look Kay got on her face then, sort of fuzzy and dopey with love. We had a normal teenager in the house, and all was fine. All was as it should be. 

Kay was always relieved when he came scurrying back from Billy’s house or the record shop with an armful of tapes and records. She would exhale with relief, and I would feel the grateful love pulsing from her when she curled into me on the sofa. Sometimes she got a little worried about where he was, who he was with, but I knew there was nothing to be concerned about. Most of the time he was at Jack’s flat, smoking weed and getting high, having the time of his life. 

It was fine by me, and I let them get on with it. It kept things calm, I suppose, subdued and in order. I didn’t have to worry anymore about him kicking off and threatening to stab me in the eye. He was too fucking out of it to care. Jack and I had a mutually beneficial friendship all right, although sometimes I did wonder how he could possibly see it the same way, being confronted with sweet temptation like that. His greedy eyes lit up when he told me if the Anderson boy had shown up. It always put my back up a bit, because I didn’t trust that boy at all. He had a major problem with me. A big axe to grind. But Jack liked him coming over and waved my concerns away dismissively. They’re just stupid kids getting high and talking about music, he would inform me, nothing to worry about here. And so, things were rolling along nicely. I had not had to clench my fist in a long time.
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I had a little routine. I would go to school, try to get through as much of it as possible, and then leave and walk into town. On the way to Jack’s I would stop in The Record Shop. I would stay in there for as long as Terry allowed me to. It was all that occupied my mind at school and at home. The boys still asked me to go to the base with them, or the park, or the café where Jake worked, but I usually shrugged them off. Those places felt out of bounds to me for some reason. The base and the park, the things they talked and worried about such as girls and school and exams, all seemed childish and pointless to me. They moaned about their parents and talked about TV programmes I never watched. In some ways, I felt sort of unburdened and free compared to them, because I rarely worried about anything. I turned up at school when I could be bothered. I faked sick notes from my mother and slipped out unnoticed when the day was taking too long to pass. The rest of the time I put in hours at the club, which generally made me feel too tired for school anyway, and I went to the record shop, and I went to Jack’s flat. 

Terry seemed to tolerate me more as time wore on. Maybe he even liked me just a bit. He’d bring out two cups of tea instead of one, and he’d sling magazines at me when I walked in, ordering me to read the reviews section. Sometimes, if he was too comfortable on his stool, he would send me out the back to make the tea. We would talk and argue endlessly about which was the greatest Dylan album, or the greatest Smiths. I continued to consume music, old and new on a daily basis, as if on some great quest, as if attempting to quench some great and endless thirst I had. 

I discovered that there was very little music that did not have some kind of effect on me. When I had enough money to purchase music, I tried to always buy something old and something new. One week it would be Captain Beefheart’s ‘Safe as Milk’ and Radiohead’s ‘Pablo Honey’, and the next week Frank Zappa’s ‘Hot Rats’ alongside Blur’s ‘Parklife’. I’d buy them in any format, tape, vinyl or compact disc. It didn’t matter, because I could play them all at Jack’s. 

I still listened to Nirvana at some point every day, out of pure respect. I just had to. But I had managed to move on, I mean, it was inevitable when new music was getting so exciting. I tried to tell anyone who would listen how important Oasis were. 

‘For one, they’re British, they’re just like us,’ I’d insist while Billy laughed at me.

‘They’re from Manchester,’ he’d say, as if this was another country altogether. 

‘It doesn’t matter.’ I would shake my head. ‘It’s just a place, it’s just a town, like millions of other towns, just like this one! Where there’s nothing to do and no jobs and everything is shit and boring! And they’re singing about getting out! About being rock and roll stars!’ 

I’d watch them on the TV, transfixed to Top Of The Pops, feeling like I was watching a slice of history being made. What amazed me was how such stillness from a frontman could still convey so much arrogance, so much self-belief and passion, so much of everything. I’d kneel on the lounge floor right in front of the screen to watch him sing. I wanted to be him, I wanted to sing like him, and feel like him; invincible and snarling. 

And the songs, they spun electric tingles down my spine, they followed me about as I trudged through my days, they thrummed and hummed and beat at my mind at night, they made me imagine what I could be one day. I sometimes just lay on my bed, or sat on the floor, with my eyes closed, so it was like the lyrics and the vocals were made just for me, and it felt like with every song they were speaking to me, about me, like they knew me, knew everything. I mean, Cigarettes and Alcohol? Has there ever been a better song written for teenage layabouts? I’d laugh my fucking head off, light up a smoke and slosh a measure of whisky down my throat, just to agree, just to feel it. 

I bought or borrowed music from Terry every day, then took them over to Jack's to listen to. His flat was overcrowded with randomly placed furniture. There were three tatty sofas, two arm chairs, two coffee tables, various mismatched bookshelves and fold down tables. He blamed the mess on his late mother. He had to get all her furniture out of her home when it was sold, and he hadn’t got around to selling or dumping any of it yet, or so he said. I had never seen so many books in one home before. They were everywhere. He even had a little bookcase in the bathroom, within reach of the toilet, no less. It was in there that I discovered Hubert Selby Jr’s ‘Last Exit To Brooklyn’. He made a bit of a face and laughed at me when he saw me with that one.

‘Did you know they took that book to fucking trial?’ he asked me, with a wheezy grin. ‘It was banned for years! For being so indecent.’ 

Of course, that only made me want to read on, and so I did, and by the end, I could well believe him. I read J.D Salinger’s ‘Catcher In The Rye’ one day when I should have been at school. When I’d finished it, I went right back to the beginning and read it again. I think that was the first time I fell in love with a book. I wanted to crawl into it. I wanted to be poor old Holden’s friend, and to tell him not to worry so much. I got it though. I mean, when he was going on about fakes and phonies and how depressing people were, I really understood what he meant. 

On the rare occasions that I made it into school, I just found myself increasingly disgusted with these children I was supposed to have things in common with. I looked at them and didn’t understand them one little bit. They were all the same, I thought, flashing fake smiles at people they despised, constructing gossip to pass the time, making up filthy rumours to destroy the people they walked home with. 

The fake concern they showed each other made me want to writhe in embarrassment. The constant never ending mantra that this was the last year, that they would stay friends forever and never forget the best years of their lives...it was bullshit! 

I discovered that Jack had loads of good books, interesting books, naughty books, books they would never let you read or study at school. Books that were like good songs, books that pulled you in and held you tight and didn’t let you go free again, even after you had finished reading them. Charles Bukowski became a literary hero of mine around that time. I just loved the man. Every word he wrote was poetic self-destructive beauty and fucking hilarious. I devoured ‘Post Office’ and ‘Tales of Ordinary Madness’. I wanted to write like him; fuck the rules and the grammar and the useless tedious soulless shit they pump into you at school, just write! Just let it come! And he was right too; you did write better when your veins were full of booze, because you just didn’t give a shit, and you just felt...

William Burroughs was another, and Jack Kerouac. I read ‘On The Road’ so many times that Jack let me keep it in the end. It drove me wild, that book. I got caught up in the mad and restless energy of it, the scrapes they got into, the characters they met, and the beautiful way he described ordinary, mundane things... It made me dream, just like the music did, about escaping, about getting away and being someone, living a life on my terms, a life full of adventure and joy. 

Jack remained a man of few words. He came and went, shuffling about as if lifting his feet was too much effort. He survived on takeaways, cups of tea and whisky. Unlike Howard, mess and rubbish did not offend him. The flat remained in a constant sticky, mucky state. The coffee tables were always covered in food wrappers, which he would simply sweep to the floor to make space for the next greasy meal. The tiny kitchen had a smell of its own: stale sweat and warm whisky, mingled with sweet and sour chicken balls, and dead flies. On the nights that I stayed over, I made myself a bed on one of the sofas, always the grey one that sank in the middle so that you slept in a c-shaped position. It had pale yellow stuffing spilling out of one arm. I would cover myself in blankets that reeked of smoke, or my own jacket, and fall asleep with the record player on softly. 

Jack rarely bothered me. We had a simple relationship which I appreciated. I only thought about how little I knew about the man, when Michael turned up occasionally, firing his dark eyed questions at me. What did it matter? I would shrug at him and say, who knows? Who cares? It was cool that we had somewhere private to go. Somewhere we would not be bothered by parents, or little kids, or anyone else. There were no rules. We could smoke a little weed, drink some booze and listen to music. 

Michael was always so bloody suspicious. If it was just the two of us, he would start to relax after a while though. We would roll a joint or two, neck some lagers and put music on. For a while maybe, we would laugh and joke like we used to, before there were so many unsaid things between us. But if Jack rolled in, Michael would change. He would become dark and surly and tense. I would just try not to notice, try not to let it get to me. I was always so pleased to see Michael. It meant a lot to me that he still looked me up. 

One night, a few days before the new school year started, I was alone at the flat, relaxing on the grey sofa, with my feet up, listening to an early Dinosaur Jr album Terry had passed to me earlier in the day. 

‘If you like it, you can pay me later,’ he had said, as usual barely glancing up from his music magazine, ‘and if you don’t like it, just bring it back.’ 

I was two songs in and already hooked when there was a knock at the door. I instantly recognised it as Michael's knock and rushed to let him in. He was smiling for once, really smiling, bright light dancing in his dark brown eyes as he bundled excitedly past me and into the flat. 

‘Guess what?’ he asked, following me over to the collection of knackered sofas. ‘Guess what? I’ve got some good news, Danny! Some amazing news!’ 

‘Yeah?’ I grinned. ‘What is it?’ 

‘Anthony gets out next week!’ He clasped his hands together and jumped up and down like a little kid. His face looked manic, with his wide eyes and this big grin plastered from ear to ear. 

I shook my head, disbelieving. ‘No way! Does he really?’ I tried to think back in my head, how long it had been. How many weeks and months had passed since that terrible, confusing day. 

‘Yep,’ he informed me proudly. ‘Sentenced reduced for good behaviour. It’s all definite. I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure. But he’s coming back Danny, he’s really coming back!’ 

I couldn’t help but smile of course, but inside I felt a mixture of emotions. I sat back down and picked up the joint I had started to roll. I twisted one end up and popped the roach into the other. 

‘So, it’s been about a year?’ I asked, unable to look at him as I spoke. I picked up a lighter lying on the coffee table and sparked up, shaking my head. ‘Fuckinghell, Mike, I can’t decide if it’s gone fast, or slow.’ I stopped, halting my words for fear of saying the wrong thing. 

‘Can’t believe it,’ Michael said dreamily, as he jumped down beside me and dropped one arm lazily over the back of the sofa. ‘Gonna be so amazing to have him back, Dan. I can’t wait.’ 

He looked at me, and his smile was hesitant, so I looked down, and there it was again, as usual; all the things left unsaid, all the things that were never spoken of. I thought of something then. I was just desperate to end the silence and liven things up, so I passed him the joint and swept my little tin up from the table. 

‘Hey, this calls for a celebration!’

Michael toked on the joint a few times and passed it back. I took it from him and placed it in the ashtray to smoulder. He was eyeing me curiously. 

‘What you got there?’ 

‘Something very cool.’ I took out a small package of Clingfilm, unwrapped it in my palm and showed him the delicate pinkish white power that sparkled inside. 

He recoiled from it, frowning. ‘What the hell is that?’ 

‘Speed. You want to do a speed bomb with me?’ 

‘A what?’ 

‘A speed bomb. Look.’ I pinched some of the powder between my fingers, picked up a cigarette paper, dropped the powder into the middle and screwed it up into a tight little ball. I held it up between my thumb and forefinger to show him. ‘You eat it. See.’ 

He was looking concerned. ‘Speed? Since when did you start doing speed?’ 

‘I dunno,’ I shrugged, ‘since whenever. Someone gave it to me. I don’t wanna waste it. Come on, you gonna do one with me?’ 

‘You’ve done this before?’ 

‘Yeah, a few times. It’s no big deal, honest. What do you say?’ I held the ball out to him and he took it and rolled it between his fingers, before placing it on his other palm and poking at it with his index finger. 

‘Who gave it to you?’ he asked me. ‘Oh, let me guess. Your amazing new friend, Jack.’ 

‘Yeah, so what?’ I shrugged again. ‘It helps keep you awake. Makes you wanna talk and talk for hours! The characters in ‘On The Road’ did stuff like this! Just stayed awake for days and days and days, just talking and learning!’ I made another one and looked back at him. ‘What do you say?’ 

‘I’m not sure about this,’ he replied, peering distrustfully at the ball in his hand. ‘Weed is one thing, you know. This is something else. Anthony always warned me not to, he said nothing else is safe, not ever. Why is Freeman just giving this to you, Danny? Why didn’t you have to pay?’ 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I laughed at him, rolling my eyes. ‘If you don’t like it, you don’t have to do it again, do you? Come on, it’s meant to be fun! Don’t you want to have fun, Mike? Just live life by your own rules and not give a fuck!’ I laughed, hoping he would laugh with me, but he didn’t. 

He eyed me sternly, his forehead furrowed under his hair. ‘The guy’s a drug dealer then?’

I sighed and turned around to change the record over. Jack had a fold down table behind my sofa with the record player set up on. I got on my knees and flicked through some records before deciding it couldn’t be anything else other than ‘Definitely Maybe’. 

‘This place is a shit hole and it stinks,’ Michael complained huffily beside me. 

I held up the twelve inch ‘Definitely Maybe’. ‘Look, I got it on vinyl too!’ I told him. 

But he didn’t care. He didn’t care about music like I did. It didn’t make him feel better or make him feel like he wanted to laugh out loud, or like he wanted to hold someone and cry tears into their eyes. It was just me. Maybe I was mental. 

‘So, he’s a dealer then? That’s what he does?’ 

I jumped back down and grinned when the opening chords of Rock and Roll Star kicked in behind us. 

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ I told him. ‘Look are you gonna do it or what? ‘Cause I am. We’ve only got one life Mike, then we’re dead and gone forever. We might as well try everything once. I fucking am!’ 

He watched me as I popped the small ball into my mouth and swallowed it. ‘Oh, shittinghell,’ he groaned then promptly did the same. 

I wanted to slap him on the back and congratulate him, but I didn’t. We just smiled at each other dopily, and then rested our heads back on the sofa, waiting for something to happen. 

‘I’m gonna kill you if this fucks me up,’ he warned me with a half-smile. 

I nodded and tapped his knee. ‘You’re gonna love it, Mike.’ 

Next thing I knew, we were having this strange and animated conversation about what songs we would want played at our funerals. It happened to be a subject I had put a lot of thought into. Michael was sat cross-legged on the floor, swaying from side to side with the music and tapping his open palms against his knees as if drumming them. 

‘‘Live Forever’, obviously,’ he was saying. ‘But I bet everyone chooses that from now on.’

‘You’d have to have it, wouldn’t you?’ I agreed passionately, sweeping a sweaty hand through my hair so that it all stood on end. ‘Fucking ‘Live Forever’, man! I love that song Mike, God, I want to hear it every day, I think it might be my favourite song ever, you know?’ I was scratching at the same spot on my head, back and forth with my fingers, while trying to decide if this was a massive betrayal of Nirvana or something. ‘It is joyous,’ I said then, biting my lip. ‘That’s what it is... lifts you up, like The Stone Roses too, just joyous and uplifting, I don’t know how they do it though... But at my funeral I’d have ‘Lithium’ too, course I would, it’s so amazing that song. Every line! Brilliant, I have to listen to it every day out of respect for him, you know? Hey, what do you reckon he had played at his funeral?’ 

Michael didn’t answer me. His eyes looked huge. ‘I’d have ‘Supersonic’ or ‘Cigarettes and Alcohol’ as well,’ he was saying, sort of talking and babbling over me. His voice suddenly sounded very down and low and far away. For some reason he found himself funny, threw back his head and hooted laughter at the ceiling. 

I got up and stood on the grey sofa. I was waving my arms about to keep my balance as I stepped from one sagging cushion to the next. 

‘Christ! I nearly forgot! How could I forget? I’d have ‘I Am The Resurrection’ as well! Love that song! Hang on I’m gonna put it on, we have to have it on Mike, right now, have to have it really fucking loud to appreciate every genius part of it!’ I turned around and started scrambling through the records to find it. ‘Wait,’ I was saying breathlessly. ‘Wait for this, wait for the drum intro...’ 

When it started I whirled around, back on my feet and playing the drums in the air while Michael curled up with laughter on the floor. I started singing along loudly, before bouncing down onto my backside, sweat now pouring from my forehead. When the chorus kicked in I screamed along with it. I went into the air guitar, holding aloft an invisible one, plucking the strings, and then back to the drums again. 

‘I need water,’ Michael announced and got onto his knees to grab a can of coke from the nearest coffee table. ‘Is this safe to drink?’ 

‘I’d have some Dylan too,’ I started to ramble again, and somehow, I don’t know why, but somehow, I felt just so desperate to make him understand about the music. I kept looking over my shoulder at the record player, panicking about what to put on next, about how to make him feel as I felt. ‘‘Positively Fourth Street’,’ I was nodding emphatically. ‘Or maybe ‘Forever Young’ ...I have to write these down! And Billy, fucking Billy, if he takes the piss out of Bob Dylan one more time I’m gonna hit him... Stupid, stupid, he won’t even listen! How can you dismiss a whole catalogue of work without even properly listening to any of it! Oh, and The Smiths. Got to agree with Terry. Just genius, Mike. Hilarious. ‘The Boy With The Thorn In His Side’, that’s me that is!’ 

I pointed to myself happily as I stared down at Michael. His face had gone very pale, making his eyes look even darker, like lumps of black coal shining in his face. 

‘That’s what they call me you know, those bastards... you’re a bloody thorn in my side! Oh, I’d have loads... ‘Panic’, and ‘There Is A Light That Never Goes Out’ and ‘Stop Me If You Think That You’ve Heard This One Before’.’ 

‘Don’t know any of them,’ Michael said, looking blank. 

‘’Cause you don’t listen, you don’t listen!’ I insisted, my voice rising high above the music. ‘I keep playing you stuff, all the time, I keep trying and you don’t listen! You’ve got to give it a chance! Oh, at my funeral it’s gonna be one huge party!’ 

I turned back to the records and the tapes, hunting through them. I was frantic, and it was getting worse. I was realising with dawning horror that there was not going to be enough time in my stupid little life to listen to all the music, that I would never be able to hear everything, and that it was endless, because new stuff, amazing life changing stuff was coming out every day, and I didn’t want to miss a thing! 

‘I have to just lie down and listen to it sometimes,’ I was saying, my back to Michael. ‘So, I can properly listen to it, properly concentrate. I lie down and put the speakers to my ears and turn it up really loud... well, until shit-face comes and tells me to turn it down!’

Michael was drumming his hands against his knees again. ‘Oh right,’ he said. ‘God, he would, wouldn’t he? How are things with him at the moment, mate?’

‘Oh, I’ll show you,’ I said enthusiastically, spinning back around and standing up with my chest puffed out and my hands on my hips and my head cocked to one side. ‘I can do a really good impression, get this... Turn that fucking shit down you bastard! Sit down when I’m talking to you! Stand up when I’m talking to you! Look at me! Don’t look at me!’ I laughed helplessly and tugged at my own hair in frustration, while Mike looked on, his eyes slowly narrowing. ‘He took the lock off my bedroom door a while ago, you know. So now he can come in whenever he wants, ‘cause now he owns the place you know, it's his house!’ 

I rolled my eyes and laughed. Michael was watching me uneasily from the floor. He had stopped drumming his knees and pulled them up under his chin. 

‘All your shit is here,’ he said, looking around. ‘Do you practically live here now or what?’ 

‘Well,’ I shrugged and rubbed at my face. I was so hot I felt like my insides were ablaze. ‘I just come here as much as I can to get away from the arsehole.’ 

‘What does your mum think about that?’ I shrugged. I had no idea what she thought about anything. ‘Doesn’t he give you the creeps though?’ Michael asked, shivering suddenly and wrapping his arms firmly around his legs. ‘I don’t think I could stand it. He’s like a dirty old man, creeping about, and this...’ He gestured to the room, and the mess. ‘It’s such a shit hole.’

‘Who cares about stuff like that? You don’t normally care about stuff like that.’ 

‘But he’s creepy Danny, I’m telling you, there’s something about him! He’s always watching us for one thing. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed!’ 

‘Who, Jack?’ 

‘Yes! The way he just comes in and doesn’t say anything, but then he just sits there and watches us.’ 

I laughed. ‘Mike, it’s his flat, he can do what he wants. He’s just not a talkative person.’

‘But it’s creepy,’ Michael said rather miserably, glancing at the door. ‘He’s aways staring at you, mate, like out of the corner of his eye, or whatever. And the whole giving you drink and drugs thing is really fucking concerning. Why’d you have to be here so much?’ 

‘It’s better than home that’s why!’ I yelled, with a laugh. I turned back around, uncomfortable with his questioning eyes. I started rummaging through my music again, looking for something that would get us on our feet and feeling wild. ‘He lets me do what I want,’ I said. ‘He leaves me alone. That’s why, Mike. I can relax here. He’s hardly ever here anyway!’ I looked back at him, this huge smile eating up my flushed and sweaty face. I put on a record and turned back to him. ‘Hey, listen to this. I really like this.’ 

‘Who is it?’ Michael shrugged. I started to bounce up and down on my backside again. I felt too wired up, too crazed to sit still, I just wanted to keep listening to music, keep talking about it. 

‘James Taylor,’ I told him, sniffing. ‘You like it? I want this at my funeral too please.’

‘Listen, what you were saying, about Freeman.’ 

‘What was I saying?’ 

‘You can’t forget that he’s Howard's friend, Danny. They go way back, don’t they?’ 

I frowned, still bouncing. ‘Yeah, so?’ 

He shook his head at me. ‘So, I just think you need to be careful.’ 

I stopped bouncing and stared at him in wonder. ‘Do I?’ 

‘Yeah. Really careful. Look, I know we haven’t talked about it in ages, but we don’t know for sure whether Jack was involved in what happened to Anthony, do we? And we both know what an evil bastard Howard is, so you need to be careful, right? Can’t you see that?’ 

‘Careful?’ I threw back my head and snorted laughter. ‘Okay, Mike. I’ll be careful, I promise, I really will. Actually, I have been very careful for ages now. Haven’t had any falls off that stupid bike, have I?’ 

I looked at him and winked and grinned, whilst feeling like I was shrivelling up with guilt on the inside. I didn’t want him looking at me too long then. I felt like if he looked at me too long, he would see the truth of me and how wretched and pointless I really was, and then he would leave. He would get up and stalk out of the dirty flat he despised so much, and I would never see him again. 

‘You know what I mean,’ he said, with this awful, sad sigh, as he tore his eyes away from me and gazed around the room. ‘You should know what I mean.’ 

It was all fine and good, like most things, until we woke up the next morning feeling like death. It was a horrible way to wake up, believe me. It was like a slow misery awakening inside of you and your body. I could see it on Michael’s face as he groaned into life on one of the other sofas. 

I felt an instant slam of guilt. I had done it to myself, that was one thing, but I had roped him in as well, and now he looked and felt like shit and I was swamped with self-loathing. I wanted to turn over and go back to sleep and wake up when I was feeling normal again. Michael sat up slowly, his nostrils twitching, his lips curling. He looked at the blanket lying over him and punched it away as if it suddenly and violently offended him. He looked pale and sick and angry. I smiled at him weakly from my sofa and he shook his head at me. 

‘I am never doing that again,’ he said. 

‘It’s not that bad.’

He raised his eyebrows at me and looked amazed. ‘Fucking is! I need to go home.’ 

He shuffled to the edge of the sofa, pressing one hand to the side of his head as he moved, closing his eyes briefly against the pain. Then he looked across at me and I felt scared when I saw his face, because it looked for a moment like he really and truly hated and loathed me. I was lying on my back with my hands laced on my chest. I was trying not to move too much because everything seemed to hurt. 

‘Did he come back?’ he whispered. ‘Freeman? Is he here? I don’t remember him coming back.’ 

I nodded. ‘It’s all right. It was really late. He just went to bed.’ 

I watched him shiver and he got to his feet quickly, as if knowing Jack was somewhere in the flat made him want to get out of there even faster. He stretched out his limbs one by one and picked his leather jacket up off the floor. 

‘Are you coming with me?’ 

I tugged the blanket up to my chin and shook my head. ‘Nah. Think I’ll stay here for a bit.’ 

‘What for?’ he groaned, slapping a hand against his forehead this time and wincing dramatically. 

‘Just to hang around,’ I shrugged. 

‘Oh, okay fine, suit yourself,’ he snapped, rolling his eyes and rubbing aggressively at the small of his back. ‘You always do,’ he added, heading for the door. 

I blinked in hurt and surprise and said nothing. He stopped though and looked back at me as if waiting for something. 

‘What does that mean?’ I heard my weak voice asking him. Though of course I knew, I knew what it fucking meant and he was right. 

‘Nothing. It’s just... you always do what you want... Fuck anyone else.’ 

‘I don’t.’ 

‘Yeah, you do, look at you! Just gonna hang around this place all day with your creepy drug dealer friend!’ 

‘He’s not my friend,’ I replied childishly, scowling at him and his accusing eyes. 

‘Why’d you hang about with him then?’ Michael cried, throwing up his arms in frustration. ‘He’s an old man, Danny. It’s not right! And you and that bloody club!’ 

I felt myself shrinking under the blanket. I could see it all in his face, everything I had known was there all along, everything that I deserved. 

‘What about it?’ 

‘You working for Howard. I don’t get it.’ 

‘He pays me.’ 

‘There is no amount of money worth working for him for,’ Michael snapped. ‘You hate the guy, or you should do after what he did to Anthony. I don’t know how you can stand to be around him.’ 

He slipped his arms through his jacket and zipped it up. He looked so dark and angry and sulky, he reminded me of the boy I’d watched from the window all that time ago. I just stared down and said nothing. What the hell could I say? I’d just fucked him up with drugs and he was taking his bad mood out on me. No problem. Come on, I felt like saying, give me some more. Come over here and pound my face in. It’s no less than I deserve. 

He sighed and opened the door. ‘It’s just... look I’m sorry, Danny, okay? It’s just I think there’s something going on here, but you just don’t wanna see it. You just wanna stay high and not talk about anything. We never talk about anything anymore.’ 

‘What do you mean, something’s going on?’ I asked him quietly. 

‘It doesn’t matter, forget it,’ he said, shaking his head and stepping out onto the yellow landing outside the door. ‘Look I’m gonna find Jake and Billy and go down the beach or something. That’s where we’ll be, if you can tear yourself away from this wonderful place.’ 

I didn’t say anything else. I just watched him go. And then I was alone. The flat was cold and silent, and my bones throbbed under my skin. I closed my eyes and let it all go because I had to. I turned my mind to other things. Like music, and a little shot of whisky to warm me up. Anything to make it all go away.
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It was kind of horrible knowing that Anthony was back. I showed my true cowardly colours and stayed away. I knew neither of them would come to the house with Howard around, so I was safe. I took a few days off school and spied on them from the bathroom window. If I stood on the toilet and cracked open the top window, I could see their house. I watched the day he arrived back home in the back of a yellow taxi and saw Michael burst out of the front door to receive him. 

I held my breath, watching them. It felt like I was sharing the moment with them. Michael threw himself at his brother and they stood like that on the front path, locked and still. I could see Michael’s black hair waving in the wind. Anthony had his head lowered on top of his. Mrs Anderson paid the taxi driver and carried two bags into the house. They all went inside together, Michael with his arm around Anthony’s waist, and then the door closed on me. 

I knew he would call me soon after and I was right. The phone rang in the hallway while I was still in the bathroom. I came out onto the landing and saw Howard stood there, a strange look upon his face. 

‘They hung up,’ he said, and he started coming up the stairs towards me. ‘Funny that.’ He nodded to the open bathroom window. ‘Close that, you’re letting all the cold in.’ 

I walked back into the bathroom and reached up to pull the window shut. He made his move while I had my back to him, his fist shooting into my kidneys. I grunted and hit the floor, pain exploding up the back of me. He used his cowboy boot to push me over on my back, and so I lay there and stared up at him, dazed and numb. 

‘I wouldn’t think about going over there if I were you,’ he said, his voice a dreamy drawl, his beady eyes all glassy. ‘That man’s a criminal. People like that never change. He’ll be up to no good again before long. You stay away, all right?’ 

I nodded back at him. I wanted to tell him that Anthony was no criminal. I wanted to scream up at him to leave them alone, to never go near them again but I couldn’t say a word. He held his hand out to me, and I took hold of it reluctantly and let him pull me to my feet.

‘Good boy,’ he said, and patted the back of my neck. There was a loose and drowsy smile upon his face and his eyes looked far away. ‘Washing machine just finished,’ he said. ‘Go and get it out on the line while it’s sunny.’ 

I did what he said, but when it was done, I ran up the stairs and back to the bathroom window. I stood there and watched for hours, and if I heard Howard or my mother, I would just flush the toilet and come back out. Towards the end of the day I saw them all out the front. Anthony was leaning against the wall and lighting up a cigarette. Michael had his hands in his pockets and this endless burning smile upon his face. Jake and Billy were there, laughing and grinning, all of them chatting animatedly. It put this pain inside of me which grew and grew, and it was far worse than the blow to my kidneys. I was completely on the outside and Howard had made it very clear that I needed to keep it that way. They looked like they were heading back inside, but at the last moment Anthony stopped and stared right back up at my house. I was sure he couldn’t see me. But he smiled. 

I avoided them and kept my distance because that was best for everyone, but Billy showed up after school one day, looking all nervous and jumpy as I let him in the back door. 

‘Mike’s worried about you,’ he hissed, his freckled hands tightly gripping the strap of his school bag, as his eyes shot about the kitchen anxiously. 

Howard and my mother were in the lounge watching TV. I shrugged at him, conveying my confusion. 

He rolled his eyes. ‘You’re never at school. You can’t be sick all the time. What’s going on?’ 

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘How’s Anthony?’ 

‘Fine,’ he grinned, his shoulders relaxing slightly. ‘He wants to see you, but he can’t come over here, can he? What about you meet us at the base, or the beach or something?’ 

I thought about it for a moment. I wondered if any of them knew that Lucy and I met at the beach every Sunday without fail and had done since the day of my mother’s wedding. It was a secret, though I didn’t exactly know why it was. 

‘I’ll try,’ I said, just to appease him. He looked like he wanted to say more, but then decided against it. 

I didn’t feel the same around Billy and Jake anymore, and I had a hunch that it was a mutual thing. They didn’t know what to say to me half the time. They didn’t like to smoke weed anymore. Jake was always busy, rushing from school to his job, and then to his flat to get his school-work done. He was taking it all very seriously, I suppose, life and school and work and getting somewhere. I was sure he thought I would drag him down somehow. He was pensive in my presence and gave me the feeling that he was biting his tongue the entire time, not telling me what he really thought. It’s all coming to an end, I thought, and said goodbye to Billy. 

Two days later I had to go back to school. I went in alone, as usual, headphones on, eyes down. I didn’t get very far across the playground before Michael caught up with me, grabbing my elbow and bundling me away from everyone else. I caught a glimpse of Jake and Billy lingering in the background, hands in pockets with cautious expressions. Michael held onto my arm, looking very serious, so I pulled off my headphones. 

‘All right?’ 

‘We know why you haven’t been around, but that’s fine,’ he said. 

‘Right. Okay.’ 

‘Look, Anthony wants to see you, he needs to see you. I’ve filled him in on everything!’ 

I frowned at him and started walking again. He walked with me.  ‘What’s everything?’ 

‘You know, Howard marrying your mum, buying the house and the entire club, and about the way Freeman turned up exactly the same day Anthony was set up.’ Michael glanced over his shoulder at Billy and Jake who were following from a safe distance. ‘It’s all very convenient, don’t you think? And then Howard keeps you away from us, and Freeman gives you drugs and shit. I was telling Anthony, he said for fucks sake, get you over to see him now! He’s really worried about you Danny, really worried. We all need to get together and talk.’ 

I stopped walking and shoved my hands into my pockets. I nodded at Billy and Jake. ‘What’s their problem these days?’ 

‘Hey? Oh, forget it, don’t worry. They’re just being babies. They think you’re always high. I’ve gone mad at them lately.’ 

‘Don’t do me any favours,’ I retorted angrily. ‘Tell ‘em it’s my life and I can do what I want if it makes me happy.’ 

Michael was frowning heavily. He shifted his bag from one shoulder to the other and appeared restless. 

‘Forget about that, that’s not important. Anthony wants to see you, mate. He doesn’t blame you, you know, not one little bit. You know that, right? He just wants to see you mate, just please, please say you’ll come over or something.’ 

‘It’s not safe to,’ I told him. He opened his mouth to argue, but I put my headphones back on and walked away from him. 

That Friday night I felt far away from all of it. I was at the club, out the back, washing glasses with my shirt sleeves rolled up above my elbows. Towers of glasses stood next to me, waiting to be dunked into the hot soapy water. Howard was very particular about the glasses. He would appear in the kitchen sporadically throughout the night, lifting a wine glass up to the light to check for smears or fingerprints. Every now and then someone would yell at me to go out and collect some more, and so I would dry my hands and roll down my sleeves, and go back out into throng of writhing, bustling punters that filled the club. 

I would never really see or notice them, as I slipped between their bodies to retrieve the empties. They were nothing more than moving, shifting shadows of people, whose voices became lost beneath the thumping music and whose faces were blurred by the darkness. The only thing that reached me, the only thing that could sometimes break through, was the music, if the music was good. I hadn’t given up trying to suggest songs to the Friday night DJ, although most of the time he just rolled his eyes at me and turned away. That night though, as I reached in between a group of men to retrieve their pint glasses, I heard the opening chords of ‘Supersonic’ ripping up the speakers. It came out of nowhere, taking everyone by surprise, and as the electricity shot down my spine I could feel the people rushing past me to get to the dance floor. 

I paused and stared at nothing, my eyes bloodshot and huge, my pulse leaping in my veins. The people knew all the words; they all sung along. They all thought it was about them. They jumped about and roared it into each other’s faces; they needed to be themselves! Pure rock and roll, I thought, utterly dazed by the simplicity of it. I bobbed my head slowly up and down, mouthing the words to the song I had requested. 

And then I felt a presence close behind and became
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