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  ELEVEN YEARS AGO


  As Jason Green scuffed his trainers along the pavement, he could hear his mothers voice in his head telling him how much they cost. They had been a combined Christmas
  and thirteenth birthday present: a rare instance of him getting what he asked for. Being born on Boxing Day meant hed never had a proper birthday party. Everything was always a joint
  Christmas and birthday celebration where he had to watch his younger brother get presents too. It was a bit of a con, really.


  At least hed got his trainers at the end of last year. Big air cushions in the heel, the spring underneath and the big red swoosh along the side. When Jason had taken them out of the box
  on Christmas morning  technically an early birthday present  he couldnt believe how light they were. His mum had told him not to wear them to school but if he couldnt
  show them off, there was no point in having them.


  Jason was busy staring at his feet, trying not to scuff them, when he heard the voices in front of him. The alleyway was an easy cut-through from the main road to his estate, taking five minutes
  off his journey compared to going the long way around. It meant he got to pass the sweet shop too, not that he had any money on him. He peered up to see the five teenagers leaning against the wall,
  baseball caps at an angle, two of them with cigarettes, one on a BMX, all wearing big puffed-out jackets as if theyd been bubbled-wrapped. Their conversation dropped to silence in the time
  it took Jason to glimpse up and there was a moment of clarity as they all realised what was going to happen next.


  The boy on the bike peered down at Jasons trainers, then up to his face. What size shoe are you?


  Jason took a step backwards, glancing over his shoulder towards the main road. On either side were tall red-brick walls from the surrounding blocks of flats  only one way out.


  Small.


  Another step back. The boy on the BMX shunted himself forward, putting one foot on the pedal, using the other to hold himself up. One of his friends spat his cigarette to the ground with a
  saliva-filled puff of his lips.


  Jason took another step backwards and the other boys moved forward in unison. He might not be big, strong or even particularly brave  but he was quick and had top-of-the-range trainers.
  Spinning on the spot, Jason was rushing towards the main road before the boys had realised what was happening. Knowing he couldnt outrun a bike, he dashed left as he reached the end of the
  alley, feeling the breeze through his short brown hair as he headed past the chippy, kebab shop, bookies and off-licence, rushing towards the car park of the Fox and Hounds pub on the corner.


  Voices called angrily after him, the teenagers footsteps clattering on the tarmac. Jason didnt look backwards, breathing the cold air deeply and kicking his knees high, thundering
  across the hard ground.


  With a squeal of an all-too-close BMX tyre, Jason leapt onto the bonnet of a parked Vauxhall Astra, stumbling and using the windscreen to steady himself. Risking a glance over his shoulder, he
  could see four of the boys twenty or so metres behind  but the one with the bike was picking himself up from the tarmac, snarling and spluttering in fury. Jason hopped onto the roof of the
  car, the soles of his shoes sliding on the shiny paintwork, almost slipping off as he jumped over the wooden fence that ran around the car park. The kids might outnumber him but he knew the back
  streets of Hulme as well as anyone.


  Overgrown trees hung low over the crumbling path, blocking what little light there was as Jason ploughed forward, head down, following the trail that looped back around the car park to where
  hed been in the first place. Somewhere in the distance, there were still voices howling after him but the paths at the rear of the pub weaved their labyrinth-like way through the nearby
  estates. Unless one of his pursuers had seen in which direction hed headed, they could be anywhere.


  Jason allowed himself to slow slightly as the tree branches began to thin, allowing the January sun to spill through. Now he was close to houses again, tall wooden fences were on either side of
  him, rattling slightly in the breeze and dousing the patches of frost in shadow.


  Emerging onto the main road close to the chippy, Jason came to a halt, peering both ways along the street before wriggling through the ice-cold metal gate and stepping back onto the spot
  hed dashed past minutes before. Back at walking speed, he could feel the cold air in his lungs as his breath spiralled in front of him. Flicking his hood up again and wishing his trainers
  werent quite so clean and bright, Jason moved quickly back in the direction hed originally been heading in. He made a quick check over his shoulder before re-entering the cut-through
  but there was no sign of the gang either in front or behind him. Hopefully they were lost somewhere in the maze of paths, being preyed upon by the needle-users and paedos who hung around in the
  dark corners. Well, those were the names the kids on the estate called the blokes in dirty coats anyway.


  At the end of the alley, Jason glanced both ways and then turned right, following the two-storey row of grimy flats that had muddy patches of garden at the front.


  It dawned on him that this was probably the reason his mum had told him not to wear the trainers to school in the first place. Hed wanted to show off to his mates but she knew there were
  plenty of people who lived around Manchesters underbelly that didnt like having expensive things waved in their faces. He wondered how shed found the money to buy them. Had one
  of the men who hung around his house  one of his uncles  got them from the back of a lorry? That was where a lot of things in his life seemed to come from. Jason had
  long since learned not to ask too many questions.


  The path opened into a courtyard, with flats surrounding all four sides and narrow archways in the corners allowing residents to get from one end to the other without having to go the long way
  around. A dog was barking somewhere nearby, coupled with the sound of a mans voice bellowing at it to shut up. In a moment of self-awareness, Jason stopped halfway across the concreted
  space, turning a full circle. He couldnt see anyone but it felt like he was being watched. He peered towards the four corners but there was no one there, with the windows above offering only
  the glare of the winter sun.


  Yap, yap, yap.


  The man shouted something about tanning the dogs sodding arse but Jason couldnt even see them. His flat was only a short distance away: through the archway in the
  corner, across the road, around the park and up the stairs. Suddenly it felt like it was the entire way across the city.


  Jason felt the chill skim through his jacket and then they were in front of him, the kid on the BMX wheeling himself through the archway. Somewhere along the way hed lost his baseball
  cap, exposing a thin spiky mass of dark hair, hollow cheeks and big ears. Behind him were the other four, out of breath but smiling menacingly.


  Jason took off again, bounding towards the corner through which hed entered. Slowing to a walk had been a mistake  if hed continued running, he would have been home by now
  but the strength in his legs had gone and they felt heavy as he tried to sprint. He reached the archway just as something crashed into his lower back. Falling forward, Jason felt the weight of
  someone rolling with him, an errant elbow catching him under the ribs and taking what little breath he had left. His head collided with concrete and something that felt like his nose went splat. By
  the time hed stopped sliding, Jason was a little outside the darkness of the passages which led into the courtyard, on his backside, on the freezing pavement.


  The winter sun seemed brighter as he stared into it, vision scarred by bright stars and shapes from where hed hit his head. Jason tried to push himself to his feet but whoever had
  rugby-tackled him was clinging onto his legs as the other boys blurry outlines emerged from the shadows.


  Jason expected taunting, swearing, vague threats; instead nobody spoke. The BMX clattered to the pavement and then the shape of its rider was over him. The teenager didnt even bother
  going for the trainers, instead reeling back and crunching his fist underneath Jasons ribs in the exact spot where the other boys elbow had caught him.


  If there was one thing learned from growing up on the estate where Jason lived, it was how to take a beating. He curled his knees up and covered his head as a second blow rattled into his lower
  back. Jason could taste blood but tucked his tongue into the top of his mouth so that he wouldnt accidentally bite through it. There was little point in fighting back against five of them:
  hed have to take the battering and hope he was in enough of one piece to haul himself home afterwards. The last time hed felt someones fists pounding him, it had been one of
  those uncles whod had too much to drink and fallen over in the hallway. Jason had made the mistake of laughing, which wasnt one hed repeated. His mother had seen
  his black eyes the next day and said nothing, an unspoken reminder of what she valued in her life. Another reason why the trainers had been such a surprise.


  Jason screwed his eyes shut as the first kick came. When his uncle had kicked him into the wall at home, hed been wearing heavy steel toe-capped work shoes that had left
  Jason with black, blue, purple and yellow marks around his torso for weeks. For the first day he hadnt been able to eat or drink because every movement of his stomach left him in agony.


  Luckily the teenagers trainers had been made out of the lightest materials by some Chinese kid for two pence a day. If nothing else, it ensured a near pain-free kicking experience. Jason
  barely felt the first two blows: it was only when the other boys joined in that his head started to go fuzzy again. One of them was stamping on his legs, two more working on his back, another
  trying to wedge his feet into his ribs and the final one attempting to kick through the hands covering his head.


  Jason almost felt like he was out of his body, watching himself, hearing the blows but not feeling them. He kept his mouth firmly closed, his knees curled, fists clenched.


  Doof, doof, doof.


  Suddenly, everything stopped.


  Jason screwed his eyes further closed, wondering if it was a moments respite before the violence began again, but there was a voice  a mans, he thought, although there was
  blood in his ear and it was as if he was trying to eavesdrop on something while at the bottom of the swimming pool. He rolled onto his back, turning towards the road where there was a black shape.
  A car, a man. Perhaps a second man? It was just colour: the fading blue of the sky and black.


  Jason was trying to ignore the pain under his ribs and around his back as he slowly shuffled into a sitting position, using his arms as his legs werent responding. The teenagers were
  still around him, forming a semicircle. One of them said something to the black shape that was steadily swimming into view.


  The scene was almost clear now: a smooth, shiny black car with tinted windows was parked on the side of the road, its back door open. Standing in front was a man in a suit and long dark coat.
  His hair was bristling in the gentle breeze, a mix of black and silvery grey.


  Whats your name, son?


  Jason blinked and realised the man was talking to him. He opened his mouth but one of the kicks must have caught him in the jaw because pain shot through him, making his spine tingle and body
  shiver.


  The man peered up from Jason towards the five teenagers, scanning across them. When he spoke, he exuded a cool authority: the kind of tone that couldnt be taught, each word deliberate.
  What do you think youre doing?


  The teenager who had been on the bike stepped forward, fists balled. Whats it to you, old man?


  The man didnt seem to be that old, perhaps forty, maybe fifty. Jason wasnt good at judging adults ages at the best of times, let alone when his vision was so hazy. He could
  see the smile spread across the mans face though, slightly lop-sided, a twinkle in his eye.


  I suppose you think youre big men, dont you  five of you picking on one.


  What if the five of us pick on you?


  The man grinned more widely, not even glancing towards the car behind him. His arms were loose at his sides, palms out, almost welcoming.


  I dont think thats a good idea.


  The teenager turned towards his friends, his sneer not as pronounced as earlier, an inkling of doubt etched across the lines in his forehead. Well, we think its a good
  idea, dont we, lads?


  His friends didnt move.


  The man was tapping his shiny black shoes on the concrete. Im going to do you a favour: Im going to tell you my name and then Im going to give you thirty seconds to
  turn and run. If any of you are still here after those thirty seconds, then were going to have a problem. His lips twitched slightly, the grin slipping as he peered across at the five
  boys, steel in his dark eyes. You might not have seen me around much  not here anyway, but I wonder if the name Irwell means anything to you. Harry Irwell.


  Shite.


  The word came from one of the teenagers surrounding Jason. With a scrape of trainers and another swear word, he was scrambling away, legs flailing as he scarpered along the street back towards
  the shops without a glance over his shoulder. In an instant, two of his friends were joining him, leaving the lad with the bike and one other.


  The BMX rider had taken two steps backwards and jumped as his friend placed a hand on his shoulder.


  Come on, lets go. The teenager nodded towards Harry. You know who that is, dont you? Dont be a dick.


  In the second of hesitation, he had turned and run too, leaving just the bike rider. Without taking his eyes from the man, he picked up his BMX, sat astride it, glanced quickly at Jason 
  and then pedalled as quickly as his legs would let him in the direction his friends had taken.


  Jason watched him cycle away, his vision still slightly woozy. As he turned back towards the car, he jumped at the dark figure hunching over him, hand outstretched. Jason hadnt heard Mr
  Irwell approach but took his hand, feeling the strength in the mans grip as he allowed himself to be hauled upwards. Jasons knees felt a little wobbly but Mr Irwell had a hand on his
  shoulder, steadying him.


  Whats your name? the man asked.


  Jason.


  How old are you?


  Thirteen.


  Why were those boys after you, Jason?


  Jason peered down to see the red smears of blood on the white of his shoes. They wanted my trainers.


  Do you know who I am, Jason?


  Mr Irwell.


  The man smiled again in the fatherly way none of Jasons uncles ever did. His fingers twitched on Jasons shoulder, holding him firmly but reassuringly.


  Call me Harry, but thats not what Im asking you. Do you know who I am?


  I think so.


  The hand slid down to Jasons back. Would you like a lift home?
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  NOW


  Jason sat in the van staring through the night towards the off-licences fire exit. The alley along the back of the shop was littered with fluttering newspapers and crisp
  packets spilling from the metal bin at the far end that had its hinged lid hanging open. The van was parked across the road, giving Jason a perfect view of the alley from the drivers seat.
  It was cloudy, as ever, meaning the gentle orange of the surrounding street lights was the only illumination  at least until it was interrupted by the white light coming from behind him.


  Will you turn that sodding phone off? Jason hissed.


  I just got a text from Carly, came the reply. She wants to know if Im going over tonight.


  Jason stifled a sigh. Just turn it off. All of you.


  There was a shuffling from the back of the van, more white light, a succession of tinny-sounding ringtones and then a moment of silence before they started gabbling again.


  Jason tried to blank out what they were talking about. They werent exactly friends, more acquaintances. He didnt even really know them. The four of them were all in their early
  twenties with no particular ties but the difference was that they were amateurs  idiots  while he knew what he was doing. The shop had closed four minutes earlier, meaning the owner
  would currently be sweeping up and tidying the inside. At some point in the next ten minutes, he would open the fire exit, go to the bin, empty the days rubbish, and then return inside,
  before locking up and driving home.


  . . . so, Carly, she does this thing with her tongue, right, where she rubs it against her bottom lip and then . . .


  Jason checked his cheap plastic watch: five past ten. It wasnt particularly late but he was a little tired, his warm bed seeming particularly appealing.


  . . . then she licks upwards. Its like shes got two tongues or something. Honestly, one of these days Ill get you round and you can have a go. Shes always
  saying


  Tor Christs sake, will you shut up back there?


  Jason half-turned, taking in the figures dressed in black. Four sets of eyes stared back at him, not exactly defiantly  they knew who the orders came from, more wondering why he was so
  bothered.


  Turning back to the fire exit, Jason enjoyed the moment of silence before the voices began again. So, Im thinking about getting a new car. That Corsas been shite since the
  day I got it. I took it down the garages last week but the bastard wanted fifteen hundred to fix it. Bloody things not even worth that. I can probably afford something new anyway. You know
  that dealership at the end of the M602? Theyve had this new Audi out front for the past month and


  Jason interrupted without turning. Youre not buying a new Audi.


  Who says?


  I say.


  You cant tell me how to spend my money.


  Jason didnt reply for a moment, focusing on the fire door and willing it to open so that he didnt have to have this conversation.


  Again.


  If you want, Jason said, I can ask the person who pays us to tell you. Would you rather hear it from me or him?


  Silence.


  Jasons eyes flickered down to his watch again. It had cost him under a tenner but that was the golden rule, well, his golden rule: dont stand out. The moment someone
  started flashing the money around was the moment it all came crumbling down.


  Seven minutes past ten.


  Ahead, there was a crinkling of light as the fire exit opened a fraction and an Asian mans head peeped out. With a shove and a kick, he wrestled with the door and then turned inside to
  pick up the bin.


  Now, Jason said.


  Pulling his balaclava down, Jason opened the drivers door and began striding across the road. He heard the vans side doors sliding open and footsteps behind him on the echoing
  tarmac. The shopkeeper had already emptied the bin and turned back to the shop when he noticed the five men approaching. Jason saw the whites of the mans eyes blazing with fear as he ran
  towards the fire exit, wanting to wrench it closed.


  It was already too late.


  The biggest of Jasons balaclava-clad associates  Kev  kicked the door away from the shopkeepers grasp, simultaneously shoving him inside. Jason didnt break
  stride, marching through the fire exit behind the others and pulling it closed.


  Three of the black figures had rushed into the main area of the shop, cackling as the rampage began. Jason nodded at Kev, who had one hand across the shopkeepers mouth, his other arm
  clamping the mans arms painfully behind him.


  Jason crouched in front of him: Whats the safe code, Namdev?


  From somewhere in the main area of the shop, there was a crash as one of the displays was sent tumbling. Jason asked the struggling shopkeeper to give him a second and then he moved through to
  the front. The shutters were already down, blocking anyone outside from seeing what was going on. He stood silently, waiting for the men in black to notice him. When they finally did, there was a
  moment of silence, of understanding, before Jason spun on his heels and returned to the back room. The noise from the front was now more restrained  a targeted and tactical pattern of
  destruction, not the wild hyenas from before.


  Namdev gasped as Kev removed the hand from his mouth. His eyes were wide, white, but he didnt call out.


  Five-five-five-eight-two-one.


  Thank you, Namdev.


  Jason nodded to Kev and he headed towards the main area of the shop, leaving the two of them alone.


  Namdev shuffled backwards slightly until he was resting against a wall of cardboard boxes packed with crisps.


  Youve been a very silly man, Namdev, Jason said.


  Who are you?


  Jason shook his head, feeling the itch of the balaclava wool on his forehead. You dont want to be asking questions like that. You know why were here, though, dont
  you?


  Namdevs eyes shot towards the fire exit but he wouldve known there was no way hed get there before Jason slammed him into the floor. No . . .


  This isnt a good place from which to sell drugs, Namdev.


  Im not


  We both know thats a lie. Jason reached into his pocket and took out the blue plastic bag containing half-a-dozen pills. He tossed them at the shopkeeper, who picked them up
  from his lap. You cant just open a shop and start selling extra merchandise under the counter. Anyone could come in  youre lucky were not the police.


  Namdevs voice trembled: Who are you?


  You already asked that. Let me ask you a question  why did you choose to open your shop here?


  Namdev peered up, wondering if it was a serious query. When Jason nodded, he stumbled a reply. I suppose I thought thered be a lot of through traffic.


  Exactly. You saw a gap in the market because there were no other shops selling milk, papers and sandwiches on this stretch of road. Hows business?


  Um . . .


  Its a simple question.


  Its okay.


  Right  but what would happen if someone moved in next door selling the exact same goods as you?


  Um . . .


  Its an easy question, Namdev, basic business. It would halve your income. Youd have to compete on price  so then youd have to lower the cost, meaning that even
  if you got the customers back youd be making less money. Thats true, isnt it?


  Namdev nodded. There was a gash just above his eye, a small trickle of blood seeping into his black brow. His brown eyes flickered towards the fire exit again.


  Its supply and demand. Too much supply overwhelms the demand, meaning theres less money to go around. Jason pointed at the blue packet in Namdevs hand.
  When you started selling your produce, that meant there was too much supply, which affected the profits of anybody else trying to sell similar goods in this area. Understand?


  Another nod.


  What were you using the money for?


  Um . . .


  Dont mess me around, Namdev.


  It was expensive to fit this place. It was run-down when I bought it.


  Jason turned towards the door that led into the main area of the shop. A row of shelves had been tipped sideways, the contents emptied onto the floor. He waited until Namdev was looking too.
  What good is that to you now?


  Namdev gulped. There was a small trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth. I dont know, he said.


  Exactly  perhaps you should have thought of that. Now, where is your camera footage stored?


  Jason already knew but Namdevs nerves gave him away as he glanced towards the camera over the fire exit that had recorded them breaking in. Thats the one, Jason
  added.


  I dont . . . I . . .


  Jason launched himself forward, pressing his left forearm across Namdevs throat and pushing him into the boxes. With his free hand, he rested his right thumb on the mans eye, not
  forcefully  not yet  but enough to feel Namdevs eyelashes fluttering against the underside of his thumb.


  You dont want me to push, do you?


  Namdev tried to shake his head but Jason was holding him too tightly. Jason glared unblinkingly into the untouched eye and then swiftly released him again, brushing down the mans top.


  So Wheres the footage? Jason demanded.


  Upstairs.


  Jason whistled sharply, waiting until Pete appeared in the doorway.


  Where upstairs? Jason growled.


  Theres a computer in the room at the top of the stairs. Everything is stored on that.


  Without a word, Pete headed around the stack of confectionery and crisp boxes and thumped up the stairs two at a time.


  The two men sat silently, watching each other. Every few moments, Namdevs gaze would slip to the fire exit and back again. Soon after, the footsteps clumped back down the stairs and a
  laptop was tossed onto the floor next to Jason, followed by a silver metal box.


  Is this computer and hard drive everything that stores the CCTV recordings, Namdev? Jason asked.


  The man nodded.


  Jason leant forward, not even raising his arm as Namdev flinched away from him. Are you sure? No hidden backups?


  Yes.


  CRUNCH.


  Pete stepped forward and slammed his boot into the laptop, stamping on it another half-dozen times just to make sure. Then he repeated the act with the hard drive, grunting with each thrust of
  his foot. Soon, there was only a scattering of metal, plastic and silicon.


  The noise from the main part of the shop had stopped, with the other men in black waiting close to the fire exit. Jason pushed himself up to his feet, keen to get the balaclava off. It was
  always so itchy and he could never breathe properly underneath it.


  Have you got the message, Namdev? Jason asked.


  The shopkeeper nodded.


  Paki scum.


  Jason turned to Kev. He was wiping his mouth, as if having to cleanse the words from his lips. With a stride, Jason was in front of him, hand flashing through the air, back-handing the man as
  brutally as he could manage. Kevs head snapped sideways and back again, his blue eyes blazing through the holes in his balaclava. Jason used his forearm to force him back against the fire
  exit, going eyeball-to-eyeball with him, silently daring Kev to raise a hand back.


  Apologise, Jason ordered.


  There was a moment of defiance but Kev knew it wasnt just Jason he was eyeballing: there was the person who paid them. Jason shoved the larger man one final time and then stepped away.
  Kev straightened his clothes, not turning from Jason.


  Im sorry, like.


  Jason waved his hand dismissively. Apologise to Namdev. Not me.


  Kev turned slowly, turning to the downed shopkeeper, before repeating himself.


  Did you get the money? Jason asked.


  Yes.


  Good  sod off then.


  Kev and the other men hurried through the fire exit as Jason turned back to Namdev, who was squirming on the floor. Im sorry we had to do this, Namdev, but you brought this on
  yourself. No more selling drugs, okay? Not to adults, kids, men, women, anyone. Got it?


  The shopkeeper nodded.


  Next time, it wont just be your shop  well burn your house down with you, Padma, Hamid, Ishrat and little Jalaja inside. Got it?


  Namdevs eyes were bulging, mouth hanging open at the mention of his family.


  Got it? Jason repeated, more firmly this time.


  Namdev nodded again, mouth still open.


  Good  now what happened here tonight?


  Nothing.


  Exactly  nothing. Now dont make me come back.
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  Jason drove steadily through the streets, avoiding the main roads but not going down the needless route of weaving in and out of the tiny suburban lanes. The chances of being
  pulled over were minimal but he was more likely to stand out if he tried to manoeuvre through rows of parked cars and then had to reverse to let someone through. Jason had always known the shadier
  areas of Manchester as well as anyone. For some, it was all about the lights of the centre: the colour of Piccadilly Gardens; the rows of brightly lit shops; the theatres, the huge advertising
  posters and the market stalls. With Jason, it was about the ginnels and snickets that sliced through one estate to the next; the dark paths around the various parks; the bridges and shadows that
  lay underneath.


  The chatter from the back of the van was down to the odd comment as the four of them tried to count the money. Without taking their respective shoes off, Jason knew they could get up to forty
  quid and then it was all guesswork.


  Theres about two and a half here, Pete said.


  Youve not done anything stupid, have you? Jason replied.


  Like what?


  You know like what. Everythings in the bag, isnt it?


  For a moment there was no reply and then: Of course, what do you take us for?


  Jason knew exactly what he took them for  which is why they were the amateurs and he was the professional. The fact he was smaller physically than any of them was irrelevant.
  They all knew who had the real power and it was none of them.


  Lets have it then, Jason said.


  There was a soft thud as a plastic bag landed on the empty passenger seat, tied at the top. Jason glanced away from the road and then back again. There was muttering from behind  probably
  Kev telling the others what hed do to Jason if they were alone and he could act without the wrath of God coming down upon him. Well, the closest thing they knew to God anyway.


  Jason cut across the main road that separated Hulme from Trafford and eased the van past a row of shops. He headed into an adjacent alley, slowing close to a row of garages. With almost
  rehearsed precision, the side doors slid open before he had stopped and Pete strode to the row of metal doors, opening the one in the centre with a creaking moan of rusting metal. The others hopped
  out and Jason reversed the van inside, wondering if the top was going to hit the metal door, even though hed parked the vehicle inside many times before.


  As the headlights blinked off, the disintegrating patch of tarmac outside the garages was thrust into darkness. Jasons eyes took a few moments to adjust to the shapes of the men
  undressing in front of him. He pulled a black bin bag from the roll just inside the garage door and started taking his own clothes off, packing his jeans, top, gloves and balaclava inside, then
  scooping up the others and squeezing them inside too.


  New sets of work clothes always appeared inside the garage when required.


  Jason slunk across to his car that was parked in the shadow of a tree. Autumn was in full swing, piles of leaves gathering on his windscreen and around the wheels. He opened the boot, dropped
  the bin bag and money inside, and then began changing into his own clothes: more jeans, a shirt and his denim jacket. Nothing too fancy, nothing too slummy, just like his car: a mid-range
  five-year-old Ford with dirty silver paint, tax that was up to date and an MOT which was always renewed in plenty of time.


  Nobody bothered saying goodbye, not that Jason expected or wanted them to. The first car slipped through the alley, lights off, before the engine roared into the distance. Jason watched the
  others leave. Were their cars too fancy? Had Pete put on a suit that was too tightly cut? Were Kevs shoes too shiny? Jason knew he shouldnt be too concerned  even if one of
  them were picked up, they knew that talking would bring consequences that stretched far beyond just them. Everyone had family members somewhere.


  The fourth car revved away, leaving Jason alone in the car park with his thoughts. Was he paranoid  or had he got by for this long because he noticed those details? Was thinking that he
  might be paranoid the thing that actually made him paranoid, or did that prove he wasnt? Jason stared into the gloom and took a breath. He hated being out this late, even
  though it was part of the job.


  If it could be called a job.


  Already knowing the route, Jason drove almost on autopilot away from Trafford towards the ring road, heading underneath and keeping going along the darkened country lanes until he reached the
  layby with which he was so familiar. He pulled in, turned the lights and engine off, took the bin bag from the boot and headed along the muddy path that separated two fields. Falling leaves had
  blown from the woods at the far end of the path, gathering and mulching into the ground from the rain and array of dog-walkers.


  Jason couldnt stop himself sticking to the area where the leaves were thickest, not that anyone would be looking for footprints. When he reached the end, the curving hedge around the rim
  of the field dipped down into a natural bowl-shaped hollow. He dropped the bag in, squirted a generous helping of lighter fluid onto it, and then tossed a match on top. Flames leapt into the air,
  though the height of the hedge shielded him from the main road. For a moment, Jason stood, watching the orange and black lick into the night air. He held his hands out, enjoying the warmth as the
  material of the clothes caught fire and began to disintegrate in front of his eyes. Because of the shape of the earth and the way the rain drained from the fields, nothing ever burned for long in
  this spot  just long enough.


  Back in the car, Jason did a U-turn and began driving back to the centre. He should probably go home but, despite his dislike of late nights, knew he wouldnt be able to sleep yet. Traffic
  was non-existent, with a succession of green lights lining up for him as he followed the main road to Oxford Road and the student area. On a Monday night, there were only a few places that opened
  past eleven, almost all of them on this small stretch of road that led away from the city centre, past the university buildings.


  After parking in the gated NCP close to the Aquatics Centre  as secure as it got in the city  Jason headed along the road towards the pub he often visited after hed been on
  a job. At his age, he could just about get away with not standing out in a student joint without being the creepy older man in the corner.


  Pop music pounded from the speaker above the door as Jason walked in, his shoes instantly sticking to the booze- and who-knew-what-soaked floor. On the dance floor to his right, lads and lasses
  swayed to the music, limbs entangled, chests pressed against each other. To his left, a group of young men were crowded around a pool table, cackling and egging each other on. Jason walked straight
  ahead to the bar, eyeing the array of bottles in the brightly lit cabinets and the brand names on the pumps at the front. Sometimes it was a scramble to be served but he must have picked his moment
  perfectly because, despite the fact the place was almost full, the bar was almost empty. He sat on a stool, listening to the thump of the music as the young blonde girl on the other side of the bar
  nodded at him without moving.


  Whatcha after? she asked.


  The beers were the usual selection  swill from Australia that wasnt actually Australian; some shite from the Netherlands which no Dutch man or woman in their right mind would go
  near; something Italian-sounding that was brewed in Essex. Jason tapped the pump with the logo of an ale hed never heard of  at least that way it might taste of something  and
  then squinted to read the 5.6% printed underneath. He knew his limits. He would never drive home after drinking  there was no stupider way to get caught, especially when there
  was two-and-a-half grand in cash in the boot  plus it wasnt worth it. Hed do what he always did: get the late bus back to Hulme, or a taxi if it was too late. Pay in cash,
  leave a small tip, dont talk too much. Pick up the car the next day.


  With the ale hed chosen, Jason knew it meant he couldnt have any more than two pints  that would get him tipsy but not too drunk. He never let himself get to that point
  where his lips started flapping and too many truths might slip out. Two pints  that was all.


  The first arrived with condensation running down the outside of the glass and a perfect frothy head. Jason paid with a five-pound note, pocketed the change, and then turned to face the room.


  He sipped and watched. Girls dancing, lads dancing. Thump-thump-thump. The rattle of a pool ball into a pocket; a drunken stumble sideways; oops, sorry mate, dont
  worry about it. Thump-thump-thump. Crotches grinding; a couple kissing in the corner; three girls heading into the toilets together hand in hand; different songs but the same
  thump-thump-thump.


  Another sip.


  Was this the life he could have had? People his age having fun: dancing, singing, snogging, laughing. How did people even talk to each other? Did one person say hello and the other
  say hello back? Could this still be his life?


  Thump-thump-thump.


  Hello.


  Jason turned in surprise. There was someone sitting on the stool next to him. Not just someone: a girl . . . a woman. She was cupping a large purple purse in her lap that matched the colour of
  her tight short dress. Her long legs were crossed, the tan apparent even in the strobe of red, green, yellow and blue lights that were eating into dim pub lighting. Jasons eyes darted across
  the V-cut at the top of her dress that exposed a hint of what lay underneath. With a blink he was looking into the womans face, knowing thats where he should have started. She had
  long dark hair that had a gentle wave to it, brown eyes and a round nose. Jason couldnt think of a better word for it: she was pretty  and she was talking to him.


  His uninspiring reply was a mix of a cough and a word: Hello.


  Half a grin crept across her face as she leant forward. It took Jason a second to realise it was so she could talk into his ear. Whats your name?


  He tilted his face to reply into hers. Jason.


  She offered him her hand, long thin fingers gripping his and shaking as she replied: Natalie.


  Jason was desperately trying to think of what to say next. Should he offer to buy her a drink? No, she already had one. Ask her to dance? Did he even know how to dance? Didnt people just
  flail a bit and hope for the best? Thats what it looked like the other lads on the dance floor were doing.


  She pressed in again: How old are you?


  Was that a normal question? He didnt have time to think of a sensible lie or even figure out if he needed one. Twenty-four, Jason replied. The truth.


  She angled back and took a sip from her glass of wine, smiling slightly. She was definitely older than him, though it was hard to know for sure. There was something about her that made him think
  she had seen a lot: a sort of wisdom around her eyes. But then there was her smooth skin, straight teeth and hint of playfulness. Perhaps she was younger than him after all? Maybe they were the
  same age? Should he ask? Wasnt there something about it being rude to ask a woman her age?


  In the absence of knowing what to do, Jason drank from his pint, leaving only a tot of froth and dark-coloured liquid at the bottom.


  Natalie didnt lean forward to speak but Jason could read her lips anyway: Do you want a drink?


  This would be his second and final pint. Loose lips were a dangerous thing. But if she bought him a drink, did that mean he had to buy her a drink? And, if so, could he buy a non-alcoholic drink
  next time around? This was so much more complicated than when it was just him sitting by himself, watching.


  Jason pointed to the pump. Same again.


  A clunk of glasses, hiss of the pipes, clang of the till. A sip mainly of froth, a stifled cough, Natalies knowing giggle.


  She pressed closer again, breath flittering across his ear. Are you a student?


  No. You?


  No. What do you do for a living?


  Jason offered the answer he always gave. This and that.


  Natalie smiled and took another sip from her drink. Is that supposed to impress a girl?


  He tried to reply with a grin of his own but instead hid his mouth behind the pint and took two quick swallows. He didnt have a better answer  it wasnt as if he could tell
  her the truth. He held the glass in his lap and leant in. What about you?


  Natalies top lip twitched as she took a gulp, holding the wine in her mouth before swallowing. This and that.


  This time, Jason actually laughed. He hadnt even planned to, it simply slipped out in a way that he would never usually allow it. Was it the alcohol? He had to be smart, straight, and in
  control. She was only a woman, for Gods sake.


  Natalies eyes narrowed as she waved him forward, mouth slightly open, tongue resting on her top row of teeth. Whats it like working for Harry Irwell? she asked.
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  Natalie pressed back on the stool and took another sip of her drink, eyes never leaving Jasons. He couldnt break her gaze, feeling her searching into his soul. He
  wanted to reply who?  but it was clear she already knew the truth. Fumbling for the bar, Jason put the glass down and slid off his chair. The music thumped around him, lights
  strobing. He pushed himself up until he was standing. His legs felt slightly wobbly, head clouding, confusion and panic rippling through him.


  He turned abruptly, bumping into a lad carrying a bottle of something red and sickly looking. The other man apologised even though it wasnt his fault but Jason didnt stop either to
  apologise himself or reply, rushing towards the exit, clattering through the door and skidding down the steps. At the bottom was a girl with a birds nest of blonde hair smoking with one hand
  and holding her phone to her mouth with the other.


  . . . Honestly, Jem, its the smallest thing Ive ever seen. Its like the end of one of those pepperami things with a pair of peanuts underneath. I couldnt stop
  myself from laughing . . .


  Jason knew he had to get a bus or a taxi  something not to stand out  but then hed already stood out because Natalie, if that was her real name, knew who he worked
  for. That meant she might know other things too.


  Thrusting his hands into his pockets, Jason dashed across the road away from the girl with the phone, checking over his shoulder to make sure he wasnt being followed. The pub door
  remained closed.


  The night was colder than earlier and his denim jacket wasnt offering much protection against the chill. Why had he even bothered to come out? The job had been completed, the clothes
  dealt with and everyone sent packing with the minimum of fuss. He could have been at home, in bed or in front of the television. Instead, hed come out to the same pub he often did. Doing the
  same thing too often, developing a pattern, was clumsy and stupid. What was he thinking?


  Who was Natalie? Police seemed the obvious answer but did officers really look like that: all long hair, short dresses and legs?


  Jason looked both ways along the street  no parked taxi and no bus lights, even in the distance. He checked the pub door again but it was still closed.


  Making a decision he hoped he wouldnt regret, Jason slipped his collar up, dropped his head down and walked as quickly as he could along the road, turning by the Aquatics Centre and
  heading back to his car. By the time he had paid and reached his vehicle, Jason hadnt seen a single person. Hed not heard the echo of anyones footsteps but his own. He fumbled
  with the keys, using the remote to open the door and then dived inside before locking it. Sinking down into the drivers seat, Jason
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