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			Leazes Park, Newcastle, June 1, 2012

			Jimmy didn’t have a watch. He liked watches well enough, but these days they were more use as currency. The last time he’d found one, in a bin behind one of the big houses in Jesmond, he’d swapped it for some dog biscuits. It didn’t matter because he could always tell what time it was – or near enough as made no difference. Like now. It was somewhere between 3 and 3.30 a.m. He used to be more precise, always within ten minutes one way or the other he reckoned, but since they brought in the late licensing laws, the mixture of noise and light from the bars and clubs had messed with his head a bit and he was sometimes out by an hour or more. It was easier here though, quieter. Leazes Park wasn’t his normal patch, but he liked to keep on the move. It was harder to hit a moving target.

			His favourite spot when he first came back to Newcastle, five months ago now, was just behind Greggs in the main street. The warmth generated by the ovens seemed to stick around all night. When you were hungry, though, the lingering smell of cheese pasties could drive you insane. On the plus side, you sometimes found a few in the bins, past their sell-by date but good enough for the likes of him and Dog. Then some bastard put spikes in the ground to stop people crashing there.

			This wasn’t a bad spot though. The late-night revellers tended to stay clear. No one wanted to walk home through a dark park, not even the nut jobs, so the chances of someone pissing on you in your sleep were pretty low, unlike on the street where you were invisible by day and a wanker-magnet at night.

			He’d found a spot under an old beech tree behind the tennis courts where he and Dog could rest up where no one could see him. He could see them, though. There were others here, some he knew, some not. It used to be same old, same old, but new faces on the street were common now, more so during the day when the pretend beggars appeared, but even at night the numbers were growing.

			He could make out a shape on the bench near the path that ran along the top of the bank, on the far side of the court, underneath the only lamp post still working. At least they hadn’t fucked with the benches. A lad from York had told him that the council there had bolted armrests onto the middle of them to stop people sleeping there.

			Gadge reckoned one of the Polish lads used to crash in a tree on the edge of the park, for safety. Daft bastard broke his arm when he fell out. Good job the hospital was just across the road. Jimmy didn’t really believe that one; Gadge told a good story, but mostly that’s what they were, stories.

			A crack from somewhere behind him made him jump. Jimmy sat up, hugging his sleeping bag around him and putting a restraining hand on Dog who was on his feet, growling softly. He looked around. Though the moon was hidden by thick clouds, his night vision was working well, one of the bonuses of sleeping like a . . . whatever the opposite of a baby was. An old man? A dead man? That couldn’t be right; dead men sleep great.

			There was nothing to be seen. A false alarm. He patted Dog on the head and the mongrel terrier curled back down near his feet.

			Jimmy watched as the figure on the bench stirred in his sleep and rolled over. It was Deano. The Cossack hat was a dead giveaway. Gadge called him ‘the Twat in the Hat’, but Deano didn’t seem to mind. He reckoned it was well toasty. Jimmy watched as Deano pulled his hat over his ears and rolled back, his face turned towards the bench, the hulking shadow of the football stadium behind him, towering over the four-storey town houses that flanked the park. That’s when Jimmy heard the voices. Men, at least a couple of them, laughing in the distance.

			Sound travels miles in the park at night, so at first he wasn’t sure where they were, but then he caught a glimpse of two men through the trees by the lake, heading down past the derelict pavilion, their bright green, high-vis jackets standing out in the darkness. Coppers, Jimmy thought. The bane of his life – even though he used to be one, sort of. It was like they could smell him. He pulled himself further back beneath the tree, well out of sight of the path.

			‘I wouldn’t touch her with a bargepole,’ one of them said.

			‘You haven’t got a bargepole, mate,’ the other said, laughing, ‘more like a Twiglet.’

			‘Piss off, Duke,’ the first man said. As they came closer Jimmy could see them more clearly through the mesh fence surrounding the tennis courts. Laughing boy seemed huge, like a wardrobe on legs.

			‘What have we got here?’ the small copper said, spotting Deano on the bench. They were now standing underneath the lamp; Jimmy recognised the big one. He’d got previous. Dog started to stir again, but Jimmy calmed him with another pat.

			‘You can’t sleep here, pal,’ the big copper said, nudging Deano with his baton. Deano didn’t move.

			‘Oi!’ he shouted, nudging him harder. ‘Get up!’

			Deano rolled over slowly and looked up at the pair standing above him.

			‘Come on, cloth ears, get moving or you’ll get my boot up your arse.’

			Dog growled again and the smaller copper turned and peered across, towards the noise. Jimmy edged even further back into the shadows, dragging a reluctant Dog by his collar, hoping he wouldn’t start barking.

			‘Can I stay here just for now?’ he heard Deano say in his child-like voice. ‘It’s nice.’

			‘No you bloody can’t,’ the big copper said, hauling Deano off the bench and, in one movement, hurling him down the steep bank into some thorny bushes next to the court fence.

			‘Steady on, Duke, he’s just a kid,’ the other one said.

			‘Just a kid, my arse; he’s as old as you.’

			Deano clearly knew better than to complain. He scrambled out of the bushes, crawled up the bank and headed back to the bench.

			‘Where you going?’ the big copper said.

			‘Get my stuff,’ Deano said, pointing at a small rucksack tucked under the bench.

			‘No you’re fucking not,’ the big copper said.

			‘But I need—’

			The kick caught Deano straight in the balls. As he fell, a second kick caught him on the side of the head.

			‘For Christ’s sake, Duke,’ the smaller copper said, grabbing his friend’s arm. The other man shrugged him off, pulled out Deano’s rucksack and heaved it over the iron railing that edged the park. He laughed and glanced down at Deano who was quietly wiping blood away from his face.

			‘Now piss off, you scrounging git.’ He aimed another casual kick at Deano, but the lad didn’t need telling twice. He leapt to his feet and legged it off towards the gate at the top of the path.

			‘Have a nice day!’ the mean bastard shouted.

			Jimmy watched as the two policemen headed off, to make sure they left the park. He’d learned the hard way that when you stick your head above the parapet it gets shot off. But the guilt of inaction still burned in his throat; even Dog had moved away from him.

			‘Bollocks to you, Dog,’ Jimmy said. ‘Not my fight.’
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			The Pit Stop, Newcastle, June 4, 2012

			The scratches were visible on the back of Deano’s hands. He hadn’t mentioned the kicking he’d got and Jimmy wondered if Deano knew he had been there, watching, doing nothing.

			Gadge was telling one of his stories, something about a Salvation Army woman wanting to save him. Jimmy was only half listening, finishing his soup, which didn’t taste of anything in particular but was at least hot. The Pit Stop’s kitchen was open three nights a week and they sent a mobile van out on two other nights, so he never needed to go hungry.

			‘So she gave us a Bible and said, “This will save you,’’’ Gadge said. ‘I looked at her and smiled. “That’s exactly what I need,” I said. You should have seen her face. It was whats-a-name . . . beatific.’

			Deano nodded as if he knew what Gadge was on about. Over Deano’s shoulder Jimmy could see the small TV in the corner. On it there was a huge crowd of people waving tiny Union Jack flags, all standing in the Mall; Jimmy recognised it from back in the day, when he’d had to attend a Remembrance Day service in Whitehall. Doing his duty. Now there was a huge stage smack bang in front of Buck House. On the stage there was a fat man in a beefeater costume stamping his foot.

			Gadge was on a roll now; there was no stopping him once he got going.

			‘I took it off her – the Bible, that is – and opened it up, pretending to read it, like. She’s still smiling, as if the Lord himself had stuck his tongue up her fanny. “Thank you, missus,” I said, and gave her a big smile right back, all grateful and that.’

			‘What did you do then?’ Deano asked. He’d probably forgotten that Gadge had told this story before. It was a Catholic priest last time.

			‘What do you think I did, Deano? I ripped out a bunch of pages and threw them on the fire. “That’ll keep it going for the whole night,” I said, holding up what was left of the good book. The Sally Army lass was squealing like a pig, trying to grab the rest off us. You should’ve heard the language. Made us blush.’

			Deano thought it was the funniest story he’d ever heard. Like he did last time. And the time before that.

			On the TV Jimmy could see the Queen on stage, holding what looked like a giant diamond. She placed it in a stand and a huge flame shot up into the air. Within seconds fireworks had filled the night sky behind Buck House.

			‘Am I boring ya?’ Gadge asked. Jimmy shook his head.

			‘You’re boring me, ya gobshite.’ A new voice. From his right. Jimmy turned and looked at the speaker. Long, straggly light brown hair and black teeth. A smell of cheap lager and sausages. He was wearing a grey army greatcoat that looked like it had actually been through a war or two.

			‘Is that right, Goldilocks?’ Gadge said to the newcomer. Gadge was practically square: short and wide, but muscular, not fat. The long beard made him look friendly, but he could look after himself. All around them people were starting to move away. A stainless-steel salt cellar was knocked off the table and rolled along the floor. One of the younger volunteers hovered, unsure whether to get involved.

			Someone had turned the sound up on the TV; there was a loud bang as a huge firework exploded. Jimmy flinched.

			‘Pussy,’ the stranger said.

			‘Him or me?’ said Gadge.

			‘Both.’

			‘He doesn’t mean nothing, Gadge. You d-didn’t mean nothing, mister, d-did you?’ Deano said, his voice trembling with worry, his big urchin-like eyes opening wide – a look that earned him more money than most on the streets.

			‘What if I did?’ Goldilocks said, and placed his hands flat on the table, as if preparing to leap across at Gadge. Another firework exploded.

			‘You didn’t,’ Jimmy said, taking a tight grip on the man’s left arm. The stranger turned to look at him. Jimmy was holding a fork about eight inches above the man’s outstretched fingers. The man tried to pull his arm away but Jimmy was too strong. He stared at Jimmy for a moment, then looked down.

			Jimmy let go of Goldilocks’ arm. He thought about saying something, something conciliatory maybe, to give the man a chance to save face, but he’d already done more than he should have, trying to make up for not helping Deano the other night, so he kept schtum. Defeated, Goldi­locks pushed his chair back, got up and moved away. The young volunteer breathed a sigh of relief and went back to wiping a table.

			Gadge laughed. ‘Fuck off with you, Goldilocks, before my man Jimmy kicks off for real. You wouldn’t like him when he’s angry.’ Somehow Gadge always knew stuff. Jimmy didn’t have a clue how he knew stuff. But he knew stuff alright.

			Jimmy reached over and grabbed Goldilocks’ left-behind plate. He made sure no one was looking and put it under the table where Dog leapt on it greedily.

			Back on the TV the Queen was giving it her best Mona Lisa smile while behind her a thin, glamorous woman with dark brown hair grinned inanely.

			‘Eeeh, look, it’s wor Cheryl with the Queen,’ Maggie, one of the older volunteers, squealed. ‘Isn’t she canny?’

			One or two people glanced up from their food but no one cared enough to answer.

			‘He’s filth, I reckon,’ Gadge said, nodding at Goldilocks, who was now sitting on his own in a corner of the room.

			‘A copper?’ Deano said.

			‘Aye, undercover.’

			Jimmy thought about the man’s teeth. Gadge saw conspiracies everywhere, you name it: the moon landings, Princess Di, 9/11 – none of them what they seemed.

			On the TV the fireworks had reached a crescendo, lights exploding all over the London sky. Someone, Maggie probably, had turned the volume up to the max and the room was filled with the sound of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’.

			Jimmy hadn’t seen a sign of either for a long time.
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			Falkland Sound, 1982

			The ship’s tannoy breaks the threatening silence.

			‘Brace for impact.’

			Jimmy has been expecting it. The Argy Skyhawks have been buzzing over them like deadly mosquitos all morning, but hearing the words out loud still comes as a shock. That morning, one of the lads in the mess had been banging on that ‘not knowing’ was the worst thing, but that was a pile of shite. Knowing is worse. Knowing is much fucking worse. The tannoy crackles back into life.

			‘Brace, brace, brace.’

			This time Jimmy reacts. He dives behind the ladder which leads up to the upper deck and wedges himself in, his back set firm against the bulkhead, knees pulled up tight to his chest, feet jammed under its base. For the first time in his brief life he’s glad he is a short-arse. Christ knows where Red is, but it’s every man for himself now. ‘Man, eh?’ he imagines Red saying. ‘You’ve barely started shaving.’

			The impact of the first bomb hurls the stern up in the air. Jimmy shoots forward. He flings his right arm out to stop his head crashing into the underside of the ladder. Jesus, that hurts. The second explosion is bigger. The ship lurches violently to the right. This time his head smashes into the bottom of the steps. Inside his anti-flash hood he can feel blood streaming down his forehead into his eyes. Most of the lights have died, but through the blood he can still see thick black smoke pouring down the passageway towards him. It is getting so hot his ears are starting to sweat.

			He jams his eyes closed and takes a deep breath to suck in some clean air before the smoke overwhelms him. A sickly-sweet smell – like burning pork – hits him. The gut-wrenching screams echoing down the passageway, from where the rest of the first-aid team are stationed, tell him exactly what that means. He puts his hands over his ears to drown out the noise of both the screams and the clanging alarm which has just started to ring.

			The ship is vibrating noisily, like a giant tuning fork. A brief image of Bev in widow’s black flashes into his head. He mutters a prayer to a God he usually mocks, but before he has got to ‘Hallowed be thy name’ he feels a tug on his shirt. He opens his blood-sticky eyes. Red’s face is inches from his, his mouth opening and closing silently. Jimmy takes his hands off his ears. The siren has stopped. His friend’s high-pitched Scouse accent penetrates the hissing and crashing of the ventilation pipes collapsing around them.

			‘Move it, lad, get up top.’

			Jimmy shakes his head, but Red drags him out by his No. 8 shirt and pushes him around to the front of the steps.

			‘Go! Fucking smoke’ll kill you.’

			Jimmy clambers up, flinching as the heat of the handrail bursts through his thin gloves. He looks up. There is a sliver of daylight above him filtering through the smoke – the hatch cover has been ripped from one of its hinges and has fallen to one side. He squeezes through the narrow gap.

			What the hell? There should be an airlock at the top with two doors but the inner door is lying on the deck and the outer has been obliterated, nothing but smouldering jagged metal, the grey paint bubbling and blistered. He lurches through the gaping hole and emerges on the port side of the ship. It stinks of sulphur and fear. Red pushes past Jimmy and races through the smoke towards the flight deck. Jimmy stands and stares over the side of the ship. A headless body is caught in the netting.

			A muffled shout jerks him back into action. He turns and chases after Red who has grabbed a fire hose and is aiming it at the flames shooting out of what remains of the hangar. Water dribbles from the nozzle.

			‘The fire main’s shot,’ Red shouts. ‘I’d be better off pissing on it.’

			Amid the smoke Jimmy can see metal debris scattered everywhere. A brief gust of wind momentarily clears his view and he sees something else, something bigger, lying on the flight deck. He runs towards it but trips and falls, crashing onto the deck. He turns and sees a pair of overall-clad legs sticking out from a fallen section of the hangar roof: one of the flight crew. He jumps to his feet and tries to pull the poor sod out, only half succeeding. Both legs have been severed just above the knee, and whatever – whoever – they had been attached to is still under there somewhere. The vomit comes before he can remove his hood and half of it goes back down his throat. He rips the hood off and spits the rest out.

			A feral scream comes from the back of the ruined hangar.

			Red drops the now dried-up hose and runs towards the scream. There is a small pop and then an ear-shattering explosion. Chopper fuel.

			A fireball hits Red square in the chest, shooting him backwards through the air like a blazing rag doll, crashing into the guard rail. For a moment he hangs there, a vaguely human shape in a haze of flame, a pair of orange and black arm-like shadows windmilling for balance. And then he’s gone.
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			The Quayside, Newcastle, June 5, 2012

			Jimmy woke up with tears running down his cheeks. He didn’t know why. Dog was sitting up, staring at him, confused. Jimmy had probably been crying out in his sleep. Bev used to banish him to the spare room when it got too much.

			He could see the names of various cities embossed on the side of the open roof: Hull, Antwerp, London, Malmö, Copenhagen. Places the ships used to go, when there were ships, when there were shipyards, right there, on the river, where his dad worked before he got laid off. Now there were only bars and expensive works of art, like this place, the Swirle Pavilion – a future folly, with its sandstone walls, a golden globe hovering above its open top like a satellite or something. It was one of Gadge’s favourite sleep spots, but he had a bed for the night, in a hostel, with real sheets and everything, so tonight it was Jimmy’s. The open roof could be a pain but it was June, so it was worth the risk.

			Someone was talking, arguing even. He sat up and looked through a gap between two stone pillars. Two men stood about thirty yards away, by a two-bar rail that ran along the river, just down from the dormant cruise boats, their long shadows framed in the towering arc of the Millennium Bridge.

			The man facing away from Jimmy was tall, over six foot, wearing a black donkey jacket, big boots, a black-and-white-striped bobble hat on his head, maybe a glimpse of a beard when he turned his face. He reminded Jimmy of a bricklayer friend he used to have, his shoulders somehow too big for the rest of him.

			The other man, facing towards him, was shorter, about Jimmy’s height. He was slighter too, wearing a denim jacket and light-coloured chinos, longish dark hair, maybe a moustache, a black bag – like a school satchel – slung over his right shoulder. A social-worker type, Jimmy thought, and he’d met enough of them to know.

			There was no one else around. The nearby bars and restaurants had long since kicked out their punters. About 4 a.m., Jimmy guessed.

			The men were closer together now, talking, the smaller one shrugging occasionally, slightly unsteady on his feet. Jimmy wondered if it was a gay hook-up, but if it was, they were in the wrong place. Everyone knew Dog Leap Stairs was the place for that. Anyway, none of his business.

			He lay down again, drifted off.

			*

			Flames everywhere. He’s in bed. An empty space beside him. Where’s Bev? Burning curtains fall to the floor, setting fire to the bed covers. He leaps up, naked, sweating. Where is she? The doorway is ablaze . . . and the window. A woman’s scream from somewhere. The stairs? He runs through the doorway, feeling no heat, no pain, straight into the back of Bev who is standing on the landing. But it’s not the landing. It’s the flight deck, the South Atlantic all around them. He spins her around. Her hair is on fire, lips and nose melting.

			‘Get help,’ she whispers, locking him in a fiery embrace.

			*

			Jimmy woke again, bathed in sweat this time, heart pounding, ready to burst out of his chest like the Alien, his hands beating at the non-existent flames, his eyes searching for Bev but seeing only the stone pillars and the open sky. Dog stirred at his feet, disturbed by both his movement and the raised voices outside, angrier now than before. Fragments drifted over.

			‘I saw you . . .’

			‘. . . fucking incensed . . .’

			‘. . . none of your business . . .’

			‘. . . your system . . . it’s wrong.’

			Jimmy took a deep breath and let it go, then another and another, until he felt his heartbeat start to slow. A cellmate had once told him that thinking of a happy place would help. ‘Like where?’ he’d asked.

			Suddenly there was another shout, indistinct this time. Then a cry of pain and a muffled thud, something heavy hitting the ground. Jimmy froze, not wanting to get involved, still regretting his confrontation with Goldilocks. Whatever was happening, it was someone else’s problem. Under his breath, he started to repeat his self-taught mantra.

			‘Not my fight. Not my fight. Not. My. Fight.’

			The silence bothered him more than the shouting and he wished the voices would start up again. Then he heard another noise, a dragging sound, that same heavy thing being pulled along the ground. But not towards him, away from him, towards the river. Now he wished it was silent again.

			‘Not my fight,’ he whispered.

			To his relief the dragging sound stopped. The loud splash that followed was worse though. Jimmy took one more deep breath, sat up slowly and looked across to where he’d last seen the men. The bricklayer was on his own now, his back to Jimmy, standing at the rail and peering at the river. The other man – the social worker – had vanished, his satchel now lying on the ground. After a few minutes, the tall man turned, picked up the bag and left.

			As soon as he was out of sight, Jimmy went to the rail, Dog at his heels, and looked over. There was nothing to see. Just the black waters of the River Tyne, still as a grave.

			*

			Bloody buskers. Jimmy opened his eyes and stared at the blue sky through the open roof. A seagull screeched. The busker continued to whine on about somebody he used to know. Jimmy seemed to hear that song every day. The sound of the summer, he’d bet people called it. Dog yelped somewhere nearby.

			Then he remembered. The bricklayer and the social worker. A fight of some kind, maybe. A splash. He sat up quickly and looked out of the pavilion. The optimistic early-morning busker had set up in front of the cruise boats. A street sweeper was driving his truck slowly along the path and one or two over-keen commuters were making their way into work. A normal day. Not a crime scene. No dead body floating in the river. No police tape. Nothing had changed.

			Dog was chasing the seagull. Or maybe it was the other way around. It was hard to tell: one swooped and the other leapt, meeting somewhere in the middle. Dog came off worse this time, tumbling to the ground before turning and running back to the pavilion. A tactical retreat. Jimmy grabbed a handful of dog biscuits from the front of his backpack and held his palm out to the grateful terrier. The seagull looked on, perhaps considering whether it could take the pair of them. To Dog’s obvious disgust, Jimmy tossed one of the biscuits to the bird, who caught it in mid-air and immediately gulped it down.

			Jimmy stared at the water, the light bouncing off it to the Sage, a giant mirrored music hall on the other side of the river, and back again. He could smell coffee. Glancing behind, he saw that a mobile food van had set up shop on the road behind the pavilion.

			He turned back and watched as a tall, balding man in a black jacket stopped next to the busker. The man dropped a coin in a biscuit tin on the ground, and then turned to walk towards the pavilion. Jimmy pretended to be busy with his bag, waiting for the man to say something, but he walked straight up the steps, past him, and out the other side, heading for the offices across the square. Jimmy watched him and wondered if it was the same man he’d seen in the middle of the night; wondered if he’d even seen a man in the middle of the night. He’d had stranger dreams, lots of them, but something told him this one was real.

			The man stopped at the coffee van and ordered something, turning to look at the river as he waited, his elbows resting on the counter. Jimmy adjusted his position so he could keep an eye on him without making it obvious. The man was certainly big enough and the jacket looked similar, but it had been dark and he’d been half asleep.

			Once his coffee was ready the man remained at the van, sipping carefully, occasionally glancing over at the pavilion. Gadge reckoned Jimmy was paranoid but he knew that people were always looking at him. He could feel it even when he couldn’t see it. And this time it wasn’t just a feeling. The man nodded as if to acknowledge him.

			Jimmy began to gather up his stuff, ready to run, but there wasn’t time. The man had thrown his empty cup into a small bin outside the van and was walking back over to him. Jimmy stuffed his sleeping bag into his rucksack but the man was already at the steps, pulling something shiny out of his pocket, shiny like a blade. He walked up the steps and stopped, his black Doc Martens brushing against the edge of Jimmy’s rucksack, and dropped a couple of coins onto the ground next to Jimmy.

			‘Get yourself a cup of tea, mate,’ he said.
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			Grey Street, Newcastle, June 8, 2012

			Friday night. Jimmy and Gadge sat in a doorway staring at a middle-aged woman in a skin-tight pink dress taking a piss in an alley.

			A moment earlier she had tailed off the back of a hen party, stumbled into the narrow gap between a karaoke bar and a low-rent fast-food joint, hiked her dress around her waist and squatted down. Four feet from the main drag.

			‘Divvn’t fancy yours much,’ Gadge laughed.

			The woman looked up.

			‘Porvorts!’ she shouted, raising her middle finger at them, while still, somehow, maintaining her balance on her haunches. Gadge saluted her back with his can of Tennants.

			‘Guilty, pet,’ he said.

			The trail of urine crept out of the alley and ran down the pavement in a manky echo of the Lort Burn, an open sewer that followed the same route back in the day. Or so Gadge said. Jimmy didn’t do history.

			‘You can’t escape history,’ Gadge said, ‘specially not in this city, bonny lad. It’s everywhere.’

			Jimmy looked around, and shook his head. Not any more. Aside from the hen party, most of whom seemed to be dressed as slutty air stewardesses, there were drunks everywhere, lying at the foot of Grey’s Monument, staggering into walls and, in one case, sitting on top of a parked car shouting scripture at passers-by.

			‘Do not judge or you too will be judged,’ the car-percher shouted, as a fake fire engine cruised past, a second hen party hanging out of its windows and doors, their squeals almost drowned out by someone murdering ‘Should I Stay Or Should I Go’ in the karaoke bar. You should go, Jimmy thought.

			‘It’s like a modern-day Hogarth painting,’ Gadge said. Jimmy shrugged. He didn’t do art either.

			‘I wish you’d stop talking for a minute, Jimmy, it’s hard to get a word in,’ Gadge said, pulling more of their shared blanket onto his side of the doorway. It was a nice enough summer evening, but Gadge always seemed to feel the cold more than Jimmy.

			‘Still thinking about that thing by the river, are you?’ Gadge said.

			‘Aye,’ Jimmy said. He hadn’t thought of much else. It was why he was sitting with Gadge and not in the company he normally preferred: his own. Safety in numbers. What had he seen, really? Not a murder exactly. A man was there and then he wasn’t. That was all, wasn’t it? Maybe he just ran off. Nothing he could do about it anyway. He wished he’d never said anything to Gadge, but his story had been so sketchy that even Mr Conspiracy himself had quickly lost interest.

			‘You could always run it by those two, see what they think,’ Gadge said, nodding towards a pair of policemen walking up the other side of the street. ‘Mind, they’ll probably fit you up for it.’

			The woman in the pink dress finished her business and tidied herself up, pulling her dress back over her arse. She stumbled out of the alley straight into the arms of the two policemen.

			‘Steady on, pet,’ one of them said, grimacing at the acrid smell as he helped the woman stay upright.

			‘Jesus Christ,’ his colleague said, glancing down at the stream of piss running past his black boots.

			‘Needs must,’ the woman said. ‘What goes in must come out, eh, lads?’

			‘She reminds me of my third wife,’ Gadge muttered.

			Jimmy had heard many a tale about Gadge’s wives, none of them pretty – the tales, that was, not the wives. Jimmy would bet they’d all been lookers. Gadge blamed them for most of his ills. His business, a software-development company – another thing that Jimmy didn’t have a clue about – had been divvied up between the three of them a piece at a time. Gadge didn’t entirely blame the ‘bitches’ coven’ for how he’d ended up though; mostly, he blamed Steve Jobs, who – according to Gadge – had stolen his idea for the iPod. Hence his nickname – a shorthand version of Inspector Gadget.

			‘I should give you a caution,’ one of the policemen said to the woman.

			‘Hey, if you’re gonna arrest someone, you should do them,’ the woman said, pointing at Jimmy and Gadge. ‘Fuckin’ porvorts. One of ’em was ’aving a crafty wank just now.’

			Jimmy started to get up, ready to be moved on, but then he saw her, in the distance, walking up the street towards him, arm in arm with a tall, tanned man in a grey suit. Bev. His Bev, laughing as the man whispered in her ear. Her hair was longer than he remembered from the last time he’d seen her, a month or so ago, when he’d watched from behind a wall as she moved into her latest new home, looking happier than he’d ever made her. She was so clearly better off without him that he’d vowed to stay out of her life rather than mess it up again.

			Seeing her again was pushing that vow to its limits. He watched as she leaned into the man, her head resting lightly on his shoulder. Jimmy knew what that felt like and he still missed it.

			As the couple got nearer, he realised he was wrong. A mistake he made at least once a week. It wasn’t her.

			‘Who was that?’ Gadge asked, as Jimmy turned to watch the happy couple disappear up the street.

			‘No one,’ Jimmy said.

		

	
		
			6

			Byker Medical Centre, Newcastle, 1985

			The room is so cold that Jimmy’s nipples are erect. He’s embarrassed and tries to cross his arms to hide them, but he’s standing up so that feels weird.

			‘You can put your T-shirt back on,’ the police doc says, taking his stethoscope from around his neck and dropping it on the desk.

			Jimmy grabs his top from the back of the chair and pulls it on as quickly as he can as the doc flicks through some notes.

			‘Amateur boxing, eh? Still doing it?’

			Jimmy nods.

			‘You’re in good shape,’ the man says.

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Physically, that is. It’s your mental condition the recruiters are concerned about.’

			‘I’m fine,’ Jimmy says, but instantly regrets it as the doc looks a bit pissed off.

			‘That’s for me to decide,’ he says curtly, putting down one piece of paper and picking up another.

			‘You were in the naval police?’

			‘I was a Leading Regulator.’

			The doc frowns again, as if he’s not used to being corrected. ‘That is the naval police, isn’t it?’

			Jimmy thinks about explaining the differences but they’re small and he’s done enough damage so he just nods.

			‘Thought so,’ the doc says, smiling to himself. ‘How did you find the interview last week?’

			The correct answer would have been ‘a piece of piss’ but Jimmy doesn’t want to appear cocky.

			‘It went OK, I think,’ he says. The Deputy Chief Constable, who’d asked most of the questions, had definitely been impressed with his knowledge of the law, arrest procedures and stuff like that. And he’d smashed the observational-skills test out of the park.

			The doc skims through his notes.

			‘You did well. They liked you.’

			Knew it, Jimmy thinks, but he just smiles. Keep things on the level. It had been Bev’s idea to apply for the police, to use the strengths he’d developed in the Navy. She knew that he was bored out of his skull stacking shelves in the local Presto. And an old mate had told him that ex-­military personnel were almost guaranteed entry – so much so that they wouldn’t mind that he barely scraped the height requirement. He’d stood on his tiptoes just in case.

			‘It says on your discharge papers that you have good leadership skills,’ the doc continues.

			Jimmy supposes that’s true. He likes telling people what to do right enough.

			‘You’re exactly the kind of man we’re looking for . . . but . . .’

			Jimmy knew there’d be a but. There is always a but these days.

			‘. . . the medical discharge is worrying. Psychologically unfit for duty, it says. Tell me more about that.’

			‘My ship was bombed . . . my friend was killed. It threw me for a while. But I’m OK now,’ Jimmy says.

			And then the bell starts ringing. It sounds ridiculously loud in the small room and Jimmy immediately tries to put his hands over his ears – but not before he hears the doc say, ‘It’s the fire alarm.’

			*

			Jimmy sees the package on the floor as soon as he enters the flat. He puts down his six-pack of Carling Black Label and picks it up. There are several different addresses scrawled on it and crossed out. He rips it open and something shiny falls onto the threadbare carpet. A medal. The MOD had invited him to a presentation ceremony down in London months ago but he hadn’t bothered to reply. Didn’t want the fuss. Or the memories.

			He examines the medal. It’s fake silver with the Queen’s head on one side, surrounded by something in Latin. He turns it over. The Falkland Islands’ coat of arms is on the other side. He thinks about biting it – he’s seen athletes do it at the Olympics – but he’s no idea why, so doesn’t. He’s about to put it on the side table when he sees the blue, green and white striped ribbon hanging out of the torn packet. Jimmy attaches the ribbon to the medal, pins it on the white T-shirt he wore to the medical, sits down in his chair, turns on the TV and opens his first can of the day. The other five pints were on tap at his local around the corner.

			On the TV, a man from the Open University with lank, greasy brown hair is explaining that a hole has appeared in the ozone layer. Jimmy understands about one word in three, so his gaze occasionally slips to the dusty photo of his wedding which sits on top of the TV cabinet: Jimmy in his No. 1 uniform, Bev glowing in a vintage red velvet number, wearing a smile that he hasn’t seen for a while. Last time was when they bought the flat – using most of the lump sum he got with his medical discharge.

			‘Psychologically unfit, my arse,’ he mutters to himself.

			*

			A Christmas edition of Grange Hill is on now and Jimmy is laughing at the French teacher’s obvious wig. Five empty cans are scattered at his feet. When Bev walks into the front room he jumps to his feet and salutes, spilling warm lager on the carpet.

			‘Front room ready for inspection,’ he says, though it clearly isn’t.

			‘How did it go with the doc?’ she asks.

			He can see the hope in her eyes, how much she needs him to say, ‘Great. I start next month.’ Can’t bear how disappointed she’s going to be when she finds out he bollocksed it up; that he threw himself under the doc’s desk and started crying like a baby when the fire alarm went off. He tries to think of something to say, an explanation that won’t make him look like a twat, but in the end just shakes his head.

			Her shoulders drop immediately.

			Jimmy takes a swig from his can and offers it to her. She frowns.

			‘What do you think you’re doing, Jimmy?’ she says.

			‘Celebrating,’ he says. ‘I’m a hero.’ He points to the medal, still hanging from his shirt. ‘For services to Queen and country,’ he says.

			‘Congratulations,’ she says, slumping on to the sofa. ‘I’ve had some news as well.’

			He stares at her, curious, still holding the can out.

			‘I’m pregnant,’ she says.
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			City Library, Newcastle, June 23, 2012

			The City Library was a home for the homeless; warm with comfortable seats. The staff weren’t exactly welcoming – apart from the old woman with the weird name that Jimmy could never remember – but they didn’t kick you out unless you stank or swore at them. He and Deano usually went there a couple of times a week – which was ironic as the kid couldn’t read a word. Jimmy had been sneaking in more often though, since the night at the river, checking the paper, looking for news of a body or something. There’d been nothing.

			The last time they’d been in, Gadge had got himself banned for throwing a copy of Down and Out in Paris and London at the librarian who’d recommended it. And for telling her that he’d rather wipe his arse with it than read any more. At least it meant there was someone to look after Dog. Jimmy didn’t like leaving him tied up outside.

			Deano was off his face again, hadn’t moved for ages, just sat, staring at the wall. Special K, Jimmy reckoned. He was probably buried deep down inside a K-hole, like a dishevelled Alice in Wonderland, enjoying a world way different from the shitty one he lived in. Maybe that was where Jimmy had been that night, over two weeks ago now, off in a K-world of his own; a world where people got thrown into rivers. But he hadn’t taken anything for a long time. Although one of the bastards might have put something in his food, he supposed. Some people just liked to mess with your head. Even a tiny bit of horse tranquilliser could do that. That Goldilocks would be the sort. He knew that was shite though; he hadn’t been wasted that night, just half asleep.

			Deano blinked a couple of times and smiled – a welcome-­to-La-La-Land smile. Jimmy didn’t begrudge him his moment of happiness. He’d heard lots of sob stories, but Deano’s was one of the saddest. The poor kid was a twelve-year-old trapped in a man’s body, didn’t know what the hell was going on half the time. When he was fourteen he was locked up for breaking and entering – because he was tiny the bigger kids would get him to climb through windows and let them in to rob the place. Deano was the one who kept getting caught and eventually he got put in a secure kids’ home. By the time he came out his mum had done a runner with his baby brother. He never saw them again. Been on the streets ever since. How he’d survived was anyone’s guess but if he kept doing ketamine, it was only a matter of time till he’d jump off the Tyne Bridge, thinking it was an Olympic diving board. Wouldn’t be the first.

			‘You alright, love?’ someone said.

			Jimmy turned around. The old librarian with the funny name had crept up on him. He should be more vigilant. Just because someone looked like your gran it didn’t mean they were harmless. He stared at her badge, tried to work out what it said. A-O-I-F-E. She saw him looking.

			‘It’s Ee-fa,’ she said, laughing. ‘No one ever gets it right.’

			‘Ee-fa,’ Jimmy repeated.

			‘Perfect,’ Aoife said. She glanced at Deano, concerned. ‘Is he OK?’

			‘He’s fine. Just tired.’

			‘OK.’ She raised an eyebrow but seemed willing to let it go for now. ‘You look like the responsible type. Keep an eye on him.’

			Jimmy nodded and she walked off. She was obviously as mad as a box of frogs if she thought he looked responsible. A convict was what he looked like: scarred, pale, jumpy. Definitely not responsible.

			‘S’proper lush,’ Deano sighed, pointing at the blank wall.

			Jimmy picked up the paper and flicked through the news pages: the Queen’s impending visit to the North East, an obesity scare and a big story about fracking at the coast – whatever ‘fracking’ was – but no dead bodies found floating in the Tyne.

			Deano was snoring gently now, a sliver of drool hanging from the corner of his mouth. Jimmy looked around but there was no sign of the librarian, so he left him to it and went back to the paper. A headline on page seventeen, next to a picture of a young girl caught his eye.

			Girl in missing dad plea

			A young Newcastle woman today issued a heart-wrenching plea for her missing father to get in touch.

			Carrie Carpenter, 22, who works as a nurse at the Freeman Hospital, said that her dad Roger, from Heaton, has been missing for more than two weeks.

			‘We were supposed to meet for a drink,’ Carrie said, ‘but he never turned up and I haven’t seen him since. No one has.’

			Roger Carpenter, 45, an environmental campaigner and part-time lecturer at Northumberland University, is divorced from Carrie’s mother, Alice. He moved out of the family home four years ago, but he and his daughter have remained close.

			‘We meet up regularly, once a fortnight at least, to catch up, hear each other’s news,’ Carrie said. ‘He wouldn’t just disappear without getting in touch, so I know something’s happened to him but the police aren’t interested. They just say he’s an adult and it’s up to him what he does.

			‘If anyone knows where he is, or has seen anything of him, could they please contact me on Facebook.’

			A Northumbria Police spokesman said that the investigation was ‘ongoing’.

			It was probably nothing. The timing of the man’s disappearance was about right, but that was all. Jimmy was going to turn the page when he saw what he’d missed first time around.

			The girl in the photo was Carrie Carpenter, her fair hair tied back in a ponytail, a concerned expression on her face. She looked much younger than her twenty-two years. More importantly, he now realised she was holding a small, dark-framed photo of her missing father in front of her. Jimmy studied the photo-in-a-photo closely. It was a head-and-shoulders shot, clearly posed, as if for an ID card or something. In it, Roger Carpenter was smiling, laughter lines spreading out from his eyes and mouth. He had long brown hair and a moustache; aside from the smile, he looked like a typical social worker.

		

	
		
			8

			Ouseburn Valley, Newcastle, June 26, 2012

			Sinking into the pitch-black water. Lungs bursting. Ears screaming. Jimmy tries to swim but can’t. Getting deeper and deeper. Something . . . someone . . . holding his legs. Looks down. Can’t see a thing. Pulls his feet up. A headless body, arms entangled around Jimmy’s feet. He kicks out, once, twice. Free. Tries to swim up, water thick as tar. Six strokes, seven, eight, still no light above. Can’t hold on, stars filling his vision. Breathes. Filthy water fills his mouth, pouring in, choking him. One more stroke, a glimmer of light, closer, another stroke. He bursts through the surface, spitting the foul liquid out. Air. Light. Smoke. Oil. Nothing else. Just ocean. Miles and miles of ocean. Then, a noise in the distance. A rumbling sound. Getting louder. Getting nearer.

			*

			Daylight. Jimmy woke up, sweating, as the Metro train rumbled over the railway bridge, sixty feet above his head.

			*

			‘Namaskar.’ The tall, bearded Sikh bowed his head, put the palms of his hands together as if in prayer and pressed his thumbs to his forehead. Gadge followed suit. Jimmy was a step behind, watching his friend and following his every move, glad that one of them knew the ropes.

			‘Welcome to the gurdwara,’ the Sikh said, before moving aside to let them pass.

			Gadge headed straight to a small room just off the entrance hall. A bench stood on one side of the room and on the other, the wall was lined with shelves, most of which were covered in shoes. It reminded Jimmy of a bowling alley he’d been to when he was a kid.

			‘Take your shoes off,’ Gadge said.

			‘Why?’ Jimmy said.

			‘It’s respect, man, cleanliness and that.’

			Gadge had already removed his trainers. Jimmy did the same and then, seeing the state of his socks, took them off too; he made a mental note to take his laundry to the drop-in centre that afternoon. His feet were aching from the long walk across the Town Moor, past the cows, with Dog straining at the leash. But at least they were clean. Good job he’d nipped into the Pit Stop for a shower to get rid of the night sweat.

			They placed their shoes on one of the shelves and headed back out of the room where a young Sikh woman handed them each an orange scarf.

			‘Shukriya,’ Gadge said.

			‘Koi nahi,’ the young woman replied.

			Gadge tied the scarf around his head. Jimmy copied him. As he did, he noticed the large noticeboard on the wall. Pinned between adverts for Punjabi lessons and a festival commemorating the martyrdom of some guru was a poster headed ‘Have You Seen This Man?’ Underneath the heading was a larger version of the photo he had seen the girl holding in the paper. Despite the enlargement he still had no idea if it was the man he’d seen on the Quayside.

			‘Oi, slow coach!’ Gadge shouted.

			Jimmy looked up. Gadge was
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