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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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JUNE 1996 

Four knives. Laid out across the kitchen counter. I closed the kitchen drawer and spread the knives apart, my eyes resting on each one in turn. A flick knife I’d been carrying again for protection. A short, brown handled knife we used to cut cheese. Two long knives, one with a serrated edge for cutting bread. 

My stomach twisted as I stared at them. The only one that was really sharp was the flick knife, but it was small. I’d have to stab him a hundred times to kill him with that. I picked it up and stuffed it into the back pocket of my jeans. I slid the cheese knife into my front pocket. Then I pushed the knife with the serrated edge down inside my boot, so that it lay flat against the inside of my leg. Finally, I picked up the last knife and turned it over in my hands. 

The coke was working its magic. Sending sparks of intense pleasure to my brain. Fear was fading, anxiety easing. I decided it was okay. If I didn’t stab him in the car, I’d stab him at the flat. There were plenty of knives there too. I grinned wolfishly, thinking about taking him by surprise. Plunging a knife into the thick of his neck. I’d yank it out and do it again and again. I’d stab his face and his head and his chest and his guts. I’d stab him all over and I wouldn’t stop until he was dead. 

I tucked the fourth knife into the waist band of my jeans. I suddenly felt great. On top of the world. I had the urge to run. I wanted to fly. It seemed entirely possible that I could smash through the living room windows and float effortlessly down to the ground. I was ready. I was armed. That evil motherfucker was going to pay for everything he had ever done to me. I stepped towards the beaded curtain, swished it to one side and jumped about a foot in the air. Anthony. 

‘Shit,’ I hissed, planting my hands over my heart. 

Anthony just stood and stared at me, his dark eyes hooded by a frown. I had no idea how long he had been there. I licked my lips nervously and stared back at him. 

‘What are you doing?’ he asked softly.

I attempted an innocent smile. ‘Nothing.’ 

I swallowed and considered pushing past him, but he beat me to it, stepping through the curtain into the dim light of the kitchen and sliding the door shut behind him. 

‘Danny, what’re you doing with those knives?’ 

I didn’t have time for this. I sort of laughed and tried again to get past him, but he stepped into my path, blocking the door. ‘Oi, let me through.’ 

Anthony shook his head. ‘I saw you, Danny. What’re you doing with the knives?’

‘Nothing. Let me out. I’ve gotta get out of here.’ 

He didn’t move. ‘Where are you going?’ 

I was starting to panic. ‘Jesus, I don’t have time for this, Anthony! Get out of my fucking way!’ I tried again to get through, but he grabbed my shoulders and held me back. 

‘No way, not like this, you’re not going anywhere like this! You’ll do something stupid!’ He reached for the knife in my jeans and pulled it out, shaking his head wildly. ‘You can’t do this, Danny. What are you thinking?’ 

I wrenched free and took a step back. My hands were at my sides, clenching into fists.

‘Anthony,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘Get out of my way.’ 

He placed the knife on the side and gestured to me. ‘If you hand them over, I’ll move. Come on, give ‘em to me.’ 

I shook my head. ‘You don’t understand.’ 

‘Tell me then! Stay here and talk to me, but I’m not letting you out of here with all those knives. No way. Not happening.’ 

He stepped forward, so I backed up. I knew what he was going to do and right then I hated him for it. He looked fierce and angry, like he was ready to wipe the floor with me. He gestured again. 

‘Hand them over, mate. Come on. Don’t be silly.’ 

‘Just let me go. Go back to sleep. This has nothing to do with you.’ 

He shook his head firmly. ‘It is to do with me. I can’t let you do this, Danny. You’ll ruin your life.’ He took another step forward. ‘Pass me the knives. I know you’ve got three more on you.’ 

I saw then that I had no choice. If I refused, he was going to wrestle me to the floor and take them off me anyway. Michael would wake up and I would never get out of there. It was okay, I told myself, I could get more knives later at the flat. Howard would never see it coming. 

‘Fucks sake,’ I hissed, yanking the knife from my back pocket and throwing it to the floor. Anthony nodded, relief in his eyes, as I retrieved the other two knives and handed them to him. He collected them all up and put them back in the drawer, closing it softly and glancing over his shoulder as if to keep an ear out for Michael. 

I glared at him. ‘Happy now?’ 

He nodded. ‘Let’s have a smoke.’
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I FETCHED THE KEYS to Jack’s flat from the hook in the hallway and slid them into my back pocket. It was just after four in the morning. I stood in the hall for a few moments, staring from the front door to the stairs, and back again. I felt the urge to hurry back to get Danny, but there was Kay to think of. I knew what I was going to tell her, but the question was when. If I left now to get Danny, I wasn’t sure when I would be back. But if I told her now, it would mean waking her up. I smiled to myself as a solution formed in my mind. 

I pulled my mobile phone from my jacket pocket. I punched in our home number and slipped out of my shoes and jacket, leaving them on the bottom stair. With the phone in my hand, I started softly up the stairs and entered our bedroom. Kay was in bed, snoring gently. Keeping my eyes on her, I unzipped my jeans and stepped out of them, then took off my shirt. I climbed in beside her and placed the phone on the floor, just under the bed. I moved over to her and kissed her neck. She stirred. 

‘You awake, baby?’ 

‘Mmm,’ she exhaled, her eyes still closed. 

I rested my chin on her shoulder. ‘Honey, I’m sorry to wake you, but I just got in from work. I saw Danny tonight.’ I nuzzled her ear. ‘He came into the club.’ I felt her stiffen.

‘What?’ She rolled over to face me. ‘What? Was he okay?’ 

I grinned and nodded, reaching out to tuck her hair behind her ear. ‘Yeah, yeah, don’t worry, baby, he was okay. Well, he wasn’t okay. He was in a bit of a state, but I took him in the office and talked to him for a while.’ She tried and failed to disguise the panic and confusion in her eyes. She didn’t have a clue what I was playing at. I traced my finger slowly down her cheek and she swallowed thickly. 

‘Did he say where he’d been?’ 

‘Yeah, in some revolting bed-sit in Belfield Park the whole time, with a load of dossers and junkies.’

She frowned and propped herself up on one elbow. ‘What about Michael and Anthony?’

‘I dunno, he didn’t say. Maybe they ditched him, I’m not sure, honey. But he was desperate. He’s been in a fight or two by the looks of him.’ 

Her eyes were growing rounder by the second, horror and fear clouding them as she opened and closed her mouth like a fish, desperately trying to work out what she could say that wouldn’t drop her in it. 

‘He told you all this? He came into the club?’ 

‘Yeah, he came in, I couldn’t believe it either.’ 

‘So where is he now?’ 

‘I’m not sure. He left. I gave him my mobile phone and told him to call me if he needed me. I said he could come live with us, or I could let him have Jack’s old place to sort himself out.’ I stroked her hair back from her face and shrugged. ‘I really hope he calls me, Kay. We need to get him out of there. I mean, this is what I feared, this is what I knew would happen. He’s been mixing with a terrible crowd, honey.’ 

She nodded at me and gulped. ‘But he’s okay?’ 

‘He’s okay. I just hope he phones. He said he would think about it.’ 

Kay eased herself back down and stared at the ceiling. I did the same, resting my arms on top of the duvet. 

‘I can’t believe he came looking for you,’ she said, after a while. 

‘Neither can I. But he did.’ 

She didn’t say anything to that. She couldn’t, could she? She couldn’t say a fucking word. We lay there in silence, staring at the ceiling, and I had this big smile on my face. I felt like king of the world right then. I waited until she rolled away again, and then I did the same, reaching under the bed to touch the phone. I pressed call and Kay rolled back, alarmed by the ringing phone downstairs. I sat up and stared at her. 

‘Kay, that might be him!’ I was out of bed before her, slipping into my jeans and shoving the phone in my pocket before she saw it. I could feel her getting out of bed on the other side, stumbling around for her dressing gown. I was faster, almost laughing as I bounded down the stairs and picked up the phone.

‘Hello?’ I barked into it, turning to gaze up the stairs, smiling widely as Kay staggered onto the landing. ‘Danny!’ I cried. ‘Yeah, yeah, it’s okay, it’s okay, it’s fine, don’t worry. I told you to call.’ 

She started hurrying down the stairs so fast I thought she was going to trip over her stupid fluffy slippers and land on top of me. She was struggling with the belt of her dressing gown but held out her hand for the phone. I pretended I had not seen. 

‘Yes, of course, I will!’ I told the phone, grinning at Kay. ‘You stay put, I’ll be right there, okay?’ 

‘Let me talk to him!’ Kay hissed, pulling at my arm. 

‘I’ll be right there,’ I told the phone and hung up. I turned and gave her a triumphant smile. ‘He wants me to pick him up now. I can’t believe it, Kay!’ 

She wrapped her arms around herself and nodded slowly. ‘Neither can I.’
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ANTHONY AND I SAT WITH our backs against the kitchen door. On the other side, we could hear Michael snoring. That boy slept like the dead. Anthony had lit us both a cigarette, and we sat there, smoking with our knees up. He gave me a side glance and sighed. 

‘You know I can’t let you do it, Dan.’ 

I stared ahead, shaking my head slowly from side to side. The high from the coke was still there, just about. I sniffed and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. 

‘There’s no other way, Anthony. I can’t live like this anymore. I have to end him. That’s it.’ 

I could feel him watching me thoughtfully. I could practically hear his brain ticking over as he figured out how to talk me out of it. 

‘Listen to me,’ he said. ‘Just hear me out.’ He shot me another side glance and I nodded in response. ‘Forget killing him for a minute and just listen. The way I see it, there are two ways to do this.’ 

I rubbed the heel of one hand into my eye. ‘There’s one way. I kill him.’ 

‘No, there are two ways. One, we go to the police and tell them everything.’ 

I shook my head. ‘No. He owns them.’ 

‘It’s an option. Tell them what he did this time. Show them. There must be evidence. There must be something.’ 

I shook my head again. ‘No. I’m not doing it. I’m killing him, Anthony. That’s what I’m doing.’ 

‘You’re high, Danny. You’re not thinking straight.’ 

I sucked on my smoke and inhaled deeply. ‘I don’t care. You don’t understand.’ 

‘Tell me what he did. What happened?’

‘No. I don’t want to talk about it.’

He kept his eyes on me. ‘Was he trying to get you to work for him again? Give you Jack’s job, like he said before?’ I didn’t answer and Anthony licked his lips and gave a slight nod. ‘I’ll take that as a yes. And now, what? He’s coming back for you, isn’t he? He thinks you’re going to do it?’

‘He didn’t exactly give me a choice,’ I muttered.

‘And you’re gonna get in the car and surprise him with a knife to the neck, or something like that?’

‘Yep.’

‘There’s another option,’ he said, looking at me. ‘We play a longer game.’ 

I turned and glared at him, not understanding. ‘What do you mean?’ 

Anthony shifted to face me. ‘He wants you to work for him, right?’ I nodded. Anthony raised his eyebrows at me. ‘Okay. So, think about it. You’d be on the inside of everything. In the business, right? Doing whatever Jack used to do? Are you getting my drift?’ 

I swallowed nervously. ‘I don’t think I like your drift.’

‘Look, if you attack Howard now, if you survive, you’d be thrown in prison for the rest of your life. You’d be throwing your entire life away, Danny!’ 

I laughed at him. ‘I don’t have a fucking life!’ 

‘But you could get it back, with that prick locked up inside for good.’ 

I wasn’t buying it. I shook my head and glared at Anthony coldly. ‘He deserves to die.’

Anthony puffed smoke across the kitchen. ‘Oh, I agree. But I’d rather see him suffer a slow death in prison. I’d rather see him losing everything. I’d rather see the truth come out and you be free of him.’ 

‘There’s no way it would work. You’re crazier than I am.’ 

‘Listen.’ Anthony leaned forward, his stare intense. ‘I’ve been thinking about this. You go and work for him. You go along with it all. He won’t be suspicious because he already thinks you agreed, right?’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘So, he thinks he’s won and you go along with it, Danny, you play the game. You let him think he’s won and you go and work for him like he wants. You get on the inside.’ 

I smoked my cigarette and shook my head. I could feel my whole body starting to shake. The coke was still there, making me feel above it all, detached and strangely positive. Maybe that was why it started to sound like an option. I rested my head in one hand and exhaled smoke. 

‘I don’t know if I can do that, Anthony. I can’t be near him...don’t you understand?’

Anthony shifted closer and placed his hand gently on my shoulder. ‘Listen, you’re the strongest person I know. The shit you’ve been through! But just think about it, eh? Sit here with me a bit longer and let the high wear off and just think about it. If you’re working for him, Danny...Jesus, you could screw him over for good! You could collect evidence on everything!’ 

‘Yeah, and what if I can’t? What if it doesn’t work? He’ll destroy me!’ 

Anthony squeezed my shoulder. ‘I won’t let that happen, I promise. But Danny, killing him would destroy you too. Your life would be over. You’d be in prison. And he’d be dead, so how could he pay? How could he suffer?’ 

I lifted my face and rubbed at it with one hand. ‘I don’t know...I don’t know. This is crazy. The thought of working for that son-of-a-bitch! Just even being near him, or seeing him...’ I looked at Anthony sharply. ‘I want him out of my life, do you understand? I can’t take this anymore. I want this to be over!’ 

‘Listen,’ he said, and his voice, it was soothing, like a lullaby. It was strong and confident, and I wanted to believe in it. ‘We’d help you. Me and Mike and Lucy. Whatever you find you pass on to us and when we’ve got enough we take it to the cops.’ 

‘You make it sound so easy.’ 

‘No, it won’t be easy. But you can do it. You’ll know where to look. He’s gonna reveal everything he ever denied. The drug dealing. The violence and intimidation. God knows what else. Money laundering and fraud, I’d put my money on. Jesus, think about it, he’s gonna give you Jack’s job? You’d nail him and walk away. You’d have a life! Think about it, just think about it.’ 

I nodded unsurely. Anthony bit his lip and watched me considering it. It seemed insanely possible, the way he put it like that. I was high enough to reach for it, confident enough to believe in it. I mean, maybe it was the drugs, the false high and enhanced bravado. But it seemed plausible, and so I caved in. I agreed. The only problem was, how the hell would we explain it to Michael? 

The coward in me wanted to sneak out before Michael woke up. But that didn’t happen. He eventually heard our animated conversation and woke up to join in. Of course, he hated the idea. As far as he was concerned we were both completely insane. His idea was more sensible: we pack up and leave town. Never, ever come back. I didn’t have the strength to argue with him, so I packed my stuff up listlessly, watching him out of the corner of my eye. The coke was fading fast and with it, the anger, the urge for revenge, all of it. Anthony stood at the window, watching out for Howard, his arms crossed over his white t-shirt. He was shitting himself too, I could tell, but it was Mike he was more worried about. 

I walked around the bed-sit collecting up my stuff and feeling like the biggest shit alive. I felt coated in shit, I’m not lying. I was vile. The high was ending and the paranoia and anxiety were creeping in to replace it. I shoved my clothes into the big hold-all I’d run away from home with and stuffed my records and tapes on top. I couldn’t look at Anthony at all.

‘This is insanity,’ Michael sighed for the hundredth time, watching me as I packed. ‘This is mental!’ He was leaning in the kitchen doorway, scowling at us both. ‘Can’t you see that? What is wrong with you two?’ 

‘It’s not your decision,’ Anthony told him, from the window. 

Michael seethed. ‘It’s not yours either! Why the hell did you talk him into this?’

‘Because it’s better than what he had planned!’ Anthony replied angrily. 

His eyes shot to me, as I zipped up my bag and straightened up. I knew I was supposed to tell Mike not to worry, not to be angry at Anthony. I was supposed to say it was going to be fine, but I couldn’t do it. I felt like I was walking straight back into the lion’s den, and this time with Anthony’s blessing. I was so fucking confused I wanted to weep. So, I just looked away, and when Kurt came over to me, I clipped his lead on and scooped him into my arms.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ Michael was saying to me now. ‘This is dangerous, Danny. I don’t know what the hell he did to you last night, but I know what I saw, I know how messed up you are right now. You’re not thinking straight!’ 

I sort of shrugged and sniffed and stared at the door. I was trying not to listen to him, trying not to let his words infiltrate my mind. He was right. It was dangerous, and it was insane and after last night? What the hell was I thinking? I shifted uncomfortably under his glare. 

Then Anthony said; ‘He’s here.’ 

I felt the air leave my body. I opened my mouth and tried to suck in more, but it was like everything had jammed on me. Fear locked my limbs into place. For a moment, it felt like the room was spinning and I was going to faint. Michael came forward, grabbing my arm, staring into my eyes. 

‘Don’t do this! For God’s sake Danny, I am begging you. Please don’t go with Howard, please don’t go with him!’ 

‘Danny, we’ll make contact at the record shop, okay?’ Anthony came towards me now, his arms still crossed, his eyes dark and fierce. ‘Remember everything we talked about? You’re not alone, okay, we’re gonna help you do this. We’re gonna nail that bastard.’

I flinched as Michael shoved his brother away from me. ‘If this backfires, I am never going to forgive you!’ 

I wanted to say something to him. I wanted to reassure him, tell him not to be mad at Anthony, but when I opened my mouth, nothing came out but a sort of whine, which I swallowed quickly. I gritted my teeth, picked up my bag and opened the door with Kurt tucked under one arm. Somehow, I don’t know how, but there I was, walking away from them. Walking slowly and stiffly down the stairs to the bottom. I had to concentrate like hell on every step because my body felt drained of energy and the shaking had started and all I could feel was horrible, grating pain. 

I was close to tears. I reached the bottom and paused. I had a chance then, I guess. To turn around and run back to them. To change my mind. The big metal door was ajar, and I peered out and I could see Howard’s car there waiting. 

It was a big silver shark and it was going to eat me alive. I closed my eyes and tears leaked out. I remembered last night, waking up in the car with my hands tied. The intense black fear that swamped me. And now here I was, going back to him. 

My breathing was getting faster as I gently pushed open the door. Fresh air hit my face and I winced, wanting to recoil from everything. I sniffed, and I could see him in the car, waiting, watching me. There was a moment when I could have changed my mind, but then I heard the door slam upstairs, and the noise echoed down to me and I realised that Anthony had wanted me to go back to Howard. I mean, that was the reality, wasn’t it? All that time we’d spent running away and hiding and now Anthony thought I should go back? He’d been thinking about it for days, he’d said.

I dragged my arm across my eyes and staggered out into the sunlight. I forced myself forward, one foot and then the other. I kept thinking the same stupid thing: Anthony doesn’t want me; he doesn’t want me; he’s sending me back. He doesn’t want me. I knew it was stupid and I tried to tell myself, but the comedown was in control now. Bitter voices were sniping at me, telling me he’d had enough of me, he wanted me gone so that he and Mike would be safe. I tried to fight back as I opened the car door and slid awkwardly into the passenger seat. But the voice just got louder, and as Howard looked at me, smiling softly, looking delighted and relieved, almost like he was in fucking love, the voice just got louder.

Anthony doesn’t want me. But Howard does. I slammed the door, wrapped my arms around Kurt and sobbed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4


[image: ]


WHEN HE EMERGED FROM the grotty building, pale-faced and blinking in the sunlight, I wanted to throw my fist into the air. I wanted to get out and run over to him, pick him up in a hug and shout, whoo hoo! It was hard to just sit there and wait as he made his way slowly over. I was humming with excitement. 

He climbed in and closed the door, with that little dog on his lap and I was going to say something about it, because I hated dogs, but then Danny burst into tears. I’d already started the engine and turned the car around. His face was buried in the dog, and the sounds coming from him were heartbreaking. 

‘Hey,’ I said, giving his leg a clumsy pat. ‘Hey, it’s okay, don’t cry.’ 

I didn’t know what else to say so I just drove. He didn’t stop crying, though I could tell he was trying to. As we drove out of that cesspit of a place, he lifted his head and started wiping frantically at the tears on his face, whilst gulping down the sobs. 

‘It’s okay,’ I told him again. ‘It’s all gonna be okay, you’ll see. This is going to be a fresh start for both of us.’ 

Danny just sat there, staring out of the window, still crying, with the dog on his lap. I decided to keep talking. It seemed to be calming him down, so I carried on. 

‘I’m really excited, Danny, I have to say. I’m looking forward to working with you and showing you the ropes.’ I glanced at him and his whole body was shuddering with the tears. ‘I really think we’re gonna work well together, you know, I really think this is gonna be good. I mean, Jack, he was tough, but Christ was he a lazy bastard! And Lawler, well he’s loyal and he does what he’s told, but he’s dumb as fuck. But you, Danny, you’re smart. I’ve always known that. I’ve always seen your potential, you know?’ He nodded silently. I drove on, still talking, still soothing him with my voice. ‘We’ve had our ups and downs, but this time you’ve made the right choice. You’re changing your life now, Danny. I’m gonna make sure of that. We’re gonna put all that bad stuff behind us now and concentrate on working hard. Me and you. A team!’ 

Eventually we pulled up in the carpark at the back of Jack’s old place. I took his bag, and Danny held onto the little dog and we approached the building, side by side, like father and son. 

‘That thing is house trained?’ I asked as we went inside. 

Danny clutched the dog tighter and nodded. He hadn’t said one word yet, but I could see he was emotional. That was okay. Last night had been hard on both of us. We went up the stairs and I let him into the flat. He walked in and I dumped his bag on the tatty grey sofa he used to sleep on, and he wrinkled his nose and just stood there. I walked across the living room and opened a window. 

‘Oh, I know, Jack was a pig. He left it in a right state. I’ve been clearing it up when I’ve had the time, but anyway...’ I turned to face him and gestured to the sofa. ‘Have a seat. Relax.’ 

Danny walked stiffly to the sofa and sat down with the dog on his lap. I strode across the threadbare carpet and opened the larger bedroom’s door. 

‘This is all yours now,’ I said over my shoulder. ‘It comes with the job, rent free. So, you know, you can do what you want with it. I’ll get someone to come in and clear it up for you though.’ I closed the bedroom door again and Danny lifted his head. 

‘No, it’s okay. I can do it.’ 

I was pleased to hear him speak so I nodded and walked back towards the kitchen.

‘Okay, that’s great. There’s bin liners in here. Just bag up what you don’t want and leave it by the door. Do the same with any furniture you don’t want, and I’ll get it all taken away.’ I entered the kitchen and leaned down to switch the fridge freezer back on. I opened cupboards and slammed them again. ‘I’ll get you some food in. There’s fuck all here. You’ll have to order some pizza tonight or something. Oh, actually, hang on.’ I stalked back into the lounge with my wallet in one hand. I started rifling through the notes, before pulling out two hundred pounds and passing it to Danny. ‘Take that,’ I nodded at his staring face. ‘Call it an advance. Get some food in or whatever.’ 

With widening eyes, Danny folded his hand over the money. ‘Thanks.’

He was still sort of crying and shaking, so I walked around the sofa and sat down on the old coffee table Jack had left behind. We were face to face, like that. I clasped my hands together and looked at him very seriously. 

‘I’ll leave you to it in a minute,’ I told him, as he continued to wipe at his eyes. ‘I’ll let you settle in and sort yourself out. But I’ll come back over tonight with Jaime, okay, so we can all talk.’ 

Danny took a deep breath, as if trying to steady himself. He sat slumped on the sofa, his head now against the back of it, the little dog curled up on his lap. He looked utterly exhausted and I felt sorry for the kid. 

‘Yeah,’ he said, not taking his eyes off me. ‘I mean, I don’t even know what I have to do or anything.’ He shrugged limply. ‘This job...’ 

I clapped my hands together and offered an encouraging grin. ‘We’ll go over everything tonight, but don’t worry, we’ll break you in slowly, all right? There’s no rush and there’s a lot to learn. Way more to it than you think. So, we’ll start slow okay?’ 

His eyes left mine and fell onto the dog. He stroked it slowly. ‘What about Mum?’ 

I narrowed my eyes. ‘What about her?’ 

‘What are we gonna tell her?’ 

I edged forward slowly, staring at him intently until he lifted his gaze obediently and met mine again. ‘What did you tell your friends?’ 

‘That I was fed up of living like that. That you’d offered me a job and a home.’ He looked away again, back down at the dog. ‘That I asked you to help me.’ 

I smiled. ‘Good. That’s exactly what you tell your mother. I already spoke to her earlier. I told her you’d come into the club to talk to me. You were in a mess and I gave you my mobile phone and told you to call me if you needed me. So, that’s what you tell her if she asks. I’m gonna get her to call you here later, okay, so you can tell her yourself.’ 

Danny nodded. ‘Okay.’ 

He looked like he was going to start bawling again then. His nostrils flared, and his lips were clamped together as his chin trembled. I wished that he could see what I did. That everything was going to be okay this time. That soon enough, he wouldn’t have anything to cry about. He dropped his head into his hand and the sleeve of his jacket moved so that I could see the crusts of blood around his wrist. My stomach lurched at it. I don’t know why. I guess maybe I had forgotten. I reached out then, brushing his hair away from his face. 

‘I’m proud of you, you know. You made the right choice, for once. I know it seems hard right now. I know you’re scared and I know I was tough on you last night, but I did it for your own good, and you’re going to see that soon. I had to help you, Danny. I had to save you.’ His eyes stared back at me, swimming with tears. I watched them pooling and falling, rolling clean streaks down his face. 

He nodded at me. ‘I know you did.’

I left him alone after that. I had Kay to deal with, followed by Lawler later. But I was feeling good as I drove home. Light and carefree. God, that made a difference. The last few months had been hard on me, that was for sure. But now things were back the way they were supposed to be. Only time would tell if I could trust him or not, but I wasn’t going to let it niggle at me too much yet. I was enjoying the sense of achievement and satisfaction. I’d won.

I arrived home to find Kay in the kitchen in her dressing gown and slippers. She greeted me with a nervous, fluttery kiss. 

‘Have you got time for coffee? Breakfast?’ 

‘Coffee would be great,’ I told her, perching on a stool at the breakfast bar. 

She flashed a smile before grabbing my favourite mug and pouring coffee from the percolator. ‘So?’ she prompted, with her back to me. ‘Where’s Danny? What happened?’ 

I took the coffee when she handed it to me. ‘He’s at Jack’s old flat. He’s okay. I picked him up from a street corner in Belfield Park and took him there. When I left he was asleep on the sofa.’ 

Kay held her own coffee between her hands and stared at me over the rim. ‘What do you think went wrong? I still can’t get my head around him calling you like that.’ 

I shrugged. ‘I guess he finally gave in and listened to me. Finally stopped fighting me. Plus, he’d had enough of those lowlife scumbags. I think they’d fallen out. There’d been some trouble anyway. A fight or something.’ 

‘Is he hurt?’ 

‘Cuts and bruises, but he’ll live.’ 

She nodded slowly, her eyes examining mine. ‘So, he’s gonna stay at the flat? Wouldn’t it be better if he came here with us?’ 

‘Well, I suggested it. But you know, he’s been on his own for a while now and us and him we had our ups and downs, right? I think this is a good solution. He gets to keep his independence, but we can keep an eye on him.’ 

‘That makes sense,’ she agreed. ‘Does he want to see me?’ 

I slipped an arm around her waist and tugged her to my side. ‘Yeah, we were talking about him coming over for dinner or something soon. I’ll bring him over.’ 

‘That would be wonderful,’ she said, relaxing slightly against me. ‘Maybe I should call him too? What do you think?’ 

‘Yeah, go for it. It’s the same number. You two have a lot to talk about.’ She met my gaze and I gave her a wink.
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AFTER HOWARD LEFT I completely fell apart. I don’t know how else to explain it. I just dissolved. It was ridiculous how much I cried. I curled up on the sofa with my head in my hands and I couldn’t stop. I could barely breathe. I started to think I would die like that, you know, unable to breathe from crying so much. It got so bad my head was pounding with it, and my eyes were sore and itchy, and my mouth ached. Every time I thought I had it under control, I’d think about Anthony and start bawling again. 

It’s weird, but that was the thing that bothered me the most. Or at least it seemed like it was. Looking back now, I was probably having some sort of mini breakdown or something. I was definitely heading that way and everything that happened afterwards would suggest so too. But at the time, I just felt broken. I didn’t think about Howard much. Not what he’d done to me the night before, or what would happen between us now. I guess I couldn’t focus on it, couldn’t let it in. But it was Anthony that was breaking me up. And I know now, it was the comedown from the cocaine. I was getting depressed and anxious and paranoid, and all I could think was that he had given me back to Howard. I know, ridiculous, but it really felt like that right then. 

I was sat there on that crappy old sofa, back in Jack’s flat of all places, with Howard as my boss. And the whole thing had been Anthony’s idea. I could have said no. I didn’t have to do what Anthony said, but you know what, I would have done anything for him. I really would have. And I started thinking that maybe he knew that, which was why he suggested it. You see? Fucking paranoia. It was crawling all over me. I was sat there crying my heart out because it was making me believe Anthony didn’t want me. He knew what Howard was like and he’d sent me back to him. That’s what I kept thinking. 

It took me hours to sort myself out. The crying eased off, but then it was like I couldn’t lift my head for ages. I just couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to lift my head and look at the flat. It was the last place in the whole world I wanted to be. And I knew if I looked at it, I’d have to move too. I’d have to start unpacking. Choose a bedroom. Make dinner. All that pointless shit. And I didn’t want any of it. I wanted oblivion. Drink and drugs. I really hoped Jaime would bring something with him that night because I had nothing. 

In the end I lit a cigarette and smoked it on the sofa, one arm wrapped around my trembling knees. Kurt sat with me the whole time. I guess he was worried about me. He barely took his eyes off me. I stroked him and smoked the cigarette and slowly I started to sort myself out. 

My next move was putting on music. The flat was too quiet and heavy with hazy memories. All those times I’d hung out there with Jack, like it was my home too. I was seeing memories in every corner and I didn’t want to think about any of them. So, I hauled myself off the sofa and unzipped my bag. I put all my records, tapes and CD’s on the battered dining room table that was against the window, next to the record player. It looked like Jack had left in a hurry, leaving almost everything behind. I put on the ‘What’s The Story (Morning Glory)’ album and then I went into the kitchen and got two china bowls out of the cupboard. I filled one up with water and put it on the floor for Kurt. I put some of his dog biscuits in the other and he was stood there, the whole time, staring at me and wagging his tail like a lunatic. He made me feel a hell of a lot better. He still wanted me. 

‘Just you and me now, hey mate?’ I told him, stroking his ears as he tucked into his biscuits. I finished my smoke and lit another one. I stood at the window for a bit, looking out. You could see the car park, and beyond that, the train tracks. On the other side was a scrubby bit of land. I just stared at it all for a while and smoked the cigarette down to the butt. Then I realised something. Maybe the downer was wearing thin, I don’t know, but it suddenly hit me. I had to stop being such a dick and get on with this. Anthony hadn’t sent me here to get rid of me. He’d sent me here to nail Howard. I had a job to do, for Christ’s sake! And it hit me hard; the sooner I got on with it, the sooner I could get the hell out of there. 

Once that got into my head, I started feeling better. More myself. I took off my denim jacket and slung it onto the sofa. I placed my hands on my hips and stared around the large living room. From left to right there was the dining room table and chairs, the record player on a wooden sideboard, the three sofas, the coffee table, and next to the second window, another wooden sideboard which had all these drawers and cupboards. I should start in here, I thought then, licking my lips and nodding. I had no clue what I was looking for, but I had to start somewhere. Maybe it would be quick, I thought, maybe I’d find something straight away, and I could tell Anthony, and this would all be over. That delicious thought spurred me into action. 

I started at the table and worked my way along. Moving things, opening drawers, rifling through papers, notebooks and magazines. I went into a little daydream doing it. ‘Don’t Look Back In Anger’ was playing. Kurt had curled up to sleep on the sofa. I decided I’d rifle the living room and then take him for a walk to clear my head. It felt good, doing something. I felt more in control. I kept telling myself; Anthony was right, this is a good plan. I’d find something to nail that bastard. I’d get him locked up for life! 

So, I worked my way around. I didn’t find anything in the drawers or cupboards. Old phone books. Envelopes and dusty biros. Shit loads of takeaway menus. Dirty magazines. Old newspapers. Tons of crap, but nothing incriminating. I started on the sofas next, pulling all the cushions off to search through the grubby upholstery. I looked under them and inside them, and then I started checking floorboards, in case there was a loose one. I was totally inside my own head, singing along to the music when the phone rang, and it scared me so much I jumped about a foot in the air. I hadn’t even noticed it there, the phone. It was like being screamed at out of nowhere. I took a deep breath and grabbed it. 

‘Hello?’ 

‘Danny, it’s me.’ 

‘Mum?’ I folded one arm across my middle and leaned against the table. 

‘Yes, how you doing?’ She sounded hesitant and tearful. 

I sighed heavily. ‘I’m okay.’ 

‘So, you’re...you’re at the flat now? I’m...I’m alone honey, we can talk.’ 

‘Yeah,’ I told her. ‘I’m at the flat. Are you okay?’ 

‘Yes, I’m fine.’ There was a pause when neither of us spoke. I didn’t know what the hell to say to her. Finally, she took a breath. 

‘So, I don’t really understand this, love. I called the bedsit and spoke to Anthony a little while ago.’ 

I straightened up in interest. ‘You did?’ 

‘Yes, and he made it sound like I shouldn’t ask too many questions.’

I closed my eyes. ‘Yeah, he’s right about that.’ 

‘What happened last night, Danny?’ 

I opened my eyes and pushed one hand slowly through my hair. ‘It doesn’t matter, Mum.’

‘I need to know! I want to...darling, please, this can’t be right. I know you’d never agree to this!’ 

‘No questions, Mum. It’s just better if you don’t know too much.’ 

There was another pause. I heard her blowing her nose into a tissue. 

‘All right,’ she said. ‘So, Anthony is helping you somehow? Is that it?’ I didn’t answer. She exhaled in frustration. ‘Danny, you have to give me something. I was all set to leave him today! I’ve got that police officer calling around later! What am I meant to do about that?’ 

I rolled my eyes. Somehow, she always seemed to make it about her. ‘I don’t know,’ I told her. ‘That’s up to you. If you want to leave, leave. If you want to tell the police what he’s like, then do it.’ 

‘And if I don’t? If I play along with you lot? That’s the other option, isn’t it, Danny?’ 

‘I guess.’ 

‘I’ll cancel the officer coming,’ she said. ‘But I need to see you. I need to know you’re okay.’ 

‘I’m okay.’ 

She sniffed. ‘Lee said something about bringing you over for dinner. If he does that, me and you can grab a few minutes together.’ 

‘Yeah, okay.’ She sniffed again and when she spoke her voice was strangled with tears. ‘Danny, this isn’t right. You don’t sound good. You sound like you’re in shock or something...please tell me what happened last night! I don’t believe for one second that you went to the club and asked Lee for help!’ 

‘It’s best if you just believe it,’ I warned her, tiring now. ‘I’ve got to go Mum.’ 

I hung up on her before she could say another word. I rubbed at my face with both hands, waking myself up, snapping myself out of it. Talking to her always did my head in one way or another. Kurt was at the door, turning in circles and sniffing the manky carpet. I snatched his lead up and called him. 

‘Come on then, let’s take you out.’ 

It was approaching late morning. The skies were clear and bright. I winced under them, shielding my eyes as Kurt and I left the building and skirted slowly around the car park. I’d forgotten to put on my jacket and suddenly felt horribly exposed. There I was, walking my dog around the car park, with a battered face and red circles around each wrist. Panic clawed at my insides. I didn’t want anyone to see me like that. 

I changed my mind about taking Kurt for a proper walk, and once he’d had a sniff and done his business, we went back inside. Climbing those stairs seemed to take forever. And I felt like a prisoner returning to his cell. Was that what I was now? Howard’s prisoner. His slave. He could do what he liked with me. He was the big boss man, after all. If he said jump, I’d say, how high? Yet again, that unease spread through me, and that niggling voice wormed into my brain. Anthony sent me back to him. Anthony didn’t want me. I slammed the door behind me, put on some music and curled up on the sofa again. I knew I should have carried on searching but fuck it. I was exhausted. My back was killing me. The welts were weeping. My head was burning. All I could do was wrap my arms around myself and hold on.
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I WOKE UP WITH A START when the door slammed. I blinked and winced as the pain started to spiral. Voices piled into the living room. The Bluetones were singing ‘Slight Return’. Mark Morriss, singing about coming home. I struggled into a sitting position and looked over my shoulder, and there was Howard, approaching from the door. I felt that instinctive urge to duck, to back off, and I think I did, shrinking into the arm of the sofa and placing a hand upon Kurt as he uttered a warning yap. 

Jaime appeared behind Howard, nodding at me, his expression sheepish as he slouched into sight. 

‘All right, mate?’ 

I nodded back. 

‘All right.’ 

Howard frowned at the dog, then stalked into the kitchen. He was carrying some shopping and I heard him drop it on the side. 

‘Picked you up a few things,’ he called out. ‘Tea, coffee, milk and that. Oh, and this.’ He stood in the doorway holding a bottle of Jack Daniels aloft. ‘Thought we’d celebrate, eh lads?’ 

I eyed Jaime before nodding back at Howard. ‘Thanks.’ 

Howard ducked back into the kitchen and returned with three glasses and the bottle of whisky. He passed a glass to me and to Jaime and opened the bottle. Jaime wandered around to the middle sofa and lowered himself onto it. He looked very uneasy and could barely look at me or Howard. I noticed his backpack as he slid it from his bony shoulders and placed it on the floor. Howard poured us all a shot of whisky and placed the bottle on the coffee table. He held his glass up. 

‘Cheers boys, let’s hope this is the start of something good.’ 

Swapping a look, me and Jaime did the same, raising our glasses before we sipped from them. 

Howard pointed at me. ‘God, I can’t tell you how relieved I am to have you on board, Danny. It’s been bloody exhausting trying to do it all.’

Jaime nodded in agreement but said nothing. I sipped more whisky, enjoying the burn as it slid down my throat. I breathed out slowly, shakily, fixing my eyes on Howard as he sat down next to Jaime. 

‘So, this job. What exactly am I gonna be doing?’ 

‘You’re gonna be doing exactly what Jack did. And Jaime will be your right-hand man.’ He nodded at Jaime’s backpack. ‘Oh, Jaime’s got some work on at his place, so he’ll be staying here with you for a bit.’ 

I breathed out in relief. I was glad I wasn’t going to be alone, and although Jaime and I were not exactly friends, I did sort of like him and he would have stuff to help me calm down. This meant things were looking up slightly. I finished my whisky and looked back at Howard. 

‘Dealing drugs?’ 

Howard tilted his head. ‘Well, I like to think of it as supply and demand. See, at the club, I sell a certain amount of vodka each week, so I order in a certain amount of vodka each week. I order from my regular suppliers, and I sell to my customers. This works exactly the same way. Here.’ He took a small black notebook from his pocket and slung it at me. I made a mess of catching it and had to retrieve it from under the coffee table. 

‘What’s this?’ 

‘Jack’s little black book. That’s your Bible for now. That’s got your suppliers, your customers and your dealers. Everything you need in one pocket sized book. But you need to memorise it. You can’t be carrying that about. That book is not to leave this flat, got it?’ 

I flicked through the book. Jack’s handwriting was tiny but neat. The pages were filled with names and phone numbers. ‘Okay.’ 

‘Now when I’m gone, Jaime will go through everything with you. He’s been helping me since Jack left, so he knows it all. He knows who everyone is, and he’ll answer any questions you have. You’ll need to familiarise yourself with everyone eventually, because you’ll be dealing with them all.’ 

I frowned at Howard. ‘So, how does it work? Do people come here and buy stuff?’

Howard shook his head firmly. ‘No. No one comes here but you, me and Jaime. That’s a rule, okay? There are other rules too. You listening?’ 

I snapped my head up from the book. ‘Yeah.’

Howard pointed at me again. ‘You are not to use anything. I mean anything. I can’t trust addicts and users and I don’t want them working for me. So, you don’t touch anything, okay? You got that?’ I nodded at him. ‘You can have the odd drink if I say so, but that’s it. You boys and this flat stay squeaky clean at all times. You do not under any circumstances try the products or invite anyone back here to try them either. Okay?’ 

Jaime and I nodded instantly. Howard leaned forward and clapped his hands and I jumped again. I closed my eyes briefly and rubbed at my face. 

‘Right,’ Howard went on. ‘So, no one else comes to this flat. No dealers, nothing. And you two stay clean. The way this all works is kind of simple, Danny, like I said, supply and demand. The dealers all have their customers, and they know generally what they need to sell each week. The customer’s order from the dealers and the dealers meet them and hand it over. The dealers tell you what they need, and you order that from the suppliers.’ 

‘Who are the suppliers?’ I asked, resting my head in one hand. 

‘You only need to know their names and numbers,’ Howard replied. ‘You’ll meet them soon enough. Or you’ll meet who they want you to meet, let’s put it that way. These are the people who create the product, shall we say? They’re the scientists. We purchase what our dealers tell us we can sell, and the dealers do the hard work out on the street. That way they’re the ones taking the risks, right?’ 

I nodded again. ‘Right.’ 

‘So, the volumes of product are in the book too. It might vary a bit, but you’ll soon figure it out.’ He dug a mobile phone out of his pocket and threw it at me. I caught it this time and turned it over in my hands. ‘That’s yours. Jaime will pass that number on to the dealers and suppliers. You get calls from dealers and you arrange locations and times and you do a swap. They give you money and you give them the products they ordered. Same goes for the suppliers. You give them the money and they give you the products. Needless to say, it’s the middle men like you who get the best deal out of all of this, financially and otherwise.’ 

I was still looking at the phone in bewilderment. I had no idea how to use a mobile phone. They still seemed pretty alien and pointless to me.

‘You can go with Jaime tomorrow and pay attention,’ said Howard. ‘There are set days for meeting suppliers. With dealers it can vary a bit more, but you’re not at their beck and call. You make meetings to suit yourself, yeah? You’re in charge, not them. And like I already said, drugs do not come here, not ever. It’s very important that you stay clean.’ 

I was confused. ‘So, how do we like, you know, divide them up? Package them or whatever?’ 

Jaime cleared his throat. ‘There’s a place we go. A warehouse.’ 

‘It’s mine,’ Howard nodded. ‘But it’s not in my name. I bought it a few years back. There’s a makeshift office there. A safe. It’s on the outskirts of town, so nice and private. As far as anyone knows, another man owns it.’ 

‘Who?’ I asked, genuinely curious. 

‘You don’t need to know that,’ Howard said with a grin. ‘A lot of the time, the less you know the better, you know what I mean?’ He picked up the whisky, poured himself and Jaime another shot and then leaned forward to refill my glass. ‘You got any questions?’ 

I shrugged. ‘I mean, how are these guys gonna take orders from me? They’re all full-grown men and I’m...’ I shrugged again and looked down at myself. 

Howard chuckled. ‘You’ll make them take orders from you, Danny. I have every faith in you.’ He downed his shot and slammed his glass back on the table, making me and Jaime jump again. ‘Okay, I’ve got to get on. Jaime, you’ll talk him through that book, okay? Explain who is who and how it works and so on.’ 

Jaime’s head bobbed up and down on his scrawny neck. ‘Yeah, definitely Mr Howard.’

Howard got up and approached me. ‘Have you spoken to your mum yet?’ 

‘Yeah, she called earlier.’ 

‘And what did you tell her?’ 

I swallowed the lump in my throat and squirmed under the scrutiny of his sharp, hungry eyes. ‘Exactly what you told me to.’ 

He nodded, his smile drowsy. ‘Good boy. I know she’s desperate to see you, so we’ll give it a week or two and I’ll take you over. When you’re feeling better.’ His eyes shifted to my wrists and I crossed my arms self-consciously. He leaned closer and placed his warm hand on the back of my neck. I froze, staring at nothing. ‘This is gonna be good, son. This is gonna be really good. You’re doing me proud. Just remember the rules, okay?’ 

I nodded fearfully, my body locked into position. ‘Okay...’ I swallowed again. ‘And I can keep working at the record shop?’ 

Howard smiled and straightened up. He headed for the door. ‘Yeah, for now. It makes a good cover, eh? Everyone needs a cover. Okay, I’m gonna leave you boys to it. Don’t drink that whisky all at once, eh?’ 

Howard left. I dropped my head into my hands and leaned over my knees. I felt giddy and sick, like the room was spinning. Jaime exhaled noisily from the other sofa. 

‘Jesus fucking Christ...’ I heard him mutter. I wiped my hands down my face and looked up. Jaime was staring right back at me. He looked pale and jittery. He shook his head at me. ‘That man...’ A visible shudder wrung through his thin body. ‘Ugh...He gives me the creeps so bad, you know, I’m like cold all over. I can’t even look at him!’ 

I nodded in agreement. I knew exactly what he meant. My blood always turned to ice when Howard was around. Breathing became a big deal. Trembles took over my limbs. Jaime was still shaking his head and rocking back and forth over his sharp knees. My mixtape was playing ‘Motorcyle Emptiness’ by the Manic Street Preachers. 

‘And he’s like; look at me Jaime! Fucking look at me when I’m talking to you!’ Jaime gave a small chuckle. ‘Christ! I can’t do it, man. He chills me to the bone!’ 

I stared at the floor and thought about a cigarette. Then I remember the whisky. I reached forward and poured myself another shot. 

‘You okay?’ Jaime asked me. 

I looked at him. ‘Not really.’ 

He licked his lips. ‘I mean, Christ mate, what the hell even happened last night? You’re all like messed up and saying you’re gonna fight back. I thought you were gonna go after him or something!’ 

I held the glass in my hand and watched the liquid shaking inside it. ‘I was. Anthony talked me out of it.’

Jaime stared at me in confusion. He sat forward and helped himself to another shot of whisky. Then he lit a cigarette. 

‘I’m hungry,’ he said. ‘We should order some pizza or something.’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

He got up and wandered over to the phone. ‘So, it’s mental mate. I can’t get my head around you working for Howard now.’ 

I lit my own cigarette and leaned back into the sofa, with my drink in the other hand.

‘Let’s just say it’s been a very weird twenty-four hours.’ 

Jaime found the takeaway leaflets and flicked through them. ‘Probably best I don’t ask much. You know, about Anthony.’ 

‘Probably best,’ I agreed, wearily. 

Jaime nodded and picked up the phone. ‘Well, whatever mate. If there’s anything I can do...you know.’ 

I looked over my shoulder and he nodded at me. I wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, but I nodded back.
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