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About the Book

 

When your 11 year old brother has been tragically killed in a car accident, you might think that organising his funeral would take priority. But when Nicky’s coffin, complete with Nicky’s body, goes missing, deadbeat loser Matt has only 26 hours in which to find the £20,000 he owes a Glasgow gangster or explain to his grieving mother why there’s not going to be a funeral.

Enter middle brother, Pete, successful hedge fund manager with an expensive wife, expensive children, and an expensive villa in Tuscany. Pete’s watches cost £20,000, but he has his own problems, and Matt doesn’t want his help anyway.

Seething with old resentments, the betrayals of the past and the double-dealings of the present, the two brothers must find a way to work together to retrieve Nicky’s body and discover that they are not so different after all.

Kevin Scott’s first novel is an assured and audacious black comedy of sibling rivalries and a satirical comment on the failures of modern society.
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I wonder if coffins are as comfortable as beds. Lying on my back, following the faint spirals of the Artex ceiling, this is what I think about. With morning beginning to leak through the curtains, the pattern becomes clearer, along with the contents of the bedroom where I spent my childhood. Almost all the furniture is in the same place I left it twelve years ago. Even the shitty wee digital clock that I loved so much is still there. Its bright red digits, which once told me it was time for school, now tell me that there are just over twenty-six hours until Nicky’s funeral.

As the headache I’ve been anticipating arrives with the punctuality of last orders, I come to the conclusion that if a coffin is comfier than a bed, then mankind has failed somehow. In the end it’s just a box. Six bits of wood, nailed together. I wonder how many boxes like the one Nicky’s currently lying in have been constructed in the history of mankind. We’re talking nine figures, maybe even ten. It’s a solid business model, that. One that’s not going to dry up in a recession. Man, I need water.

My fingertips massage my head while outside a dog barks and cars start. Seconds become minutes without pausing in respect. The wee man would already be out in the garden kicking a ball off the wall and noising up Mum. What she’d give to sweep up pebbledash now.

Somewhere on the floor the muffled sound of the guitar intro to Oasis’ Rock & Roll Star starts up. Answering my phone means getting up. It means turning on the light, finding my jeans, choosing a pocket. If it’s important they’ll phone back.

They do, seconds later, looping the riff around my neck like a noose and forcing me out of bed. I open the curtains enough to let a beam of light reveal the whereabouts of my jeans, giving me time to answer just as Liam’s snarling vocal kicks in.

‘What do you mean he’s missing?’ I say, after exchanging good mornings with the undertaker and discovering the reason for his call.

He talks slowly, quietly, deliberating over how to phrase his admission.

‘I see what you’re saying Mr. McAllister, but I’m not asking how my brother vanished, but more what you’re doing about it. I mean, how do you lose a fucking coffin?’

Naked and too shocked to find clean boxers, I perch myself on the corner of the bed and cover my balls with my free hand. ‘No, I won’t apologise for my language, I think it’s the least you can fucking expect. I’m phoning back in ten minutes. I’d be very grateful if you could locate my brother in that time. He’s only eleven; he’s not very street savvy.’

I throw my phone onto the duvet as if the call never happened. Maybe it didn’t. Or maybe the universe is seeing just how far up the arse it can fuck me.

I lie back down and allow the information to settle. Coffins don’t vanish. They’ve just made a mistake, and it’s one that needs resolved without Mum finding out, so the quicker I get down there, the quicker it’s fixed. Mum will think I’m still sleeping. No drama.

I pull on my jeans and almost catch my cock in the flies when the phone starts ringing again. Unknown number. Bit early for that carry on. I leave it. It rings off then begins again almost immediately. I concede with a hissed ‘Hello’.

‘Hello Matthew, haven’t caught you at a bad time have I?’

The gruff accent sounds more irritating than usual, but the run-in between cock and fly means I’m alert enough to maintain politeness.

‘Bradley, hello. As it happens, it is a wee bit of a bad time. Can it wait?’

‘Not really pal, no. What could be so important that you can’t spare a few minutes for Bradley?’

‘My brother’s funeral’s tomorrow, Bradley.’ Only cancerous ballbags refer to themselves in the third person, Bradley.

‘Of course, sorry. I was reading about that in the paper. A tragedy, Matt. A fucking tragedy.’

I imagine him reclining in the soft leather chair behind his mahogany desk, sunlight streaming through the bay windows that frame the view of his Merchant-Ivory garden. Wanker.

‘Yeah. It is.’

‘Thing is Matt, dead brother or not, you owe me fifteen grand.’

‘Not today Bradley, please.’ I sit back down. My legs seem unwilling to carry my weight. I desperately want to hang up but the repercussions of such an act would put a missing coffin in the sort of context normally reserved for lost pen lids.

‘How come you’re so much older than your brother then, if you don’t mind the intrusion into your family’s affairs? No disrespect, but you must be pushing thirty?’

‘I’m thirty-one. He’s my half-brother.’

‘Was, Matt. Was.’

I don’t say anything. I can’t.

‘Your other brother up for the funeral?’ says Bradley, not allowing the silence to intrude on whatever it is he’s playing for here.

‘Of course he is. Why?’

‘This brother of yours, he’s got a good job, eh?’

‘So?’

‘He must be worth a few quid.’

Textbook Bradley, incapable of just getting to the fucking point. ‘I imagine so, I don’t really speak to him.’

‘Are you being lippy with me, Matt?’

‘No, sorry, not at all. It’s just a bit of a stressful morning.’

‘Well, either way, you’ll have to speak to him today because – and Matt, I don’t like being the bearer of bad news, especially at such a traumatic time, but unless I get my money by tomorrow morning there’s not going to be a funeral.’

The dots join with magnetic force. ‘No. You didn’t.’

‘I fucking did.’ He laughs down the phone. ‘Speak to your brother and call Woody when you’ve got the money. Speaking of which, I had to employ the services of some associates, the cost of which I fully expect you to meet, so the fifteen is now twenty. Okay?’

I push the phone between my thighs and clench them until I’m content I’ve choked the bastard.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got faith in you Matt,’ says Bradley as I lift the phone back to my ear.

‘You even think about opening that coffin and I’ll put you in one of your own.’

‘Easy, Matt. I know this is tough. Don’t worry, the young man is being treated with the utmost respect, it’s not like I’ve got my coffee sitting on the fucking thing. Now, you’ve got a day, and I’m being generous because there’s been a death in the family.’

‘I’ll get it.’

‘I know you will. And Matt, don’t you ever fucking threaten me again.’

The phone goes dead and I stare at it for a full minute. No one calls back. There’s no mistake. I begin to shake. It starts with my fingers, spreads like a frost – teeth chattering, knees knocking; it’s all I can do to keep breathing.

I leap to my feet, open the curtains, the window, gulp in cold air until it hurts.

I stare blankly at the few red leaves left clinging to the sycamore tree. Dad planted it when me and Pete were wee. He was always proud of it, despite doing nothing with it other than sticking a sapling into a hole in the ground. My kind of gardening, he’d said.

Beyond the tree, the slates on the rooftops fade into low-lying clouds that turn Glasgow even greyer than its natural gloom.

Nicky is out there somewhere. I stop shaking and start thinking.



Padding down the stairs, gripping the bannister, the smell of frying sausages takes me back to the Sunday mornings of my childhood. Me and Pete would race down to the kitchen, eager to fill our bellies before the boredom of church. When Dad died, the sausages kept being fried but Mum’s faith was buried along with her husband. God spare me if I’m wrong boys, but I don’t think He’s been watching over us of late, so I don’t see why I should keep devoting my days to Him, she’d said over breakfast the first Sunday we missed church.

The haste with which her faith was restored upon the arrival of Nicky ten years later, and two weeks before her forty-second birthday, was as unexpected as the wee man himself. Unfortunately for Nicky, she’s spent the time since making up for her years in the spiritual wilderness. Now though? Now her faith will be gone for good and if losing him in a mortal sense can do that, losing him in a physical sense could be the end of her. Fucking Bradley. She can’t find out. No one can.

I need a plan, and so I stand in the hall, bracing myself. On the other side of the door, Mum’s probably nursing a cup of tea, heavy-eyed and weak shouldered, sausages likely burning in the pan. I can handle the tears, the cries of why and the ever-increasing sense of injustice. But I can’t fill a silence, can’t pull together the words she needs to hear. I picture the airport, a window seat on the plane, straining my neck to see Scotland disappear forever. This isn’t fair.

I open the door and greet her with a grunted good morning as I sit down at the table. It’s been cleared of the remnants of dinner that I now remember promising to wash and put away before going to the pub.

Mum is facing the cooker. Family pictures hang on the wall between the window and the back door. Dad is absent, his legacy locked away in a drawer as if he never really existed. There’s one with me, Mum and Pete. She’s slim in it. Terrible hair, but she’s alive. Back then she’d have been darting about the kitchen, keeping everyone’s mug full of tea. Man, she’d have been doing that last week.

‘And how are we this morning?’ she says, turning to me.

‘Good. Well, y’know. How about you?’

‘You’ll be hungry,’ she says, nodding to the pan.

Beneath the pictures are the marks where me and Pete were measured every birthday. Mum stopped measuring at our insistence when we each turned sixteen, and it’s always annoyed me that I’ve only grown two inches since then, while Pete’s rocketed by about five. Some way beneath the tallest marks on the wall are the green scores that marked Nicky’s progress. ‘Nicky: 11’ says the last one.

I try to move my thoughts into a slower lane, but they slip between Nicky being dead and Nicky being missing. I keep hearing him whenever the house shifts in the wind. When someone dies they don’t disappear right away. Floorboards creak and it’s them, door handles turn and it’s them. It was the same after Dad.

Mum turns round again, fish slice pointing in my direction. Nicky disappears. ‘How is it that I went to my bed having watched you drink nothing more than a glass of wine with dinner and yet three hours later I heard you shouting down the phone like a common drunk?’

‘That was a private call.’ The desperate pleas I made to Siobhan while sitting on the stairs after the pub come bounding back to me. Mum’s still got a way of making me grimace as if she’s found my first porn mag.

‘If you want privacy go to your room and keep your voice down. Poor girl. How is she anyway?’ She’s trying to sound pissed off, but the energy drains from the words too quickly.

‘You’re not helping.’

I want to argue, because it’s normal, but she turns away, puts four slices of white bread in the toaster. She moves slowly. It’s like only half of her is here.

‘Can I have tea please?’ I say.

Somewhere in my head the parts of a plan are spinning around like planetary objects destined to collide and fuse into a new world. Who steals a coffin? It’s deranged and Bradley is too calculating for that.

‘I’m pretty sure you can, Matthew, given that you know where everything is kept.’

There’s irritation in her voice this time. It warms me. She shakes the frying pan and squeals as a little ball of fat leaps onto her arm. We never know where our next wound’s coming from. Sometimes even the possibility of pain is enough to damage us. Fucking McAllister. He’s been Bradleyed. Threatened, blackmailed, waterboarded, fucking something that has persuaded him to lie about the whereabouts of my little brother. I stand up. My headache hasn’t improved any but I feel better.

‘Be a good lad and get me one as well, would you?’ says Mum. Her eyes are glazed again.

Nicky’s safe. I just need to convince McAllister that Bradley is all talk. I put the kettle on then put my arms around Mum as she faces the cooker. It’s the type of hug she gave me when I was a boy, the type she said put us both in a bubble where nothing could hurt us. She needs this too. I pull her tighter and let my head rest on her shoulder, just as the doorbell rings.

‘That’ll be your brother,’ she says, shrugging me off and turning the tap on to wash her hands.

‘Already?’

It’s as if I’d never hugged her in the first place. She’s smiling an actual smile. Tease me, please him. Story of my fucking life.

‘Some people maybe set their alarms in the morning,’ she says, drying her hands on a dishcloth. ‘Some people probably didn’t get drunk last night either.’

‘My alarm was set as well,’ I shout after her. A faint tut comes back in reply.

I should have known that six sausages were too many for just me and Mum.

Returning twice a year from London with his expensive teeth and perfect family, he always manages to become the centre of attention for the two or three days his conscience deems sufficient to spend with his mother. Helen will be with him this time, no doubt trying to keep the twins away from me, as if I’ll somehow infect them with a sense of social justice. Well, this visit is about more than them.

As footsteps come back up the hall I grab a sausage from the pan and make for the back door. This business with McAllister is more important than breakfast with Pete. I only realise I’m in my bare feet when my soles meet the cold, wet path. I’m about to go back inside when I hear the side gate swing shut and see wonderboy coming around the corner. Impatient prick.

‘Pete. How’s it going?’ I meet his eye then glance at his hairline for long enough to let him know I’m measuring how much it’s pushed its way back onto his dome since the last time I saw him.

‘It’s Peter. What you doing out here?’

He’s standing there with his fucking teeth and the top three buttons of his white shirt undone, big woolen overcoat soaking up the rain.

‘I’m just…’ I take a step forward. The sausage is beginning to burn my hand. ‘How was the drive? Hotel all right?’ I trail off again.

‘Yeah, fine. Where’s Mum?’

‘Answering the door, Mr. Impatient.’

He glances down at the sausage again. This is bullshit. Now I need to explain why I’m barefoot in the back garden, holding a sausage, while his reasons for not waiting for the front door to be answered will never be questioned. I grip the sausage tighter, imagine it resting on my plate with its pals, surrounded by scrambled eggs and toast.

‘I was about to have a smoke,’ I say, moving away from the window. Mum will be back in the kitchen, wondering where I’ve gone.

‘Thought you’d stopped. Again.’

‘It’s been a pretty stressful few days.’

Pete smirks. ‘So stressful you’ve started smoking sausages?’

It’s a decent comeback. Shite. I look at the tip of the banger emerging from my curled fist and laugh. In the moment of clarity that comes with it I realise it might be better if he’s the one to call McAllister’s bluff.

‘Look, something’s happened, there’s a problem.’

‘It’s not nine o’clock yet, how can there be a problem?’ Pete folds his arms.

‘You’ll have to ask the undertaker. He’s managed to lose Nicky.’

As I study the change in Pete’s expression, I take a bite of sausage.
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It was as Peter was trying to work out why Matt had no shoes on that he became aware of the sausage poking out his brother’s clenched fist. While his brain could understand complex financial algorithms it toiled when it came to the inner workings of his older sibling. Then, even as he tried to draw a conclusion to the improbable, along came the unfathomable. He would have assumed it was a joke were it not for the sheepish look that accompanied the news.

‘How does a coffin get lost?’ he said.

Answer: It doesn’t. So, Matt must have fucked up in some capacity. The chances of this being the undertaker’s fault were next to nil. Where there’s a Matt, there’s a mess.

‘God knows. I’m about to head down there,’ said Matt, the sausage meat in his mouth doing its level best to escape.

‘With no shoes on?’ There was nothing more irritating than someone talking with their mouth full.

‘Wait here a minute, it’s better if Mum doesn’t see you.’

‘That’s why I’m here.’

‘Fuck that. I need you to come down the funeral parlour with me, help sort it out. Half an hour tops and we’re back for breakfast.’ Matt started shepherding Peter down the side path.

‘Don’t drag me into – ’

Matt put his hand up. ‘Please. Half an hour.’

‘I rang the bell. She knows I’m here.’

‘She’s not seen you. I’ll come up with something on that front.’

Peter’s cheeks filled with air. ‘Put some fucking shoes on then. I’ll phone Mum and tell her I’m running late.



Back in the Range Rover, as he waited on Matt, Peter pressed his fingers deep into his trapezius muscle, wincing at the pain. Mum’s medicine drawer would have to wait. He glanced at the Breitling he’d chosen for the trip. It wasn’t five past nine yet and Matt had managed to turn the day entirely. Peter hadn’t even had a coffee yet. Okay, he wasn’t exactly looking forward to his mum’s wet eyes staring back at him, but it would be easier than the phone calls, the muffled sobbing as she held the handset away from herself. Christ, how were you meant to respond to that? Nicky was just seven years older than the twins. They’d not seen each other for nearly a year, but the wee man had been so protective of his nieces. Peter remembered how Nicky would hold both their hands as they crossed even the quietest of roads.

His mum was beyond repair. Thankfully, he was parked far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to see his car from the window but it had still felt strange phoning her while looking at her house. She had accepted with a crestfallen groan the lame excuse that the girls were being difficult and he’d have to push breakfast back. He’d apologised and meant it, his guilt being exacerbated by the sound of Matt’s mock outrage as he stomped about the kitchen.

Maybe it was the undertaker’s fault. Maybe he’d been harsh on Matt – he’d taken the whole thing pretty badly judging by their phone calls. Peter looked down the road towards the football pitches, imagining Nicky running along the pavement, ducking out to cross the road and then the noise of his body shattering the car’s windscreen, the screeching of brakes and that second of silence after the car stopped but before the body landed. He pictured Nicky lying on the tarmac, blood quickly pooling around his head. But then it wasn’t Nicky. It was… one of the twins. Who? The face, twisted… bloody… he couldn’t make out which daughter... her hair, matted red, a yellow dress… the body, rolling over and over and flashes of flesh and bone and yellow and red and… Peter blinked hard, his heart pounding. Fucking hell.

He turned the engine on and rolled down a window. His mum’s hedge was unruly, mangled. She needed a gardener. He’d need to book her a holiday in a couple of months. Get her away from it all, away from Matt for a while. Give her peace.

Peace. He shut his eyes. His brother’s company over the next two days was always going to be trying – even before this fuck up at the undertakers. Peter usually tried to time his visits north to coincide with Matt’s absence. This time was different. And not just because of Nicky.

He thought of the investment bank where he’d spent his entire career, his empty desk, the voicemail light flashing on his phone. The stocks he was holding for investors, both institutional and private. There was a chance he would never be back there. The gloom Peter usually felt in Glasgow had intensified to the point of nervousness. It was as if all eyes were on him, wet with grief and expectant. The city he’d abandoned would want to know how he’d react, what he’d learned. What his fate was. He wouldn’t mind knowing that himself.

His thoughts retreated when Matt opened the door and climbed into the passenger seat.

‘Right, go,’ he said, leaning forward.

As he slowly pulled away Peter frowned at his brother. ‘What are you doing?’

Matt was hunched over, his head gently rapping against the dashboard as the 339 brake horse power 4x4 crept its way out of the estate towards the main road.

‘Fixing my shoe. I didn’t get it on properly.’

‘Christ Matt, it’s not that tricky.’

‘Leave it will you. Just drive.’

Peter accelerated sharply then tapped the brakes, causing Matt to roll back and bang his head more forcefully on the dashboard. He cried out.

‘Focus,’ said Peter. ‘You need to explain what’s going on. Coffins don’t just get lost, especially when there’s someone in them.’

Matt sat back, rubbing his head. ‘Fuck’s sake, what did you do that for?’

‘You look like a bag of washing. You stink of booze. Seriously, what sort of ineptitude am I about to walk in on here?’

‘The creases in my t-shirt are of little fucking concern right now.’

Peter looked at his brother, hoping his face adequately translated his thoughts. ‘Aye, okay,’ said Matt. ‘The bare feet, the sausage. I know. It all looks a bit surreal. Can you blame me? I feel like shit, she’s in there trailing about like a ghost and I’ve just been told Nicky’s missing. Is it surprising I’m a bit at sorts?’

The clouds were moving across the sky with a purpose. The rain was on for the day. That much Peter knew.

‘What did he say, exactly? It can’t be missing.’

‘It’s missing Pete, that’s what the man said.’

‘I know, but what were his words? How did he say it?’

‘What difference does it make? We’re on our way, you can ask him yourself. Left at the junction here,’ he said, pointing forward.

Peter said nothing. He felt his work phone vibrate. He couldn’t answer with Matt there.

‘Can I smoke?’ said Matt.

‘This is an £95,000 car. No, you cannot smoke.’

‘I never asked how much your car cost.’

‘I’m just saying, you can’t smoke.’

‘Well, just say “don’t smoke” then.’ Matt leaned towards Peter, his breath minty with mouthwash. ‘See just for the now, just until this is over, how about you don’t act like you’re better than everybody else.’

Peter looked Matt in the eye. ‘This isn’t about me. And for once, it’s not about you either.’

‘Watch the road.’

Peter squeezed his brakes as he approached the lights, gripping the wheel as if it was Matt’s neck. He had no control left anywhere. Peter delivered what was demanded, and expected the same of everyone. The people that entrusted him with their investments knew how capable he was. He’d clear his name. It was simply a matter of working out how.

The lights changed. Peter drove on silently, waiting to see what Matt would do next. Within seconds he’d started fumbling at his jeans and pulled out his phone. Peter tried to glance at it, but the unfamiliarity of the roads he once passed his test on demanded full concentration. The car in front was a red Mazda, a tiny wee effort that barely looked safe enough to take to the shops. He wondered who would drive such a thing.

‘You ever wonder if the guy in front is the guy that hit him?’ he said, before he managed to stop himself.

Matt stopped texting. ‘What?’

‘The guy that hit him, where he is? He wasn’t arrested was he?’

‘Well he’s not been charged with anything. Ron knows a guy that knows him.’

‘Who’s Ron?’

‘He was in your year at school. Ronnie Graham. He’s Ron now, for whatever reason. I saw him in the pub last night.’

‘So the guy is what? Just going about his life?’

‘Nah,’ Matt shook his head. ‘He’s fucked. Shaken right up. Hasn’t left the house apparently. His missus has been trying to get him to go to the docs but he just sits there watching the telly. So Ron says.’

‘So Ron says.’

‘Look, you asked a question. The answer is, it’s not the guy in front of you. It’s a guy with two kids, probably about Nicky’s age. He went out to go to B&Q or something like that and before he got there he’d killed somebody. It wasn’t his fault.’

‘That’s for the courts to decide.’

‘Mum’s not looking for that so neither am I. She reckons he’s got his sentence, same as her.’

‘She never committed a crime though.’

Matt shook his head. ‘We don’t know he did either. Punishing someone’s not going to bring him back, it’s not going to make her feel any better. You know what she’s like, she’d just feel guilty.’

Peter felt as distant from his family as he ever had. He thought it would be straightforward – find out who was driving the car, hire the right lawyer, get them locked up, end of. Of course it would be different to lose your own child than a brother, and that was what was eating at him. It didn’t feel like he’d lost a brother. The whole drive north he’d tried to flick the devil off his shoulder, but there was no getting away from the fact that Nicky’s death had confirmed something Peter had denied for so long. Something he’d felt since the day his mum told him she was pregnant again.

‘Where now?’ he said, pushing the memory aside.

Matt had returned to his texting.

‘Matt, where have I to go, there’s a crossroads coming up.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Pete, you grew up here as well. Just go straight on. In about two minutes you’ll come to the railway bridge, first left after that,’ said Matt, turning back to his phone.

On the pavement, pensioners shuffled along as if stuck in the past. The few shops still in business looked fucking horrific. Peter hoped they’d didn’t sell meat or any other perishable stuff. It shocked him that this is where he came from.

He missed the lights, again. Matt tapped away on his phone, breathing heavily as if he was calming himself. The text was probably a distraction to avoid conversation. Words were difficult. They were spat out like squadrons of midges, nipping at the other’s skin, but never penetrating deeper.

‘How you feeling about it all?’ said Peter, always the one to rise above it.

‘It’s their mistake, right? Whatever it is, we’ll – ’

‘I mean about Nicky.’

The lights changed.

‘You don’t need to do that.’

‘What?’

‘Act like you give a shit.’

‘Fucking hell, Matt. Am I in the habit of asking questions I’m not interested in hearing answered?’

Silence. Then Matt sighed. ‘I miss him. I got him a wee phone for his birthday. He texted me every day. I think he’d worked out it was costing me money every time he hit send, the wee shite.’ He laughed a little. ‘It’s horrific, the worst thing I’ve ever known. Worse than Dad.’

Was it really? Worse than not knowing why Dad wasn’t at work anymore, then why he couldn’t get out of bed. Then him just not being there. Matt, offering hugs because Mum didn’t have the strength. Peter was seven. He’d cried non-stop until days after the funeral. He remembered not speaking, seeing a doctor. He just hadn’t felt like saying anything. Nearly two weeks it lasted. He hadn’t thought about that in years.

‘I don’t imagine it’s been easy,’ he said. Either way, Matt looked worse than he ever had.

As they passed under the railway bridge Peter eyed up the turning. ‘This us, then?’

Matt nodded.

The parlour sat on the corner, separated from the deserted street by a wrought-iron fence. It looked like a bungalow, its front facing the main road with the ‘McAllister & Son Funeral Services’ livery the only thing that revealed its true purpose. The entrance was on the side street, presumably for reasons of sensitivity. Across the road, railway arches housed workshops and showrooms for all manner of cheap tat.

The car came to a stop. ‘Look, whatever happens with this guy, we’ll get it sorted. Don’t worry,’ said Peter.

‘What a fucking start to the day this is,’ said Matt, opening his door.

Peter climbed out and looked the place over again. He’d never considered what a funeral parlour should look like, but surely it shouldn’t look like a house. The vision he’d had of the sinister sounding ‘under taker’ where his dad was prepared was a sanitised basement where men in white coats moved like ghosts as they prepared the world’s dead for heaven. The vision came back to him as he locked the car and he felt that same anxiety crawl over him again. It never occurred to him that the place where Nicky was being kept was a shitty bungaloffice with cracked pebbledash walls on a street that reeked of deprivation.

He sucked in his stomach and stuffed his shirt back into his jeans. ‘You ready then?’ he said.

‘Let me do the talking,’ said Matt.

Peter nodded, content to observe. This was not his world, it had different rules, and if he didn’t know the rules, he didn’t know how to bend them.
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Now I’m facing the parlour my assumptions about McAllister being blackmailed and Nicky being safe begin to unravel and I’m becoming convinced that Bradley put the heel of his shoe through his moral compass as soon as he learned to walk. What if he did steal Nicky? And what will he do if I can’t get the money? Jesus, what will Mum do?

 

SO THERE YOU GO,

THAT WAS THAT

 

That’s what I think I’ll have on mine; on that cut of rock that others will remember me by. It’ll last far longer than I will, before it yields to shoots of grass that will brush its face and push it back or forward at their will while years of rain and wind fade the carefully chiselled typeface. The text will vanish and the stone will follow. By then, I’ll be gone, even my smirking skeleton will have decomposed and there will be no sign I ever existed. Eventually, there will be no sign that any of us ever existed. Sometimes I just wish it would hurry the fuck up and happen.

Pete looks at me as if I’ve not got on a bus I was waiting for.

‘I need a minute,’ I say.

‘What happened to “let me do the talking”?’ he says.

I smile a smile that tells him he can fuck off as far as he likes and lift a cigarette to my lips. They’re dry and it sits there like a plank overhanging a ship’s bow. I draw a match to it and suck. The smoke ghosts through my veins and I keep sucking, filling my whole body with it. A quarter of the fag is gone by the time I exhale. Ash drops onto the wet pavement and sizzles. I hope Nicky’s not outdoors.

Nicky. He’s there again, as if he’s playing hide and seek with me.

nickynickynickynickynickynickynickynickynickynickynicky

This isn’t the sort of place Nicky would find much fun. Nicky. Cracked pavements and a pot holed Nicky road, empty except for a rusty Transit and someone unloading rugs from a clapped out Nicky Volvo estate. If the wheels are still on Pete’s car when we come out, I’ll be surprised. And a bit disappointed.

‘Are you coming then?’ says Pete, who’s standing at the door. I throw my fag into the gutter. There are three main objectives to this sham of a meeting:

1.Finding out if McAllister is being blackmailed

2.Ensuring Pete doesn’t find out the truth

3.Ensuring neither of them phone the police

I nod at Pete and he opens the door, inviting me through first. It’s cold inside. I guess it needs to be. A tinted window looks out onto the main road, lighting the room with a sepia filter that makes the whole place seem even quieter. It’s as close to a church as an office can be.

The girl sitting behind the reception desk looks up from her computer when the door clicks closed.

‘Mr. Fletcher? We’ve been expecting you,’ she says.

I’m not sure which one of us she’s talking to, but Pete confirms she’s right either way. She’s got a look on her face that suggests she either doesn’t know or doesn’t care why we’re here. It must be the latter – surely the panic has reached every corner of the company? She’s young, early twenties, blonde hair tied tight in a ponytail that’s about as formal as her dull black dress. She looks like she could shine if it was a Friday night and not a Thursday morning. She probably gets wrecked after work on a Friday. I’ll need to try and catch her name at some point, see if there are any decent photos of her on Facebook. Can’t be much fun working in a funeral parlour; every time you answer the phone it’s another mourning relative telling you their mum/dad/husband/wife/son/daughter has just died. At least we’re providing her with the sort of theatre she won’t have dreamed of.

‘Hold on one minute,’ she says, before heading off down a corridor. She returns seconds later, stern-faced, followed by McAllister. I’ve met him before, when I came down with Mum two days ago. He’s wearing the same morning suit and is still staggeringly tall – like six and a half feet. At least he’ll get a discount on his coffin; he’ll need a fucking huge one when he pops off.

‘Matthew, hello,’ he says, offering his hand. I shake it. I tell myself Nicky’s through the back, resting easy.

‘And you must be…’

‘Peter.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m sorry. Peter, of course. It’s just that with everything that’s happened this morning, my head isn’t quite where it ought to be.’

I watch McAllister’s face for a tell, but even his blinking is mechanical.

‘I’m sure. Can you explain exactly what’s going on?’ says Pete, refusing to replicate the man’s pleasant tone.

‘Please,’ he looks around the empty room, ‘come on through to my office.’

I look at the receptionist. She’s staring out the window, not blinking.

‘Jenny, can you do coffees, please – none for me,’ says McAllister.

Jenny. Jenny what though?

Pete and I say thanks simultaneously. I budge past him to get in front. He’s not controlling this until I want him to.

The office is impeccably tidy – soft lighting, plush powder blue carpet that my feet sink right into. Makes me want to slip off my shoes. His desk is this huge old oak thing with an Anglepoise lamp sitting alongside the usual computer and stuff.

He gestures to the two chairs on our side, and goes around to sit down. I catch him before his arse is on the chair.

‘Where is he then? Have you moved him? Or is he still in the back?’

McAllister looks at me as if I’ve enquired as to the cost of fucking the dead. ‘I don’t follow… sorry… When we arrived this morning the coffin containing Nicky was gone. There’s no other way to say it.’ He’s muttering. Nervous.

‘What do you mean?’ says Pete.

I wish I’d brought a notepad or something to make me look like I’m investigating this thoroughly, put the shitters right up McAllister.

‘I… I… well – ’

‘Are you suggesting Nicky’s actually gone? That this isn’t some clerical error?’ says Pete.

‘I’m afraid so, Mr. Fletcher.’

‘Has anyone spoken to you about Nicky?’ I say. ‘Perhaps threatened you in some way?’

He looks appalled at the thought. If he’s bluffing, he should take up poker; I wouldn’t fancy playing against him.

‘There’s been no threats, no sign of forced entry. I’ve spoken to everyone and no one moved your brother.’

He seems visibly upset. I push harder. ‘Well somebody did, and I doubt Burke and Hare have risen from the dead and jumped across the M8 to diversify into a new market.’

‘I don’t know what to say, Matthew.’ He’s on the verge of tears, the daft old prick.

‘You must have a theory,’ I say. My eyes don’t leave his. He’s wearing these perfectly round glasses with a gold rim, looks like he was born wearing them.

‘Frankly, I’m at a loss. I can’t even begin to explain how upsetting this is for us all. I’ve sat behind this desk since my father retired forty years ago and I’ve never had this conversation.’ He takes the glasses off and rubs his eyes.

He’s not lying. They fucking did take him. Shit.

‘Well, you’re having it today,’ says Pete.

I hate McAllister right now. Fishing for sympathy. He allowed this to happen. I should be at home, eating breakfast, dealing with this hangover. Where’s that Jenny with the coffee? I lean back and leave Pete to interrogate McAllister. I want him ruffled up. I want him lowered out a fucking window by the belt on his trousers.

Pete has started quoting laws he doesn’t understand in an attempt to intimidate a man who’s probably perfectly versed in his legal position. It’s not the right angle, but I feel dizzy. I can’t concentrate. This is where Bradley wanted me. I listen as Pete goes at McAllister. He doesn’t aim for the wall and miss. There are still two points on my agenda for the meeting.

There’s a knock at the door and Jenny comes in with a tray. She’s taller than she looked sitting down, her legs in black tights to go with her black dress. Makes me wonder why she dyed her hair blonde. She’s off the hook anyway; if he’s not bluffing, she’s certainly not. Her expression when she puts the tray down is one of abject boredom. It’s shite for her; she shouldn’t be cooped up with all this darkness.

Both mugs are black, so is the little milk jug she places between us. I’ve never seen a black milk jug before. Everything here is the colour of death.

‘Thanks,’ I say. Pete just stares at McAllister. Whatever they were talking about, he looks mighty pissed off.

The last thing off her tray is a sugar pot, black, obviously. She catches my eye as she retreats, but her expression remains blank and I wonder for a second if she’s a ghost.

I spoon five sugars into my coffee in the hope that the sweetness will makes its way to my brain and obliterate this headache.

‘Christ, are you trying to make tablet?’ says Pete, lifting his own mug. It’s the first time he’s glanced my way since we sat down.

‘Look, there’s three times this much in a can of fizzy juice – I don’t know why everybody makes such a big deal about it.’ I take my own sip. Filter coffee always reminds me of working in an office. Pete places his mug back down and pushes it away. Dead black coffee clearly not good enough for him. It’ll do for me.

‘As I was saying,’ says Pete. ‘We both want the same thing here. The problem is we want it for different reasons.’

‘Mr. Fletcher, I – ’

‘I’ve not finished.’ Pete’s voice gets louder, making me burn my top lip. ‘You phoned Matt an hour ago. What have you done since then to find him?’

‘We’ve turned the place upside down.’

‘He’s not exactly going to be at the back of a drawer. I don’t think you’re treating this with an appropriate level of urgency.’

‘We’re doing all that we can.’

‘No, you’re not. If you were, then this discussion would have taken place out there because you wouldn’t have had time to sit down, and she wouldn’t have had time to make this.’ He flicks his mug with his middle finger and coffee spills over the edges onto the desk. Go on, Petey. ‘If you can’t find him, the police can,’ he adds.

Shit, he’s crossed the line now. ‘Easy there, Pete,’ I say.

‘This is a very sensitive matter, Mr. Fletcher,’ offers McAllister. So it was his fucking reputation that stopped him calling the rozzers. I should be thankful, but it makes me even more pissed off.

‘Listen to the man, Pete. Think about Mum. Neither of us wants this to get out.’

He ignores me and steadies his stare on McAllister. ‘Sensitive? What you seem to be missing here is that I’m not phoning the police to report you, but to assist you. If you were more interested in our brother than your reputation, you’d have phoned them yourself. I, on the other hand, have about as much interest in your reputation as I do in finishing this piss water you call coffee. In fact if you never saw another dead body in your life it would be a just conclusion to this fucking debacle.’ Pete’s half on his feet, now, practically spitting.

McAllister’s tiny eyes seem to swell up behind his glasses, his mouth is hanging open as if he’s had a stroke.

I try again: ‘Look, it’s only half nine, Pete. Calm down. Let’s give the guy a couple of hours. If the police get involved, Mum gets involved. She doesn’t need that.’

Pete stands up, his sticking chair making him stumble a touch. He picks it up and slams it down, the thick carpet silencing any effect he was looking for. ‘You don’t just lose a coffin! It doesn’t just fucking vanish!’ He’s proper angry, nostrils flaring. Overreacting. He pulls out his phone. The mute McAllister doesn’t budge. It’s me against Pete.

‘Two hours, Pete. Come on, please?’ Reasoning is the only option I’ve got left.

‘You’re pleading with me on this?’ He points his phone at me. ‘Why are you so certain that a man capable of losing a coffin is capable of finding it?’

Why did I ask him to come down here? ‘It’s just Mum. She can’t – ’

‘Nah, it’s not Mum. I know you.’

I stand up to face him. ‘What does that mean?’ He knows nothing about me, nothing about what’s happening. Brings down the gavel then hears the evidence. And he wonders why we never speak.

‘What have you done, Matt? Come clean.’

I put my hands up. ‘Nothing. What are you looking for here?’

McAllister surprises us both by standing up. Defeat surrounds the bastard. He still says nothing. Pete shakes his head like only he can. Nothing I say can alter his actions so I reach out and grab the phone from his hand.

He fails to snatch it back. ‘What are you doing?’

‘You can’t phone the police.’

‘Why the fuck not?’

‘Just let Mr. McAllister do what he needs to do.’

‘Give me the phone, Matthew.’

‘Now, gentlemen, I know this is a difficult time,’ says McAllister.

We both pause. He’s turned a similar shade of grey to his jacket. Of course there was no blackmail. Bradley wouldn’t risk it backfiring. He’s too thorough. So is Pete. The meeting is over.

‘Look, I can’t, Pete.’ I say.

‘What do you mean you can’t?’

There’s nowhere to go. I could have scripted this fiasco from the car. Stupid move. Should have left him to eat my sausages.

‘Give me the fucking phone, Matt. Now.’

‘Fuck you.’ I push him in the chest. He stumbles backwards, grips the back of his chair, hard. McAllister does likewise, I suspect for entirely different reasons. ‘You can’t tell me what to do, Pete. I’m not one of your minions. I don’t want the police involved, so they’re not getting involved.’

I say it like I mean business, like I’m simply stating what’s going to happen. I think that’s what pushes him over the edge.

He runs at me, all red-faced. Fat prick. I try to get out his way, but he’s on me before I can stop him and I wince as my back slams up against the wall. I try to push back but he shoves me into the wall again. And again. The fourth time the wall shudders and my shoulder blade takes the brunt. I try to break free, but he’s got a good grip. There’s still muscle beneath the flab. I shove the phone into my jacket pocket and stamp on his foot. The shock weakens his grip and I push him back and get away from the wall, circle around him. He comes for me again and I’m bracing myself to try and deflect a punch when he ducks and drives his head into me as if he’s a fucking rhino. As I career backwards I start punching his back. He roars forward, lifting me off my feet and slamming me into the carpet, his colossal weight dropping on top of me. I try to sit up but can’t so I swing aimlessly, every punch blocked but keeping his arms busy. Then McAllister’s voice bellows through the room. ‘Enough!’

We both freeze, eyes inches apart, chests heaving. Pete has menace in his eyes. He always was a dirty fighter. I’m fucked if I’m conceding though. I narrow my eyes, throw him off me. He stands up, straightens himself out.

McAllister has his desk phone in his hand. ‘I’m calling the police. This is too much. We can ensure that – ’

‘Woah, hold your horses there, old yin,’ I say, dragging myself off the carpet.

Pete turns back to me, primed. I’m outnumbered now. There’s no way round this. This is what my life coach Phillip Turnbull would call cornering the cul-de-sac – a point where one must acknowledge their mistake, turn to face the consequences, and begin to deal with the repercussions.

‘I know where he is,’ I say. And there’s silence at last.
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So, Peter was right. Again. He’d fucking known something was up with Matt. Still, the shock of his brother’s admission had hit him harder than that realisation he’d been involved in a fight in the middle of an undertaker’s office. How the fuck? He felt the room expand and contract with his breathing. He needed to get out, back to his own world. He was finished with Matt for good. But still, curiosity demanded answers.

‘What do you mean you know where he is?’ he said.

Behind him, McAllister held the phone half way between his ear and the desk.

‘Well, I don’t know where he is, but I know who’s got him,’ said Matt.

Peter clenched and unclenched both fists. ‘Got him? What the fuck does that even mean?’

‘Please, language,’ said McAllister. Who the fuck did he think he was?

‘Give me a minute,’ said Matt.

‘You don’t have a minute. What are we even doing here?’

Peter took in as much of the stale air as he could. His head pulsated. Everything was fucked. Everything.

He watched his brother return to the desk, sit down, straighten up and take a sip of coffee as if he was in the middle of a business meeting. ‘Please...’ he motioned to the two empty chairs.

McAllister sat down robotically. If he was asked to suck his own dick he would probably have gone along with it such was the vacant look on his face. Peter remained where he was, arms folded. What was the next lie going to be? Matt began with more pleas to McAllister about why he couldn’t phone the police.

‘I need answers, Matt.’ Peter slapped the desk, stinging his palm. ‘Now!’

McAllister motioned him to calm down.

‘Look, Pete – this isn’t easy, right? You think I like the fact Nicky’s missing and we’re down here while Mum’s stuck at home, alone again?’ Matt rubbed his eyes and leaned back.

Peter had seen this pathetic theatre to squeeze sympathy from his audience countless times. ‘Dry your fucking eyes, Matt.’ He sat down. ‘You brought us here. So whatever fuckery you’re mixed up in, get it out, on the table, now.’

Matt sipped at his coffee, the mug shaking as he held it. ‘It started a few months ago when my guru made me a business offer.’

‘Sorry, did you say your “guru”?’ Peter leaned in, cupping his ear. He pictured Matt dressed in robes, sitting cross-legged, trying to om his way out of trouble.

‘Just listen, will you.’

Peter laughed. ‘Fire away, please.’

Matt explained how he’d met some charlatan called Phillip Turnbull, and how he’d ‘gone into business with the guy’. The weak and foolish were fooled every week, thought Peter.

‘It was the deal I’ve been waiting for but the banks wouldn’t entertain me,’ said Matt.

‘There’s a reason for that.’

‘Too right there is, and it’s not the reason you think. They’re never there for people like me, never there to…’ he paused, ‘anyway, they knocked me back. But I couldn’t not invest in this, so I went where I had to.’

Matt was reckless, but this was new ground. ‘Is this about a loan shark?’

‘No. It’s not like that. He’s an acquaintance. But he’s fucked me over, demanded early settlement. Then this morning, literally two minutes after you phoned me,’ he nodded at McAllister, ‘my guy called to say he had Nicky. I thought he was bluffing, that he had blackmailed you. I hoped… well, it doesn’t matter now.’

Peter felt a headache land like a helicopter without a rotor. They’d been getting more frequent, more intense. He reached for his coffee then thought better of it.

‘We have to phone the police,’ said McAllister. He was looking so pale he was becoming transparent, as if he was just fading from existence.

‘Really?’ said Matt. ‘So you fancy this all over tomorrow’s papers? Your phone ringing off the hook and a bunch of arseholes outside trying to take your picture? Your business ruined. Or do you want to get in your car and drive Nicky to the crematorium? It’s your choice.’

‘How much do you owe this guy?’ said Peter, against his better judgment.

‘I’ll explain later.’

‘How about you explain now?’ Idiot, thought Peter. How could they even be related?

When Matt






















































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
' 4"
§ %m lllll@

AR &












OPS/image0.jpg







