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About This Book

The Golden Glove is not a good pub. The floor is sticky, the windows get broken on a schedule, and the stew is made from bits that didn't sell. It is, however, the only place in Hillfields where the right people are.





Jack Malone is a mechanic between jobs and a man between versions of himself. Iron "The Belly" Button runs the bar the way he used to run a fight — with minimum words and maximum consequence. Jane holds the whole enterprise together with ladles, side-eye, and a Warwickshire stew whose absence is a weather event. Digvijay runs the sink — though nobody has called him that since drink and convenience swallowed his name and left Dishi behind. He quotes philosophy nobody asked for and is never wrong. Constable Colin "Skins" Mallory is off-duty more often than is strictly legal, and present when it counts. Rocco the pitbull was rescued from a firework and repaid the debt by claiming the sofa permanently.





No Clean Getaways is a pub ensemble comedy set across the streets and back alleys of Hillfields, Coventry — a world of stolen sausage rolls, stolen wallets, council inspectors defeated by dogs, and the kind of loyalty that doesn't announce itself. The stakes are low. The feelings are not.





The Golden Glove has survived blackouts, vandals, health and safety inspections, and a formal tribunal over pastry theft presided over by a flatulent pitbull. It will survive. It always does. The question is what it costs the people inside it.





Nobody gets out clean. That turns out to be fine.
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No Clean Getaways

      The Golden Glove had been dying for thirty years and hadn't got the message yet.

      Jack Malone stood outside it on a Tuesday in February, collar up, bag at his feet, reading the sign. Someone had stolen the G from Golden at some point in the previous decade. The pub had been the olden Glove ever since, and nobody had replaced the letter because nobody could agree on whether it was funnier left as it was.

      He'd been in Coventry for eleven hours. He didn't know why he'd stopped here rather than Birmingham, or Leicester, or anywhere that wasn't here. The van had made the decision for him, technically – third gear gone, something grinding that shouldn't grind, and the nearest car park was two streets away. He'd left the van there and walked until the cold got too specific about it, and now here he was. The olden Glove. Hillfields. The kind of pub that looked like it had opinions.

      He picked up his bag and went in.

  

      The barman was enormous. Not tall-enormous. Wide-enormous. The kind of wide that suggested a previous career involving other people's pain. He was polishing a glass with a rag that looked older than the building, and he looked at Jack the way a wall looks at weather.

      'Pint,' Jack said.

      The barman said nothing. He put the glass down, pulled a pint of something amber and slightly clouded, and set it on the bar without spilling a drop.

      Jack drank. It was good. Better than it had any right to be, given the carpet.

      The carpet was something else. Burgundy, possibly, once. Now it was the colour of a decision you regretted in 1987 and had been living with ever since. There was a sticky patch near the door that Jack had already navigated twice without being told about it. That was fine. He respected a pub that assumed its guests had initiative.

      A woman came through the kitchen hatch. She was carrying a pot that smelled like something his nan used to make when the world was going wrong and she'd decided to argue with it using stock. She set it on the back counter, lifted the lid, frowned at whatever was inside, and added something from a jar without measuring it.

      'You eating?' she said, without looking at him.

      'Depends what it is.'

      'Beef stew. It's good.'

      'Then yes.'

      She ladled it into a bowl, put it in front of him with a wedge of bread that hadn't come from a packet, and went back through the hatch. No fuss. No performance. Jack ate.

      The stew was, in fact, good. More than good. The kind of good that made you aware you'd been cold for longer than you'd realised.

      The barman had gone back to polishing.

  

      There was one other person in the pub at this hour. He was in the back, through a door that led to what sounded like a kitchen of a more industrial sort – the scrape of a pot being shifted, water running. After a while he came out, drying his hands on his apron, and looked at Jack with the calm interest of someone who'd seen a lot of strangers pass through and had developed a working theory about each type.

      He was maybe thirty, slight, with dark eyes that suggested they'd already solved whatever problem you were about to present.

      'New?' he said.

      'Passing through.'

      The man considered this. 'Accha, passing through,' he said. 'Most people who say that, yaar, end up staying for the stew.'

      'Just ate it.'

      'Then you are already in trouble.' He didn't smile exactly, but something in his face rearranged itself in a way that meant the same thing. 'Every journey has a last stop. Nobody recognises it at the time.' He went back through the door.

      Jack finished the bread. He thought about the van. Third gear wasn't going to fix itself, and neither was anything else that was wrong with it, which was a longer list than he'd admitted to himself in a while. He'd need a part, probably two. A day, maybe two days.

      He'd been in worse places to be stuck.

      He signalled to the barman for another pint. The barman pulled it without asking what he wanted, which meant he'd either remembered or the pub only served one thing, and either way Jack was fine with it.

      The woman came back out with the pot. She adjusted the heat on something behind the counter, wiped her hands on a cloth, and looked at Jack properly for the first time. It wasn't unfriendly. It was the look of someone deciding what category you fell into.

      'Where are you sleeping?' she said.

      'Haven't sorted that yet.'

      'There's a room. Nothing fancy.'

      'How much?'

      She named a figure that was reasonable by any measure and apparently non-negotiable by the way she said it, which was the way you said things when they were facts rather than proposals.

      'Done,' Jack said.

      The barman set his second pint down and went back to the rag and the glass, and outside the February street went about its business, and the olden Glove held the cold at bay the way it always had – not through warmth exactly, but through a refusal to acknowledge the alternative.

      Jack drank his pint.

      That was Tuesday.

      By Thursday, the van still wasn't fixed, and he knew the barman's name was Iron, and he knew the woman in the kitchen was called Jane, and he knew the man with the dark eyes was called Dishi, which was not, he gathered, his full name, but which was apparently the name that had stuck, and the pub had decided was enough. 'Theek hai, it is close enough,' Dishi had said when Jack asked, and that was that.

      On Friday, the trouble started.

      But that was Friday. Tuesday was fine.

    


Friday

      On Friday morning, Jack was under the pool table.

      This was not, he would later argue, as strange as it sounded. The leg had been loose since at least Wednesday – he'd clocked it the first time he'd walked past, the way mechanics clock things that are about to become someone else's problem – and sometime around nine-thirty it had given up entirely and taken a chunk of the floor trim with it. Jane had said something in the kitchen that he couldn't make out but understood perfectly. Iron had looked at the damage, looked at Jack, and said nothing, which was a form of delegation Jack was still learning to interpret.

      He'd found a toolbox under the bar. He hadn't asked. Nobody had stopped him.

      'You know what you're doing?' Dishi said, from somewhere above him.

      'Table leg.'

      'Accha, yes. I can see it is a table leg.'

      Jack turned the bolt. It had been cross-threaded, badly, by someone who'd done it in a hurry and hadn't come back. He'd need a longer bolt, ideally, but there was enough thread left to make it hold if he could get the angle right in a space that wasn't built for angles.

      'Hand me the flat-head,' he said.

      A screwdriver appeared beside his left ear. Jack took it.

      'The thing about a table, yaar,' Dishi said, crouching down now, elbows on knees, watching with the interest of a man with nothing pressing, 'is that it looks like it is simply sitting there. Passive. But actually it is in constant argument with gravity.'

      'Is it.'

      'Every table. All the time. Most of them lose, eventually. Sab kuch temporary hai.'

      Jack got the bolt to bite. He gave it three more turns, felt it seat, and pressed upward on the leg to test. Solid. Not forever, but solid.

      He slid out from under the table and sat up. Dishi handed him a rag without being asked.

      'Good job,' Dishi said. 'Gravity will be annoyed.'

      Jack wiped his hands. He looked at the table, then at the room, which looked exactly the same as it had when he'd arrived except that it was Friday instead of Tuesday and there were four more days of him in it. The sticky patch by the door was still there. The jukebox had worked twice. He'd moved from the bar stool to a table near the window because the draught from the door was worse than he'd expected, and Jane had brought him a second blanket for the room on Wednesday night without mentioning it, just left it folded on the chair.

      He put the screwdriver back in the toolbox.

      The front door opened.

      The man who came in was in uniform – Coventry Police, the kind of young that still looked surprised to be wearing it, with the careful non-expression of someone who'd been taught how to enter rooms and hadn't yet forgotten the lesson. He stood just inside the door, took in the bar, took in Iron, and removed his hat.

      'Morning,' he said. 'Just a quick one. We've had a report of a vehicle–' He checked his notebook. 'White transit, partial plate BN something, parked in the Lamb Street car park. Third gear gone, apparently. Been there since Tuesday.'

      Iron looked at Jack.

      Jack looked at Iron.

      '–the owner's not been located,' the officer continued, 'and we're looking to rule out anything before it gets passed to traffic.' He looked up from the notebook. 'Anyone know anything about it?'

      Silence.

      Dishi had gone very still in the particular way of someone who has become interested in a different part of the room.

      'That'd be mine,' Jack said.

      The officer looked at him. He was young enough that the look still had hope in it. 'Right. And you're–'

      'Jack Malone. I'm staying here.'

      'Staying here.' He wrote it down. 'And the vehicle's been there since–'

      'Tuesday.'

      'Tuesday.' Another note. 'And you haven't moved it because–'

      'Third gear's gone.'

      The officer looked up. He had the face of a man reformulating a question he thought would be simpler. 'You said.'

      'I did.'

      'So you left the vehicle in a pay-and-display car park with a mechanical fault and–'

      'Walked here.'

      '–walked here.' He clicked his pen once. 'Right. I'm going to need you to arrange recovery or repair within forty-eight hours or it'll be moved at your expense. Are you able to do that?'

      'Probably.'

      'Probably.'

      'Parts are coming.' This was, in the loosest sense, true.

      The officer looked at him for a moment longer than was strictly procedural, then looked at Iron, who was looking at the glass in his hand.

      'Fair enough,' the officer said. He put his hat back on. 'I'll note the vehicle's accounted for. Any issues, ask for Mallory.' He said it the way people say names they've been told to say – not quite naturally yet, like a new key that still needed wearing in.

      He left.

      The door swung shut.

      Iron set the glass down.

      'Forty-eight hours,' he said.

      'I know.'

      'Parts coming.'

      'They will be.'

      Iron picked up another glass. The rag moved.

      Jack looked at the toolbox, then at the table he'd fixed, then at the window, where the Hillfields morning was proceeding in its usual manner – a bus, a woman with a pushchair, a man arguing with a cashpoint, February doing February things.

      He'd need to ring about the parts. He'd also need to find someone who could fit them at a price he could manage, which meant asking around, which meant talking to people, which meant he was probably going to be here for a bit longer than forty-eight hours if he was honest about it.

      He picked up his mug and went to find Jane.

      'She already knows, yaar,' Dishi said, from behind him, to no one in particular. 'She heard the whole thing. Theek hai – she put the kettle on before he even left.'

      He went back to the kitchen.

    


Two Pints and a Breakdown

      It started like most nights at the Golden Glove. Quiet grumble of bar stools. The distant sound of Jane swearing at the microwave. Iron polishing glasses with his war-torn rag, slow and methodical, as if the world could be made right by rubbing hard enough at something.

      Then the door slammed open like trouble owed it money.

      Constable Colin Mallory stood in the frame – uniform shirt untucked, lip split, one knuckle wrapped in a tea towel that used to be white. He looked like a man who'd lost an argument with the night itself.

      Jack glanced up from his stew.

      'Evening, Scarecrow.'

      'Shove it, Malone.' Skins's voice had the texture of gravel dragged across tarmac. He moved to the bar. 'Iron. Two pints. And not that warm piss from last time.'

      Iron looked at him for a moment. Then poured. No questions. That was the rule – nothing asked until the bleeding was arterial.

      Skins downed the first one like it was a dare, set the glass down hard enough that Dishi looked up from his stack of steaming plates.

      'That bad?' Dishi said.

      'Booted the door in.' Skins stared at the bar. 'Caught a vase to the head. Stood there like a muppet while the bloke I came to help got nicked. And the actual scrote – the one who'd been putting his boots in – grinning out the window like it's bingo night.'

      He rubbed the back of his neck.

      'I'm the villain. Me. The one who stepped in so the kid wouldn't get her ribs caved in by her mum's latest.'

      Jack let the silence sit a second. 'You need more than two pints, mate.'

      Jane had appeared in the kitchen doorway. She looked at Skins once – just once – and went back through. Thirty seconds later she was out again with a bowl of stew and a half-bottle of whisky. She set them both on the bar without ceremony, like she was placing bricks.

      'Eat. You look like Coventry chewed you up and decided you weren't worth swallowing.'

      'That's about right,' Skins muttered, lowering himself onto the stool as if gravity had finally got around to him.

      Nobody spoke for a while. Skins ate. The stew went down slow and steady and Jack could see it doing its work, the way a man's shoulders drop half an inch when something warm hits his stomach. Iron went back to his glasses. Dishi ran water.

      Jack raised his pint an inch off the bar. Half a nod.

      'Skins.'

      That was all. Skins met his eye.

      Dishi raised his dish sponge. It was close enough.

      Skins looked at the three of them – Jack with his half-eaten stew and his bloodshot eyes, Iron solid as the bar itself, Dishi already back at his washing-up and deliberately not watching. He looked at Jane, arms folded, not soft, not sentimental, just present.

      'Cheers,' he said. The word came out rough.

      He picked up the stew. Ate another spoonful. Said nothing for a while.

      'Dunno if I'm losing my grip,' he said eventually, 'or just knackered from holding on.'

      Jane didn't move from the bar.

      'Could be both,' she said. 'Usually is. But you keep showing up, Colin. That's not nothing.'

      Skins nodded slowly. Ate another spoonful.

      Outside, the wind came off the ring road and rattled the sign. Inside, the Golden Glove did what it did – held its people in place with stew and silence and the quiet, stubborn fact of still being open.

      Dishi set a clean plate on the stack. He didn't look up.

      'The town wants him gone,' he said, to no one in particular, 'and here he is anyway. Very stupid. Very decent.'

  

      Later, when Skins had moved on to the whisky and the stew bowl was empty, he told them the rest of it. The girl – fourteen, maybe fifteen – sitting at the top of the stairs the whole time, watching. How she'd said thank you to Skins through the banister rails, quietly, before the other officers arrived. How nobody had written that part down.

      Jack didn't say anything. There wasn't anything worth saying.

      Iron refilled the glasses.

      That was enough.

      Skins left around half ten. Didn't announce it. Just stood, put his coat on, touched two fingers to the bar like he was tapping out of a round, and went. The door closed behind him and the pub settled back into its own
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