
  
  Praise For 2000 Tunes



“A novel I absolutely adored! A well-spun tale of self-confidence, choices, and family loyalty.”

Beyond The Books



“You’ll enjoy this if you’re a fan of gentle and unhurried romance, wonderful and complex characters, and literary fiction.”

Curled Up With A Good Book



“I didn’t want to put this book down. Well written and detailed, the author brought the characters to life.”

Little Miss Book Lover



“Witty, compelling and full of Mancunian grit, character and charm.”

Bookish Jottings



“A book with real heart. A beautifully written, perceptive novel about love, belonging and change.”

Hair Past A Freckle



“The characters are so well written, so well developed, so realistic, that you feel as if you’re there, living their lives with them. It’s going to stay with me for a long time.”

Pink Quill Books
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  Death At One’s Elbow


[image: image-placeholder]
Samantha Rees thrust money at the taxi driver. As he drove off, she smoothed down her black skirt. Was it too short? 
Too late if it was.
The whitewashed Presbyterian chapel stood on a hill and the graveyard sloped down to drystone walls. It was the chapel her grandmother – her mamgu – had attended. A bank of dying daffodils bent their heads towards her in the breeze. When Sam was a little girl, her uncle Joe had tricked her, making her believe they were really called Taffodils. She had later told him about her humiliation at school but he’d only laughed harder. Sam shook her head and climbed the steep stone steps, worn from two centuries of comings and goings.
People wearing black lurked outside in the sunshine. Smokers were having a quick ciggie behind the holly trees. She’d have joined them if she wasn’t so late. Just for a one-off.
The mourners welcomed her with hugs and questions but she pushed her way through as quickly as she could without seeming rude. It smelt like a flower shop. Overpowering sweetness of the white lilies. Snippets of conversation heard in passing.
“Such a nice day for it …”
“Aye, booked the weather in advance, knowing her.”
“Joined her husband, that’ll be a reunion.”
“Always said they didn’t want to outlive each other.”
“Shouldn’t be in here really, I’m a pub man …”
Inside was dark polished wood set off against pale walls. The pews were almost full. Sam spotted her mam and they hugged. Their silence said everything, until Sam moved to arm’s length.
“Sorry I’m late. I dropped my bags off at your house first, and the trains were –” but Mam silenced her with a waved hand.
“I knew you’d be here, bach. We waited. She’d have wanted that.”
Despite all the murmuring, the atmosphere was hushed, heavy, like the lull before an approaching storm. Noises seemed further away, words disconnected from their source. Funerals were always about disconnection.
Organisation rippled through the crowd as people filed into their seats. Some spilled over into the small gallery.
It hurt to look towards the coffin at the front, to picture Mamgu’s face without a living smile on it. When the minister stepped into the pulpit, Sam was glad to focus on him instead. The service was in Welsh, accompanied by sniffing and nose blowing from the audience.
They stood to sing. “Calon Lân” began, beautiful music and strong voices. Sam tried to sing along but her throat tightened so she mumbled, “Calon lân yn llawn daioni, Tecach yw na’r lili dlos.” A pure heart full of goodness, Is fairer than the pretty lily.
She had to look up as her eyes brimmed, and she realised she hadn’t brought a hankie but would definitely need one.
Later, when the congregation stood around the graveside, Sam avoided eye contact. As a child she’d thought Jesus was buried somewhere in this graveyard. Back then, she’d liked looking at graves.
Bright green fake grass surrounded the hole. The breeze rustled leaves, made the trees sigh, and there was a ripple as necks turned. Four strong shoulders carried Mamgu up the precariously steep hillside. Breaths were held when Uncle Joe slipped, but he kept his balance, kept the coffin proud, waved a hand to say “No problem!” and they continued upwards. Then the wooden box was lowered into that damp-smelling darkness with a thud like a full stop.
When the time came to take a handful of clumped earth from the mound and throw it onto the coffin, Sam had to borrow more tissues. That was her gran in the box. Mamgu would never talk to Sam again. Never cheer her up and tell her everything was okay. Never need help getting a jar open. So many nevers.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mark Hopton held a striking bunch of black and yellow flowers. Life wasn’t fair. Why did all the good ones go first? 
Today was Sunday 21st May, year 2000. Eighteen years ago there had been such a hopeful beginning. It never grew to be an adult. Mancunian potential killed in its prime.
This was always a difficult day. But when things are hard, you don’t always have to face them alone. You give, and you receive, right?
He took out his phone and sent a message to Lana.
Sorry bout last night
He waited but no instant reply came so he laid the flowers reverently on the steps of the former Haçienda on Whitworth Street West. They spread like a swarm of dying wasps. He was about to kneel before them when a big bloke in a rugby top approached, so Mark pretended to tie his shoelaces instead. Mark’s shaggy hair was brushed and centre parted but still hung in his eyes, and he kept them focussed downwards, hiding them from strangers. The bloke swaggered on without incident. Mark watched him through the fringe of hair until he was out of sight and it was safe to kneel and continue his routine.
“I miss The Smiths,” he muttered. “The Happy Mondays made me happy. Joy Division offered joy. New Order gave my life order.” He continued his Madchester Mantra in a tone of prayer undiminished by the fume-farting traffic behind.
The Haçienda had opened on 21st May 1982. Rather than the date when it closed in 1997, Mark had chosen the opening date for his annual pilgrimage. He’d walked all the way from the concrete gardens of Piccadilly; it took more than twenty minutes. This way he could mourn, but by celebrating its birth it would somehow be an optimistic ritual. It could re-open, he told people. Just look at the wall, the graffiti saying “rewind and repackage” – the people wanted it. They’d always wanted it. The music that grew from this seed could live again too: Haçienda womb, Factory Records progeny, Tony Wilson magic, the best of Manchester. Music, bands and people were always connected to a place.
It could re-open. It had been before, and so it could be again. It was just … a disco in a coma. Yes. He knew it was serious. But people woke from comas, didn’t they?
Drinking in The Haçienda on a happy Monday, leaning against one of the many black and yellow hazard-striped pillars. Music blared out dancing beats and rolling guitars to a stage crowded with happy dancers in floppy hats and a dancefloor packed to the edges, the only places where there was darkness and confidence-giving anonymity.
It had been a surprisingly small place compared to its size in his memory.
“Unhappy birthday. Please live again.”
His phone buzzed. A message from Lana.
ok, but i dont dig possessiveness
He could imagine her saying that. Laid-back but confident, with a direct eye stare that challenged.
That stare had electrified him when he’d first seen her at a Doves gig. He’d stood nearby, watching her as much as the band on stage, trying to pluck up the courage to say something. During the interval, he was shocked when she actually spoke to him, asking what he thought of the music. They got chatting, and hit it off talking about bands. They met up again a week later and ended up in bed.
Last night had been their fourth date. Mark had tried to hold her hand but she pulled it free and told him, “You know we’re not going out, right?” They were in Rock World, Lana looking stunning with her hair brushed back and extravagant eye make-up, every punk colour spiralling in.
“No. I thought we were going out.”
“I’m not ready for that. For now we can see other people.” She had been glancing around the room as she spoke, and the combination took away his own words. He left.
How childish he’d been. He saw that now. Giving up so easily. The Second Summer of Love hadn’t come about due to people giving up. It came about by being bold. Reaching out. Making a stand. Putting your heart on the line.
I won’t share u. like u too much. want this to be third summer of love
He smiled as he sent it.
Maybe this would be the year. People said the year 2000 was special, a year of change. Chuff all so far, though, and the year was nearly half over. The doors in front of him were still locked. He stood, knees sore from the unforgiving Manchester hardness.
Then again, you can’t just see things as they look now. You’ve got to see them as they could be. The secrets behind the signs. Over to his right was G-Mex, a huge converted railway station. Nearby, winding steel steps led up to the platform of the Metrolink station where a tram trundled to a stop. City Road Inn on the corner, drinkers sat outside inhaling cigarette and exhaust smoke. Train arches opposite. Cars queued up at the lights. That was it: trains, trams, cars, all leading here to this spot. The nexus, the ley line, the place where all the veins meet, as Richard Ashcroft once sang. The Haçienda. Mark was right; his true faith was justified. His nostalgic smile stretched into a grin.
A buzz. He looked at the phone and his smile faded.
that’s a deal breaker. pls don’t contact me again
He might have had trouble finding words, but Lana never did. And all those words seemed heavy. Immovable.
On today, of all days; here, of all places.
Mark let out a screech, like a car skidding to a halt when he’d crossed a road without looking properly. The sound was so weird he stifled it quickly and instead just clenched his fists and stamped his feet, kicking the bottom step with his eyes shut. No no no!
He was trying to work himself into a rage like his brother would, since Denny seemed incapable of feeling pain when he did that. But the trance was broken by a shout from an upper window.
“Oy, you! Clear off, you fucking weirdo!”
An egg smacked into the pavement nearby, splattering his trouser leg and shoe with slimy goo. He looked up to see someone hard-faced yelling at him from a window above, with a gesture that was absolutely uncalled for. So much for peace and harmony. Maybe in the next world.
He shuffled away down a shaded side street, heading towards the canal. With his black clothes and slow pace, he disappeared into the shadows, a young city ghost who walked like an old one.

      [image: image-placeholder]So much noise, now they’d moved from the house of the divine to somewhere secular. Chatter and clatter, laughter, hubbub that hid occasional tears. The furniture had been moved to the edges of the living room, apart from a long table laden with four-packs, cider, and spirits. 
Mamgu’s home was a narrow terraced house in Neath. An oak plaque over the door read Tŷ Pili-Pala – Butterfly House. Sam’s granddad had liked insects and when he died, Mamgu renamed the house. She’d then lived alone but was never alone really, with so many family and friends. She never lost her mind or wit, Mamgu.
“Auntie Samantha, it was sad, wasn’t it?” Sam’s cousin’s daughter, Angharad; nine years old, proper Welsh pretty, tugging at her socks. Her dark grey dress looked like it was part of her school uniform.
Sam bent down to kiss the top of her head. “It was. I cried,” she whispered.
“Me too!” Angharad’s eyes widened. “I couldn’t stop! It was the kind of crying where snot is coming out of ya nose ’cos your eyes can’t cope with it all.” The girl hugged Sam’s waist, brief and fierce. “Don’t tell anyone I was snot crying,” she added shyly.
“I won’t. We’ll keep each other’s secrets.”
More hugs, welcomes, condolences as Sam mingled and knocked back wine. Drink was always good for shaving splintery edges off her life.
It was a shock when her mam came in from the kitchen carrying a tray of sausage rolls. For a second it was like seeing Mamgu when she was younger. The way she walked, the sharpness in her eyes, the shape of her face. Mam was even wearing Mamgu’s old apron. Sam swore under her breath. She downed the rest of her drink as her mam got rid of the food and approached, tea towel in hand. Sam noted her red and puffy eyes.
“You’re taller than me now. You ever noticed it?” Mam asked.
“No. How are you doing?”
“As you’d expect.”
“You look tired.”
“I’m glad you’re here too, you know.” She smiled, briefly. “It’s hard. Families get smaller …”
“Dad would have enjoyed the wake. Toasting Mamgu.”
“He’d have enjoyed it a bit too much.” Mam eyed Sam’s empty glass. “You take after him in many ways.”
“I take after you as well. And Mamgu.”
“I wish you would. She never approved of drink.”
“Don’t start.” Sam had a vision of her dad, cigarette in one hand, drink in the other, life and soul of the party. Mam glared at him when he proclaimed at their wedding anniversary party, “You normally only get thirty years for murder,” and when he rolled in at all hours singing Hob Y Deri Dando. But he paid for it the next day. Dad may have towered over her mam, but he was never the boss.
Mam had been twisting the tea towel absently but now adopted a sly look. “I thought you might have brought your boyfriend. The new one?”
“I don’t think he’s ready for you all yet.”
“Does he respect you? Treat you well?”
Sam ground her teeth before replying. “Yes, Mam.”
“Wouldn’t it be nice if he was Welsh?”
“It’s nice being back in Mamgu’s house.”
“Is this one serious? Steady?”
“I’m trying not to look ahead just yet. It’s good seeing so many people here again.”
“So you don’t love him?”
“I don’t know. Do you want a drink?”
“Just don’t give it away so easily, Samantha.”
“Bloody hell, Mam!”
“Don’t blaspheme in my mam’s house, not now!”
A few people looked around at the angry words.
“Fine.” Sam lowered her voice. “But I don’t get it. You want me to have a boyfriend but not sleep with him? This is why I left Wales! Nose jabbing in all the time, advice about who I should or shouldn’t see!”
“I don’t know why you say such mean and untrue things, Samantha. You left to get educated.”
“Just swapped one type of lecture for another,” Sam said under her breath.
“You always twist things. Too clever for your own good, that’s you. I still love you, though.”
“I know.”
Her mam brightened. “You know Mam left this house to me?”
“What will you do?”
“Keep it.” Her mam gave her a look. “For now.”
“Ha ha, little Sammy!” Uncle Joe appeared from behind and lifted her off the ground with his hug while she struggled.
“I’m not little! Put me down, you pillock!”
He let her go with a sheepish grin.
“And don’t call me Sammy, I hate it.” She resisted saying something stronger. Her mam seemed to take the half-glance as a hint and left to organise more food.
Uncle Joe took Sam’s arm, propelling her towards the drink table.
“How long you here for?” he asked, cracking open a can.
“A few days. Staying with Mam.”
“Arguing already?”
“Just nagging.”
“What about?”
“Boyfriends.”
“Well, are you courting?”
“That’s an old-fashioned word.”
“Seems more polite than asking if you’re fucking some Englishman’s balls off.”
She winced. “You really only do extremes, don’t you?”
“I say what I think.”
“I don’t want to talk about my boyfriend.”
“Shy in front of your old uncle? When’d this happen? No secrets, me. This woman I met last week, right, tits like Snowdon –” He started to gesture.
“C’mon, Joe, really?” Sam pushed his hands down.
“How’s work then? Selling many magazines?” he asked, undefeated.
“It’s an academic book distributor, not a newsagent. And it’s going great. I think about quitting at least once a week.”
“You should. Come and work for me in Swansea.” Joe owned a couple of mobile phone shops, which seemed to do well, judging by the suits he wore.
“You shouldn’t joke about that.”
“I’m not! And I’m a good boss. Friendly and helpful. Even to fuckwits. You know, there was this English guy, right? He was with his family. Came in the Swansea shop last week. ‘Hey, man, can you tell me where Traeth Beach is? I came here last year and it was really nice.’ Can you believe that? For fuck’s sake. Don’t they realise how bilingual signs work?”
She laughed at the exasperation on his flushed face.
“Hey, fancy popping out with us?” he asked. “I was going to skin up.”
“Not today.”
One of his friends appeared, smiled at her, then told Uncle Joe, “Hey, mun, come and get some pasties, they’re putting pasties out, proper ones!”
And that was it. She couldn’t compete with proper pasties.
Across the room, a male voice sang the opening words to Bread of Heaven. The refrain was picked up by others, and as their voices grew, conversations faded and became admiring gazes as the men, plus a few women, joined in with the song. Some sang in English and some in Welsh but it came together. It flowed into one whole, moving up and down scales and leading to a chorus that always said “funerals” to Sam. Her family had songs for everything when they were drunk. Thousands of them, stored away. The voices rose, filling the room. Sam stood still, the back of her neck prickling, chin raised and eyes watering, proud and hurting.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mark sat on the top deck, thrown about by the precarious tilt as the bus cornered too fast. He picked at a hole in the seat while looking out at the grey buildings. The writing was on the wall for this place. Literally. Outside, pink spray-painted graffiti read, “Sorry about your wall”. 
Without the Madchester music that had ruled the world, what was left?
A city of arches and canals, graffiti and art, litter, chimneys, tower blocks and walking cocks, posh and poverty, the mindless and museums, Moss Side and Sale, black and white, buses and trams, blood and brick and Sunday morning sick. Carrier bags and kicked-in teeth, short skirts in winter, tall tales with bitter, a brew and a lager, shaved heads and shopping on red brick and grit, endless suburban houses, long roads and alleys, gorillas and galleries, Salford scallies, prohibition signs and double yellow lines, shops shuttered on Sundays to prevent ram raids. The bus passed Maine Road and Old Trafford, commercialised games of faded glory, all rain and thunder, rushing and pushing, scaffolding and cranes. A mix of all things human and noisy because this city was built by chest-beating man.
For Mark, this was life’s backdrop, his be all and end all. But when the city was separated from the music scene, which had made life worth living, the reality was clear: Mancunians were just knuckle-dragging animals living in the past and stuck there forever, sniffing each other’s arses because there were no forests left to swing in.
He, too, would be here forever. That’s what tradition means.
A buzz in his pocket. Mark fumbled his phone out. A text off his brother, Denny.
dad wants 2 c u
The letters burned into his brain, but when he squinted outside, it was no better. A small patch of dogshit-covered grass was withered brown by the blazing sun, and his dry eyes itched with sympathy.
As he rubbed them, he became aware of being watched by the only other passenger on the top deck, a guy with a shaggy mop top who looked vaguely familiar. Mark hadn’t noticed him taking a seat. The guy winked at Mark, so he turned back to his phone screen quickly. Now the back of his neck was burning too. He swallowed as he tapped a reply, and it was like a dry lump going down.
Ok will see im tmw if i can or on bank hol week after
The latter would be better; he’d have a week to psych himself up for the visit to Strangeways. Failing that, a week to get drunk and avoid thinking about it.






  
  Kinky Afro
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The dark-haired boy’s floppy fringe shaded his eyes, hid their defensive, withdrawn look. Dried mud on his tracksuit, he sat next to his dad inside the gloomy pub, which smelt of old beer and old men. He sipped lemonade. Today’s green straw was a special treat. 
His dad drank pints. Sometimes a lot of pints. Like today. Even when the boy didn’t count them, he could tell it had been a lot because his dad got words wrong, or stayed quiet for a long time staring at his glass, or forgot to get them any food.
“We’ll get a chip barm in a bit, on the way home,” his dad said with a smile that crinkled his unshaven face. “A treat, eh? Nice chip butty?”
“Yeah. I love chips, Dad.”
The vinegar smells and salty tastes and hot fat on fingertips were good, but being sat together at the bus stop, eating chips together, no one else around to rile his dad up: that was the best bit. Then the boy was a son, not a burden.
From the jukebox came a tune that was all slow sad drums and a sad man singing in a deep sad voice. The boy had heard it before, in this pub. The man sang about silence. It sounded peaceful yet haunting. It made the boy want to cry.
“Oy, Jacko, you be wantin’ another?” shouted the barman.
“No, we’ll be gettin’ off after this,” said the boy’s dad. “Got business to take care of.”
“That business being a certain big-tit slag?” In the pub they used Bad Words, ignoring the boy’s presence.
“Nah, had a barney. Stuff her!” His dad laughed, though it wasn’t a laugh of fun. He turned to the boy. “That’s your auntie Mary he’s talking about. We won’t be seeing her again.”
“I liked Auntie Mary.” The boy spoke the words he always said, but his heart beat fast. Something bad was going to happen, something that broke silence and peace and shouldn’t be in the world.
“Yeah, well, she was too grabby. You’ll get a new auntie soon enough. Always do, don’t you, Mark? It’s one of those things about life. Here’s a tip for nowt – always keep a bit back, son, whatever it takes to keep the bastards guessing.”
“I will, Dad.” The words couldn’t be changed, even though he wanted to shout that they had to leave, to be calm, to go get chips and live a moment as just a dad and a son, not get sucked into whatever terrible thing was coming.
“Hey, Jacko. Guess who’s walking past?” said a man with a beard and fat arms, who sat by the window looking out on to the main road.
“Keep us in suspense, why don’t you?”
“It’s only the fuckin’ Irish. With some tart.”
Suddenly his dad’s face wasn’t smiley. He swallowed the rest of his pint and thunked the glass down.
“Hey now, Jacko,” said the barman. “I don’t want any trouble, we’ve had the rozzers out twice this week already.”
“Won’t be any trouble in here,” said the boy’s dad, scraping his chair back. His face was craggier than ever, and meanness shone in those eyes. “You stay right there, Mark. Don’t bloody move.”
His dad rushed outside. Mark wanted to stop it all. He knew what was going to happen, but he was frozen. It was inevitable. The man with the beard cheered, then got up and rushed out too. The barman cursed, shook his head, then returned to talking with the old man on the stool.
Commotion out there. A woman cried, “Leave him alone!” then started screaming. Someone else was shouting, “Put the boot in!” There were thumping sounds and yells and something banged against the pub glass. You couldn’t see through because it had a misty pattern on it. “Frosted glass” his dad called it, but a bleeding face had left a red smear there now. The singer on the jukebox still sounded sad. Maybe he was sad that his beautiful music was being ruined. The screaming and yelling went on and Mark couldn’t drink any more of his lemonade because his stomach churned, like it always did when this happened.
“Don’t walk away,” the singer pleaded, but Mark wished everyone would. He wished the singer was his dad.
The pub door opened. His dad stood there panting with blood-smeared knuckles, and Mark could hear a woman crying, “Have none of you the decency to call an ambulance for him?” She sounded hysterical.
“Get the fuck out here quick, Mark, you useless little bastard, we’re going!” Dad yelled, and Mark knew there would be no chips as he slid off the bench and ran to the door – and he woke on the bus with a shudder and a tight feeling in his gut. The same feeling he always got on a visit. He shouldn’t have dozed off. The sun was hot on his face.
“Are you okay?” asked the bloke sat next to him.
“Yeah. Just kippin’.”
The man took a swig from a litre bottle wrapped in a plastic bag. He had ugly scars running up his cheeks, and Mark recognised him then – a drunk who travelled on the same buses. The bloke stank, but Mark felt sorry for him. The old guy was round but compact, a grey-haired human cannonball squeezed into a black leather jacket. The seats weren’t big enough for the two of them, and their shoulders squashed together uncomfortably.
The plastic bottle was offered to Mark. He couldn’t imagine anything more trampy than to swig from it, yet he almost did just that, to show he didn’t think the guy was a leper.
“Can’t, thanks. I’m going to prison,” Mark said.
“You seem happy about it.”
“That’s because I’m only visiting.”
“Strangeways?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, bless you, lad.”
Mark got off the bus. Only a five-minute walk from here. Plenty of time to get his head together. He inhaled the hot air. Then sneezed. Snitting pollen. He dug a can of pop from his bag and gulped down the warm, fizzing sweetness.
It had taken years to track down that sad song from the pub. One day he’d been in a video rental shop, waiting for his older brother to choose a film, and it played as background music. He’d rushed to the counter and asked about it. “Atmosphere. Joy Division. Fucking class,” the teenager behind the desk had said. Mark had scribbled it down.
It was Mark’s first single. He’d played it after school again and again until not just the lyrics, but the music itself became part of him. The musicians became his friends, and they were somehow nearby when he listened.
He finished the can and threw it over a wall. It clanked down a pile of rubble, bouncing bum over boob like most things in his life.
His boss, Rene, had been irritated earlier, when he’d asked for leave at short notice. Then he’d told her he was going to see his dad in prison and she went quiet and signed the form. It was a passport to special treatment. The only passport he had.
The streets around here were a ghost town. All tight roads, shuttered doors, yards topped with barbed wire. The only outlets were for van hire. If a car did pass by, you suspected they were prison spies, patrolling in unmarked vehicles. In this area, Mark felt watched, judged. He stared ahead and walked stiffly. No doubt even more suspicious looking.
He reached the intimidatingly huge walls of Strangeways, with its massive doors and redbrick castle entrance, designed to keep people in, not out. Overlooking the whole prison and surrounding area was the balconied red ventilation tower they claimed was not a watchtower. “Stuff Big Ben, we’ve got a big fucking bell-end,” his dad had once said. It was supported by high-tech security cameras on poles. Eyes and fences everywhere.
Mark bent his head forward, uncomfortable, yet he knew the drill – had done most of his life. Through reception, hand in his visiting order, let them check his ID. A quick frisk. Mobile phone taken and put into a locker, gifts checked, then escorted to the visiting hall.
Two other prisoners sat with their visitors. Prison officers stood nearby, joking with each other. The hall was surprisingly cool. Even the summer heat wasn’t allowed in without a pass. Mark sauntered over to the drinks machine and bought two teas. Dunk, whirr, sloosh, gurgle. Cheerless brown liquid squirted into white plastic. He bore them to the grubby table he’d been assigned, careful not to spill his dad’s. He sat and waited, hands on lap, still but for nervously tapping toes.
Sounds echoed in here. Footsteps and the clang of gates warned him people were approaching, long before his dad was shown into the hall. Dad. Tall and wiry yet solid-looking, like the handle of a hammer, striding with the cocky walk of a much younger man. The officers adjusted their positions to keep a better eye on Jack Hopton. They knew their troublemakers, and the lines on Jack’s craggy face weren’t from smiling.
“A brew, great. You get the cigs?”
Mark pushed three packets over. No cellophane, because of the guards’ checks.
“Good lad.” Jack slipped them into a pocket on his overalls.
“Glad to be out of solitary?” Mark kept his voice neutral, but when he’d found out he couldn’t visit last time because his dad was in the SSU – Special Segregation Unit – he’d been relieved. It was like a present from the prison service.
“Makes no difference to me, son. It’s all the same boring nick.” He sniffed.
“What was it for this time?”
Jack cracked a crooked smile. “I bit part of someone’s ear off in the textile workshop. Don’t look worried, the bastard was acting the cock, got me razzed. He’d been warned. So I had to lay into him. Here’s a tip for nowt – biting an ear off takes all the fight out of them. Just like that.” Jack smacked a fist into his palm with a hard thwack, earning a glance from the officers. “Just don’t swallow any blood unless you know they haven’t got AIDS. If you really want to piss them off, it’s even better to swallow the ear. They can’t sew it back on then.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“I didn’t swallow it. You get too many extra days added. They sewed the bit back on, but when he walks past, the blokes all say, ‘’Ere, ’ere, look who it is.’” A deep gurgle came from Jack’s throat. “Thing is, the bastard of a wing manager has it in for me, he was in there with C&R right away.”
“C&R?”
“Control and Restraint. Two of ’em got me down. I was hoping for more – bragging rights, see? Then they put me in segregation for fourteen days. Threatened me with a body belt. I reckon they wanted to punish me for fucking up their Safer Prisons Award. Then they slapped on thirty days, but that’s adding drops to a puddle.” He sniffed. “My first parole will be fucked, though, unless I go on a shitload of education and training schemes to get my record back in the black. Actually, I’m thinking of reading up on the law. I spoke to this other con who studies legal shit. You find out so much then. The whole law, it’s as crooked as I am.”
“That’d be good. Learnin’ stuff.”
“Got a new guy in my cell. Shifty Shane. He’s really into all them courses. Bricklaying, plastering and the rest.” Another phlegmy sound from his chest as he leaned back. “Ah, he’s a good laugh. Dry sense of humour. When he was being sentenced for dealing, he thought the judge was looking at him in a way he didn’t like, so he got nowty and said, ‘Yer can luke, yer septic twat.’ Classic. Got contempt of court and didn’t give a shit. Best cellmate I’ve had. Anyway, what about you? How’s life on the outside?”
“The usual stuff. Work. Listening to music.”
“Fucking music! What about women? You putting it out there?”
“A bit.”
“A bit?” His dad sized him up. “You’re lying to me. I can always tell. Nice try, but you can’t shit a shitter. Lie to others, yeah? But don’t lie to me. So let’s try that again. You putting it out there?”
“Not at the moment.”
“Are you gay or something?” Jack scowled at Mark.
“No. I’ve just not met anyone.”
“Fuck, you’re wasting the opportunity! Don’t let the Hoptons down. You should be up to your neck in lasses. Just don’t get tied up, that’s all. That’s why I’m glad your mum died.”
“You said she left.”
“Died to me. She was always a dirty, mithering witch.”
Mark squeezed the thin plastic cup. Tea spilled over the top. “I don’t like you talking about Mum like that.”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m just thinking of you. Some advice for nowt – whatever you do, don’t leave your cock-snot up a bitch’s chuff. Only ties you down.”
Mark looked out of the barred window. Even the sunlight seemed dirty. “Do you regret us, then?”
“Denny sticks up for hisself.”
“And what about me?”
Dad slurped tea while his stare bore into Mark. “You’re doing your best. Visiting your dad when he asks, bringing him things. So there you go. I’m lucky enough.” Jack grinned, showing chipped and nicotine-stained teeth.
That was almost praise. Mark sat up straighter.
“Yeah, you’re good at bringing me stuff,” Jack continued, fidgeting with his plastic cup. “Your main skill, that. I know you don’t throw your weight around. Not like our Denny, that limping fuck. Remember when your brother decked a Chinky with a plank? Hit him so hard the wood broke, and you just stood blubbering, yer mardy arse. I shoulda forced you into boxing.”
He see-sawed a forefinger under his nostrils like a jittering moustache. “Don’t make it obvious, but look over my shoulder and tell me if the cunts are in listening distance.”
“They’re not.”
“Good. You know what I’m saying, son?”
Mark shook his head.
“Shit-for-brains! I want you to bring me something next time. Something special.”
“What, something I’m not supposed to bring in?”
“Now you’re thinking.”
“I’m not –”
A palm went up. “Hear me out. It’s not for me. But there’s so many users in here. They spend so long in a cell that by lockdown they need the escape. They’ll do owt for a head-change. And if you have the key, then it’s power, Mark. Power inside – outside too, sometimes, when there’s debts.”
“Drugs?”
“Don’t paint it on the fuckin’ wall!” he hissed. Then, in a lowered voice: “This is why I need you. It ain’t so easy to get away with catapulting it over the wall in a dead pigeon nowadays, and chances are another con would swipe it first anyway. Works best if someone brings it in.”
“You’re getting me mixed up with Denny.”
“No, I’m not! Denny can’t do it. He’s got unpaid fines and probation orders he’s barely sticking to. Probably breached a few conditional discharges too. Too risky for him; if he gets caught he definitely goes inside. It would only be a first offence for you. And anyway, they watch him like a hawk. Not you, though. You’re a good boy.”
“You must think I’m stupid,” Mark whispered harshly. “I’m not risking prison! How could you ask me to do that?”
“I already said, you wouldn’t get caught, you soft sod. It’s straightforward: nowt tricky, nowt rough. Denny will organise it. All you’ll have to do is bring me what they give you. Just this once.”
“Things are never that simple.”
“They are.”
Mark put his heels on the floor, ready to scoot his chair back. “No.”
Dad’s eyes fixed on him, unblinking. “Don’t say that yet. Just think about it.”
“I don’t need to.”
“This isn’t a future plan. It’s already been worked out. I’ve made promises. Don’t let me down, unless you want to see me in trouble. It’d be worse than I’d get off the screws. So shut your gob and just think about it. If you care anything for family, then when Denny gets in touch, you’ll do the right thing. We don’t do charity but we should do anything for family. I would.”
“I don’t believe you.”
His dad’s fist pounded on the table, rattling loose bolts like jarred teeth in a slapped skull. Mark darted back and almost fell from his chair.
“I don’t believe you either, you ungrateful shit! Don’t make me fucking tell you twice!” Two officers rushed over and his dad turned to them with hands held up. “No problem, just telling my boy not to disrespect his old man,” he said, smiling at them to show he was calm. How he could ever think that smile reassured anyone, Mark never understood.
“I think this visit is over for the day. We don’t want you getting excited, Jack, do we now?” The officer’s tone was cold and clipped.
Mark stood too. “I’m going. See you, Dad. Take care of yourself.”
“Aye, I’ll do that. Stay in touch with your brother.”
Despite the sweltering heat, Mark was glad to reach the other side of the big walls. Cars were pulled up, bleached blondes combing their hair in front seats, shifty lads smoking with the back door open, legs out of the car, blocking the pavement. Mark had to walk around them. They stared at him all the while.
Once out of sight, he slumped against a chain-link fence and it rattled in protest. He squinted up at the blinding sun. Family had so much weight, so much gravity. How could anyone escape it?






  
  Who You Looking At?
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“Body language is key. Sell yourself and you unlock the door to selling your product.” 
The trainer moved to the next slide. A list of Dos and Don’ts which he highlighted with the sniper’s dot of a laser pointer. He stood with legs planted apart, shoulders back. So manly. So slick. So fucking fake. His hair was so thick and mahogany brown that Sam called wig.
She yawned. Wished she could leave. To stand in sunshine, eat ice cream, paddle in a fountain. But this workshop was expensive. Rene would blow a gasket if Sam didn’t stay the course. No escape, physical or mental.
The day had even begun badly. She’d arrived at Crewe late, hot and sweaty. The directions had said the centre was “up the big hill” but everything was flat. She’d asked for directions and realised the “big hill” was just a small slope. These northerners wouldn’t survive five minutes in Wales.
“Look people in the eye,” said the trainer. “You especially need to do it if you’re being economical with the truth. That’s when we’d naturally want to look away. So what do we do?”
“Override your instincts!” some delegates chanted.
“Exactly!” said Mr Mahogany. “Sell yourself to sell a service.”
Many of them were making notes. Pages of the things. Whereas the top sheet of Sam’s pad was still blank.
Sam put her hand up. “Excuse me, but I was brought up to believe it’s bad to lie. Unethical, see.”
Mr Mahogany looked at her as if she’d just sneezed on him. “Well, it isn’t really lying, just persuasion,” he said. “And persuasion is the core of most human communication.”
That didn’t seem right either. But a few attendees seemed impatient to move on from her interruption, so she scribbled her first and only notes:
I don’t want to sell myself.
I do want an ice cream.
The trainer chose a volunteer and did some role-playing, involving variations of evasive eye movements against direct looking. He managed to make his lies about failed orders and shoddy products more convincing.
She’d had enough.
“Just going outside a minute,” she said, standing and grabbing her bag. “I need some fresh air.”
She walked out of the room, collected her heavy travel bags from reception, then strode out of the building. She didn’t look back. It was a beautiful day. A cig and an ice cream in the park, then she would catch the next train back to Piccadilly.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Wish the weekends lasted more than two days,” said Benjamin Lawrence, as he hefted a box from the cart into the back of a van. Burning sun shone down and his dark skin glistened with sweat as he loaded the latest orders for the afternoon delivery. 
“At least you’ll go back in the warehouse. I’ve got to drive this bloody thing,” moaned Dave Chambers, stacking up the boxes inside the van. Its suspension creaked as he walked back and forth.
“Yeah, but I have to work with him, sniffing all the time,” said Ben.
“It’s not my fault. Hay fever,” Mark told him.
“Get a tissue or something. It’s disgusting,” Ben replied.
They were quite a contrast. Ben was stylish and good-looking, whereas Dave resembled a boxer with his shaved head, flattened nose, and big biceps.
Mark opened one of the boxes to take a peek. The book covers were all school and FE college orders. He took one and flicked to the copyright page. Date of publication. Place of publication. An indelible stamp showing where things were from. The setting that made them.
“Oy, lazy arse, keep them coming,” snapped Dave from above.
Mark hoisted the box up, not deigning to answer, and became aware of a figure watching them from the warehouse’s rolled-up corrugated steel door. He expected it to be their boss, Rene, checking up on them, but before he could subtly warn the others, she stepped forward. The slim legs, short skirt and trainers blew that expectation away: it was Emily Garfield. Blue hairclips in her sandy hair, cool and controlled – not ruffled and sweaty like Mark.
“Hey, boys, working hard?” she asked.
Ben smiled and sat on a crate, adjusting his collar. “Yep. Always.”
“Always? Didn’t I overhear you two this morning, and it sounded like you were talking about erections?”
Dave stopped loading his box and grinned. “The walls have ears.”
“Pretty ones, too,” Ben added.
Dave sat on the edge of the van, making it creak. “You’re sort-of right. We were discussing the difference between a cob on and a lobon.”
“Well, I wouldn’t get those mixed up,” Emily replied smoothly.
“You’re a no-nonsense girl, Emily, and I respect you for it,” said Dave.
“No nonsense, then.” She held out a sheet of paper. “Additional order from Rene. Do you want this?”
“No.”
She folded the sheet and put it into his shirt pocket. “Tough. Send Ben and …” She glanced at Mark, confused. “They’ll get it.”
Mark looked down at the worn orange road markings in the loading area, let his hair fall forward, and hid behind it.
“How come you’re giving out work today?” asked Dave.
“Sam’s on a training course.”
“Wish I was,” Ben said. “Free dinner, smart women, have a snooze at the back.”
“She’s there under protest. Hates anything to do with management. But Roger? He’s gutted he had to stay here.”
“How is old Gel Head?” asked Dave.
“The usual. I asked him if he wanted a coffee earlier, and he said ‘Nopey dokey’. I asked him if that meant no, then he said ‘Yuh-huh’.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what his problem is, but I’ll bet it’s hard to pronounce.”
“It isn’t really,” said Dave. “It’s pronounced ‘fucktard’.”
Emily and Ben laughed. Mark pretended to read a label.
“Lovely to talk, as usual,” said Emily. “There’s nothing like adult conversation.”
“Why, thank you,” said Ben, standing. “We –”
“And that was nothing like adult conversation. You’re all idiots.” She entered the building with a wave.
Ben wolf-whistled after her. “One-nil to Emily.”
“Top lass, good banter.” Dave jutted his chin at Mark. “What about you, though? You even speak to her?”
“Can’t remember.”
“I don’t think you did.”
“If you’re shy around the ladies, I can give you advice,” said Ben.
“The only advice he needs is to open his mouth and say something.”
“And maybe get some new clothes.”
“And try looking up for once.”
“Leave off,” muttered Mark. “I know how to talk to women.”
“Don’t get your face all red. You white boys give everything away,” Ben said.
Mark’s palms were sweaty. He stood stiffly. If he leaned on the van, it would look stupid, not casual like when they did it. Always so sure of themselves. And so sure of Mark. What he’d do, what he’d say. As if he had no punk in him. “We could go out tonight. See who’s shy then,” he blurted.
“Ooh, sounds like a challenge! What do you think, Dave? Three Musketeers? Tuesday night in the city?”
“I was going to stay in with Suzannah … but why not? Okay, you’re on.”
“And Mark can show us his smooth moves outside of work when he’s not acting so … professional in front of women.”
Oh, sugar fudge. Why’d he suggest something so stupid?

      [image: image-placeholder]Finally back in Chorlton. Flat land of bedsits and burglaries. Sam, exhausted, lay on her bed. She’d lugged bags from Neath straight to the training course at Crewe, then home. Her arms were six inches longer. 
After finishing the box of Cadbury’s Animals, Sam stuffed the carton into the overflowing litterbin, crushing it into the Nurofen packaging and mini vodka bottle. Not much of an evening meal.
She looked at the wind-up clock again. A smiling frog pranced in the middle of the clock face, his arms pointing to the time, but they hardly seemed to have moved since her last glance. It would be another hour before Russell finished work.
In the room above her the shower finally shut off with a pipe-rattling clunk. Leigh’s skin must be like a prune by now. Sam grabbed fresh towels, put her slippers on, and headed up the stairs to the bathroom. She always felt a bit of an intruder up there, perhaps because the upper floor was also where Leigh’s and Robin’s bedrooms were, whereas Sam’s room was by the front door. She only shared the ground floor with the living room and kitchen. Not the world’s best companions.
But the bathroom door was still closed when she got up there. Sam knocked, then spoke to the door.
“Hey, Leigh, please can you let me know when you’ve finished?”
“Don’t rush me,” the door replied. “I’ll be a while yet.”
Maybe Leigh was pube trimming and eyebrow plucking. Never mind, Sam could be patient.
“That’s okay, I just want a shower before I leave,” she said.
The door unlocked and opened a few inches, releasing soapy-scented steam and revealing Leigh’s face, wet and pink from the shower, topped by a towel turban.
“Ooh, you’re going out? I’ll invite my boyfriend round.”
“Erm, yeah, sure.”
The door closed again.
“You can invite him round whenever you want,” Sam said to the door again, louder. “I don’t mind.”
No answer this time. But Sam wanted to make a good impression, show she was a good person to share a house with.
“Leigh?”
The door opened ajar again. Leigh looked impatient.
“I was just saying it’s fine to have him around even when I’m in. Use the living room or whatever. I don’t walk around naked!” Sam joked.
“Oh, no, it’s not that. Not like I think you’d steal my boyfriend or anything,” replied Leigh, though her smile was tight.
“God no!”
“You wouldn’t be interested in him, he’s really a bit of a boring intellectual. But thanks for the offer!”
The door closed again.
Sam went back to her room and slumped on the edge of the bed, waiting.
Waiting.
The clock hands moved on a fraction.
Still waiting for the door upstairs to open.
Tick tock.
Waiting oh so patiently.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Playtime!” laughed Ben, as they pulled their jackets out of the lockers. 
“This’d better be worth it,” grumbled Dave. “Suzannah’s pissed off with me.”
They stopped off at a newsagent’s for Ben’s cigarettes. Mark bought a bar of chocolate. “Don’t want to drink on an empty stomach,” he said, as they sauntered down the road.
They were turning a corner when Dave asked, “What the fuck are you doing?”
Mark looked at him, confused. “Eating?”
“No. That.” Dave pointed to some crumpled paper on the ground. It was Mark’s wrapper.
“It gives someone a job,” said Mark, face reddening.
Dave sighed. “Didn’t anyone socialise you? Jesus, I guess not.” He leaned forward and Mark flinched. “What you cringin’ for? Nobody’s gonna hit yer,” said Dave, picking up the scrap and dropping it in a bin. “Just use your brain. Don’t leave the world worse than when you came into it.”
“Erm, come on guys. Night out? Cheery, yeah?” Ben said. “I’ve got a treat for you both. Look.” He pointed at the “treat”.
The bar was called F.A.B., and the entrance was a futuristic steel door. Traffic roared past along Portland Street.
“No way I’m going in there,” said Mark, hands thrust into pockets. “It’s for nerdy sci-fi geeks. Let’s go Copper Face Jacks instead.”
“Christ,” growled Dave. “It’s only a bar. Don’t be so boring, you lanky wanker.”
“Yeah,” added Ben. “Try it. There might be some Klingon pussy if we’re lucky.”
Mark sighed. “Okay. But I’m not drinking anything called ‘Laser Blast’.”
It was dark inside, no windows, and it took seconds to adjust after the sunny street. Fluorescent and UV light strips gave the place a twilight feel, illuminating futuristic decor and framed pictures from sci-fi or cult films. They had a full-sized Dalek behind a barrier in a mock-rock grotto. One of Mark’s earliest memories was a day out with Dad, to Blackpool’s Doctor Who exhibition. As a kid, Mark had loved Dr Who. The ability to go back in time, or travel to better worlds, had fascinated him. The Dalek’s eyestalk pointed at Mark’s face. He found it comforting.
“And there’s a monster in a cage around the corner,” said Ben, who read Mark’s expression. “Something else from Star Trek, I think. A cyber-bot or whatever.” He turned to order drinks.
It was a grown-up’s toy room, prized possessions highlighted with fairy lights. Reds of engine ports, greens of alien birth chambers, blues of distant ice caverns. Painted girders and pillars combined 60s kitsch with steampunk engineering. A time machine escape to a kid’s dreamworld.
Something tickled his neck. He reached up to scratch and then – hairylegsscratchylegs – let out a shriek, and leaped back as the biggest motherflipper of a spider he’d ever imagined touched his head; it was about a foot wide, and hanging from a web on the dark ceiling.
Dave and Ben doubled over, laughing. The pretty girl at the bar grinned as she put a pint on the counter. The spider whirred back up to the ceiling again. On a motorised wire.
Mark’s hand covered his heart, feeling the racing thuds. “Ha ha, you comedians, I nearly dumped and you two find that amusing?” It just made them laugh all the more. Dave tried to speak but failed and gave up.
“Sorry … your face!” Ben managed, wiping his eyes.
The spider seemed to lower and rise automatically from amongst the dangling spaceship models. It had a woman’s face stuck to it.
“Did you two know about this?”
“Never been in here before,” said Dave, holding up his hands.
“I’d completely forgotten about the Thatcher Spider. Honest!” apologised Ben. “It’s just your luck to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
They took a table in the corner, Ben and Dave still smirking at Mark’s sulky face.
“Long, pointless day,” said Ben, fiddling with his new phone. “Rene had me running around like a blue-arsed fly.”
“Wasn’t all bad, though, was it? Emily looked pretty fit today. And I saw you joking with her after Rene left. You sly dog!” Dave poked at Ben with a stubby forefinger.
“She wanted to know how to get free tickets to see bands at the Apollo. Totally innocent.”
“Yeah, right. Do Emily and Sam have boyfriends?”
“What do you think? Sam’s seeing some barman. Big bloke. Smartly dressed. Cool motherfucker.” A quick glance towards Mark. Only a split second, but Mark knew what it meant. Ugly Manchester-monkey Mark.
“How’d you know all this?” Dave asked.
Ben lit up a cigarette. “It’s my business to know.”
“I thought you were giving up smoking?” Mark asked.
“Yeah. Just not tonight.”
“That’s what addicts always say,” Mark told them, leaning forward, eager to contribute. “I know a guy who’s addicted to brake fluid. He says he can stop anytime.”
Dave rolled his eyes. “I dunno where you get those shite jokes, but punishment for that is your turn to buy a round.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Several rounds later. 
“Where next, chaps?” asked Dave.
“Home,” suggested Mark.
“Forget that. I thought we’d see red-hot Mark action? Lessons in the ladies? If I’m busted with Suzannah, then I want something to laugh about tomorrow.”
“Rock World then,” said Mark, but the other two jeered at him.
“No, it’s a Monday, so 5th Ave. Got to be,” said Ben.
“That’s where you got off with the woman from the office over the road, isn’t it?” Dave asked. “You were all over her that night.”
“Too right!”
“But you don’t even like her,” Mark said.
Ben gave him a condescending look. “She was dressed as Lara Croft. That overrides everything.”
“Right. 5th Avenue it is,” Dave said, with a punctuating clap of his hands.
Ben put an arm around Mark’s neck. “Two-to-one, old buddy. The battlefield is chosen, and tonight we’re going to learn from the master – by which I mean you. It’s time to unveil the Marky Magic, so you’d better run to the toilets and arm up.”
They looked at Mark expectantly.
Oh, figgy pudding.






  
  Ever Fallen In Love (With Someone You Shouldn’t’ve)
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Sam was waiting outside Russell’s Didsbury flat when he got home. He must be doing alright for himself. She knew it was one of Manchester’s posh areas because it had trees. 
“Ta-da!” She smiled at him.
“Oh. Hi.” Hug. “Didn’t realise you were back from Wales.”
“I told you it was only a weekend.”
His flat was swish. Super-low sofa, minimalist chrome dining area, and space galore. A far better place to hang out than her own chipped-furniture cell.
“How was work?” she asked.
”Usual pissheads.” He wore a short-sleeved black shirt. It was tight enough to show his muscles, and the tattoos up his forearms were on full display. Celtic swirls and a red phoenix on his left, fading panther on the right. “Wanna drink?” he asked, going to the fridge.
“No. Had one already today.”
“And?”
“I don’t want to get pissed.”
“Whatever.” He poured himself some wine. She noticed the bottle was already open. “How was Wales?”
“I’m not in the mood to talk about it right now.”
“Probably got jumped by a hairy-legged Welshman, eh?”
“I’m not like that.”
“No. But I know what you are like.” He downed his drink, then kissed her, gripping her arse tightly in large hands designed only for fists or clutching. She ran her fingers over his short hair, wondering if he’d look sexier if he grew it, until his hand went up her top and she stopped wondering about anything else.

      [image: image-placeholder]With all the flashing lights and bobbing bodies, it was hard to tell if the room was spinning, or Mark was. They danced on 5th Avenue’s royal-blue resin dancefloor. Ben’s efforts to get any women to join them had failed, and Mark’s one attempt – smiling at two girls dancing nearby – had scared them to the other side of the dancefloor. 
Another group of girls entered the club, all made up and ready to razzle, descending the underlit steps on precarious heels. They were gorgeous.
“What about them?” Ben pointed with the neck of his bottle. “Go and do some smooth moves on them.”
“Not yet. Wait until it’s busier. It’s all part of my plan.”
They danced with bottles in their hand. Mark had Hooch, Ben WKD Blue, and Dave a boring XXXX because he refused to drink “fizzy townie alcopop baby bottle shite”. At least it was indie night. Ben’s moves involved pelvic thrusts every so often. Mark dodged out of the way whenever it looked like a thrust pointed at him. Dave’s dancing resembled a boxer with a twitch. Yeah, they were hot stuff.
A whistle kicked in with an irresistible laid-back beat; Mark recognised the song even before Shaun Ryder accused him of twisting melons. He leaned over to Dave. “Track eight! Step On!” Mark yelled. “The Happy’s best album, 1990!”
Dave turned away, as if he hadn’t heard Mark’s words.
Mark started his bow-backed swagger, shoulders jerking to the indie jingle-jangle sound. He leaned over to Ben this time. “This is better than the Kongos original because of the attitude.”
Ben shooed him away. No matter. Mark rolled and stepped while hands hung down on rubber arms, wobbling from those stampin’ dancin’ feet, head nodding. He was a music star, a highlife whistling man of happiness, legs open to the chunka thunka loose beat and wailing guitars. Be a man, step up or get stepped on, it’s a world of conflict, no peace here except in escape: drugs, sex, raves, booze, rock ’n’ roll, the ever-present icons of the album. Mark was happy to channel pure Bez, the constant that keeps it together, part of the band’s identity, a dancing logo, a walking riff, a stomp of identity.
When the song ended, the floor was full of sweaty faces grinning at each other. Ben stuck his tongue out, stained blue by his drink. A promising new beat began and Mark hunched his shoulders for another dance.
Then he frowned, stopped. He’d been tricked.
“You okay?” Dave shouted in his ear.
“This music. There’s No Other Way.”
“What’s up with it?”
“It’s them southern Blur bumholes, trying to rip off the Manchester sound.”
“Shit, you bear one hell of a grudge, Mark. That was a fucking decade ago.”
“No. April 1991. Same year Oasis formed. I’m not dancing to this baggy rip-off.”
Mark skulked off the dancefloor. Busier in here now, correspondingly hotter. He licked his lips, throat feeling dry.
He queued at the bar, trying the trick of holding a fiver out, but other people still got served first. He was aware of observers on the full balconies above, leaning over the steel rails. Bars and eyes, even here. Then, between the heavy lights and strobes, he recognised a face framed by distinctively curly dark hair. The girl wore a low-cut silver top and leaned over the railing on her forearms.
“Canagetcher?”
Buy posh stuff. “Two bottles of Bacardi Breezer.”
“What flavours?”
“Don’t care. Different ones.”
He was up the stairs, edging sideways through hot bodies towards the woman. The way she rested on the barrier pushed her arse out, skirt tight around it. She held a cigarette – there were ashtrays around the upper balcony, making it the haunt of smokers as well as leching talent-spotters.
“Hi,” he said.
She didn’t notice him.
“Hi!” he repeated, louder, bending to enter her field of vision.
“Oh, hi.” Confusion.
“You live in the same flats as me, don’t you? Off Barton Road?”
“Oh yeah. I thought I recognised you.”
“Yeah. Silly, I’ve never spoken to you before.”
“I’m not silly.”
“No, I mean me!” They shouted over the music, alternately leaning forward like polite seed-pecking birds. He thrust the two bottles of disco-coloured sugary liquid out. “I got you a drink. To say hi, since you’re a neighbour and stuff.”
She smiled, took the red bottle, leaving him with lemon. “Thanks.”
“I knew you’d pick that one.”
“Yeah, right. I didn’t realise I lived on the same floor as a smooth operator.”
“That’s me. Mark, by the way.”
“Mandy.” They shook hands and her fingers were small in his. “Though what do names matter, eh?” Her eyes were surrounded by blue eyeshadow, seemed large in her petite face, itself framed by a curly mane. The sort of girl he couldn’t normally talk to without a skinful. Yet here he was.
“Yeah! Right! Who cares? Johnny Marr’s real name was John Maher – he changed it at school, so he wouldn’t be confused with the Buzzcocks’ drummer. Names don’t make you what you are!” She was nodding, smiling. Wow, she was on his level!
She leaned towards him, and he eagerly anticipated her reply. “Sorry, couldn’t hear you. What did you say?”
They continued to shout into each other’s ears and he only understood half of her answers, but laughed each time in case they’d included a joke. He was trying to act like Ben, and it seemed to be working. The music wasn’t great so he didn’t mind not dancing. He told her titbits about the bands and songs. She appeared interested.
“I was actually going soon,” she said, finishing the drink. “Work tomorrow.”
“Don’t want another?”
“No. Pissed already.” She stared into his eyes when she spoke, a directness he wasn’t used to.
“I was going too. I’m getting a taxi.”
“Want to share? Costs a bomb from here.”
Mark’s stomach fluttered. “Sounds good to me. My treat, though, give you a lift back. It’s nothing to me. The money.”
“Okay, get me coat and meet you out front.”
He nodded. Waited until she walked off, then rushed down the other staircase as quickly as he could without causing a fight, twisting and pushing through the tide of sweating punters until he got to Dave and Ben.
“There!” he yelled, pointing at Mandy as she headed to the exit. “Girl with silver top. Taking her back to mine!”
“What?” Ben.
“Bollocks!” Dave.
“Not her?” Ben.
“You paying her?” Dave.
Mark grinned and waved to their shocked faces, made sure he caught up to her before she was out of their sight, let them know it was her, and she was leaving with him.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Oh yeah, oh yeah, who’s the man?” he grunted as he came, holding on to her waist tightly from behind. Then he let her go. She collapsed gracelessly onto the black sheets and he walked off to get cleaned up. 
She wrinkled her nose. She hated that chemical coffee smell. Fake tan never fooled anyone. He was so obsessed with his looks, he’d get her to rub it into his back. She once left streaks on purpose for a joke, but he’d checked in the mirror and made her do it again.
He came back with another glass of wine. She shook her head when he offered it.
“You were more fun when you drank a lot. When I first met you,” he said, taking a gulp.
“That’s a mean thing to say when we’ve just made love.”
“Well, I did all the work just then. Maybe that’s what I mean about you being more fun in the past.”
Rattled, Sam took a cigarette and lighter from her bag.
“Do you have to do that?” he whined.
“Sometimes.” She lit up. He left her and returned with an ashtray. It had a picture of a naked woman in the middle.
“Classy.”
“About as classy as a woman who smokes like a chimney.”
She frowned at him. He was examining his naked body in the mirror. Flexing muscles. He looked fucking ridiculous.
“I’m thinking of getting another tat. What should I get?”
“My name,” she muttered. “You’ve got other girls’ names on your back.”
“Huh. Not doing that any more. Beginner’s mistake.”
She’d looked forward to this. But despite the sex, she was still empty.
“You mad or something?” He turned to her.
“Maybe.”
He put his glass down. Sat next to her on the bed, his weight creating a dent, a slope that tilted her against his side. His arm snaked around her shoulder. He was solid and warm and she suddenly felt like crying.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “Me going on. I didn’t even ask about the funeral. I know you were fond of your mum.”
“Gran.”
“Yeah. Was it bad?”
She took another pull on the cig. “I miss her,” she said, looking down at their bare feet.
He nodded.
“I feel guilty for not being there so much this last year.”
“Guilty, yeah, I get it.”
“I was thinking about –”
His phone buzzed. He pushed away from her, rolled on the bed, snatched it up. “Work,” he told her, walking towards the bathroom. “Yeah, hi, John. What’s up, man?” He was gone, laughing about something.
She couldn’t bring herself to finish her cigarette. She ground it out on the ashtray’s fanny.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Call it thirteen,” said the taxi driver. 
Mandy was already getting out. Thirteen quid? He’d expected half of that. But then again, he rarely splashed out on a taxi. Mark checked his wallet. Thirteen quid? Did he even have that? He should have gone to Kickacars. He tipped coins into his hand, poking through and adding up the shrapnel. The last of his cash. Tomorrow’s shopping was a no-no.
Should he have stuck with the bus? He glanced at Mandy as she waited. No. He shoved the coins into the driver’s hand and slammed the car door.
They reached her flat first. Mandy stood close to him on the open concrete walkway, her short jacket unfastened at the front. Her silver top showed all her curves. His ears were ringing.
“It was nice getting to finally talk to you tonight,” she said.
“Yeah. When I saw you, I thought ‘Hallelujah’.”
“Why, you religious?”
“No. It’s from a song by the Happy … Never mind.”
They both leaned forward together. In Mark’s case, it was a slight loss of balance, but whatever. She had thin lips but her mouth was open to him, almost frantic as the pointy tip of her tongue pushed against his; he stroked a hand through her hair until it got caught in some knotted curl and he had to apologise and extricate it. She pushed him up against the wall (great, would stop him wobbling) despite being a foot shorter than him. His hands were on her waist, moved up to hold her in his arms, her lips and body doing things to him, she cupped his crotch, and stroked.
He reached and removed her hand, despite his hardening. She broke off from the kiss.
“Come in,” she said, glancing towards her door, whilst insinuating her body against his.
He slid out from her, shaking his head. “Like you, but … don’t normally … on a first taxi ride. I’d prefer to get to know you first.” Lana not returning his calls had taught him a valuable lesson: don’t fall for someone so quickly. Establish the groundwork first, make sure you both want to hum the same song.
Mandy blinked and moved her chin back. No smile. Then nodded. “Sure. I wasn’t offering anything.”
“No … oh?”
“I need to
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