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			’Cos that’s what we need now to make the place neat

			Take the homeless man’s rags, no sleeping bags no place to sleep

			Because we’re far too civilised around here to see

			An unkempt human being, a broken human being

			Louisa Roach, from ‘Poem’ by She Drew The Gun
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			1

			He liked sleeping with the dead.

			Some people might think it weird but sod them and the horse they rode in on. There was a reason they talked about laying people to rest. Graveyards were an oasis of calm, a place to think about where it all went wrong – or, as in his case, how others had screwed it up for you and how you were going to make them pay.

			But this wasn’t really a graveyard. It used to be, according to the sign by the road, on the other side of the grassy expanse where he was lying down. Ballast Hills Burial Ground was the place they buried non-conformists in the eighteenth century.

			These days it was practically invisible, unless you looked very closely. On the surface it was just a small park with a winding footpath around it; a footpath made up almost entirely of old gravestones. How many people had even noticed that they were literally walking over people’s graves? The one beneath his feet read:

			 

			Burial place of Richard Dunn Cabinet Maker.

			Henry, his son, died August the 8th 1753. Aged 2 years.

			 

			It was one of several kids’ graves scattered along the path. What a miserable fucking era to be born in. Two was no age to die. At least these days most people managed to make their three score years and ten. Most people.

			He reached into his rucksack, searching for another can of lager to take the edge off but he was out of luck – could have sworn there was one left. Instead he pulled out a steak pie that someone had dropped in his lap earlier that day when he’d been sitting in a doorway on Dean Street, studying the passers-by, hiding from some but mainly hoping to see his face. He hadn’t been hungry then and it was stone cold now, obviously, but, in his current circumstances, when life gave you a meat pie you ate the bastard and enjoyed every last morsel of it.

			Voices carried to him on the wind, moving closer, he reckoned, and then footsteps, coming up the stairway from the riverside. A few moments later two men appeared by the entrance to the park, stopping as they caught sight of him sitting on the grass. Though it was getting pretty gloomy he saw them put their heads together, as if they were having some kind of quiet chat, before they started moving towards him again. He was pretty new to all this but there was a bad vibe about them, like the guys who’d chased him the other week – how he wished he’d stayed in that shed, ignored the screams, minded his own business like usual. He wolfed down the rest of the pie and started to get up. He was way too late, his reactions dulled by one beer too many. They were almost on top of him now.

			A camera flashed in his face, momentarily blinding him.

			‘What are you doing?’ he cried, turning his head away and blinking furiously as he tried to clear his vision.

			‘D’you think it’s him?’ one of the men said.

			‘Fucked if I know, they all look the same to me.’

			‘You look familiar. Have we seen you before?’ The first guy again.

			Maybe they really were the same ones who’d chased him? He looked back up at the taller of the two men, who he thought had asked the question.

			‘Well?’ Lanky said. The man’s voice was muffled by a scarf wound tightly around his mouth but it was obvious he was a local.

			‘Don’t remember.’

			Lanky laughed.

			‘Trust me, you’d remember us. Where you from?’

			‘Round and about.’

			‘You don’t sound like you’re from round here,’ the second, shorter, man said, edging around his mate, closing off any possible escape route. If there were any doubts in his mind about the threat level, they’d disappeared. He glanced around, looking for help. There was no one in sight.

			‘Well?’ Shorty said, adjusting his old-fashioned balaclava. Both men were clearly attempting to hide their faces. There was never a good reason for that. He needed to get out of there.

			‘I’ve been away.’

			‘That right? How about you go away again?’

			‘No problem,’ he said, struggling to his feet. If he was upright he might be able to outrun them.

			‘Let me help you,’ Lanky said, holding out his hand.

			The man instinctively reached out to take it and was yanked up, too quickly to keep his balance, his rucksack slipping from his shoulder and falling to the ground. Lanky picked it up for him.

			‘Got your car keys in here, have you?’

			‘I don’t drive.’

			‘Aye, right.’

			The tall man looked across at an old Nissan parked just across the road.

			‘Whose is that then?’

			‘Not mine.’

			Lanky felt around inside the rucksack then checked the pockets on the outside.

			If he was going to run, now was the time, but all his worldly possessions were in that bag. He watched in horror as the contents were tipped onto the ground.

			‘Pack it in!’ he cried, reaching out to grab the bag. His hand was slapped away which stung like a bastard in the bitter cold. ‘What d’you do that for?’

			‘Sorry, but my mam always taught me snatching was rude. Here you go.’

			Lanky held the rucksack out but pulled it away again as he tried to grab it. Then the bastard did it again.

			‘Try saying please,’ his mate said, sniggering.

			‘Please,’ he muttered, ashamed of himself but wanting this over before it got out of hand.

			‘That’s better,’ the tall prick said, holding out the bag.

			He reached out for it again but once more it was pulled away.

			‘Stop messing about, you twat,’ he said, immediately regretting it.

			‘Twat, am I?’ The tall man looked over to his friend. ‘If you think I’m a twat you haven’t met my pal,’ he added.

			The kidney punch sent him to his knees where his head collided with Lanky’s knee, which was no accident. Neither was the kick in the balls from behind which had him rolling around on the floor.

			The kicks came fast and furious from then on, any pretence at this being anything other than a planned beating long gone, each kick punctuated by a word.

			‘Fuck. Off. Back. To. Manchester. Or. Whatever. Shithole. You. Crawled. From. You. Benefit. Scrounging. Freeloading. Twat.’

			He covered his head with his hands but glimpsed one of the men’s steel toecaps through his fingers as it thudded into his face, several teeth snapping, broken chunks falling into his mouth. Half-choking on the bits of enamel and old fillings floating about in his throat, he tried to sit up. That only made him more open and the kicks rained in again.

			A rib cracked, then another. He moved his arms to his side to protect them but got another boot in the face for his troubles. Through the blood he saw one of the men – he’d lost track of which was which – slip a pair of knuckledusters onto his hand. The first punch broke his nose. The second crashed into the side of his head, making his ears ring. It would have knocked him out cold if he hadn’t turned his head at the last minute.

			When he looked up and saw the blade of the Stanley knife glinting in the light of the nearby lamp-post, he almost wished it had.
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			April 2015

			Jimmy paced around the waiting room as if it was a prison cell. Why wouldn’t anyone tell him what was going on?

			A door behind the reception area opened and a woman in scrubs that he’d never seen before came through to the counter and picked up some notes.

			‘Any news?’ he said, anxiously, as she turned to leave again.

			She looked back at him, clearly not having a clue who he was or what news she might give him.

			‘Mr Green will come and talk to you as soon as he’s finished with his patient,’ she said, eventually. ‘You may as well sit down instead of wearing a hole in the carpet.’ And with that she left.

			As usual, when someone in authority spoke to him, he did as he was told, happy to move away from the counter – the opening of the door at the back had let those sickly smells that always linger around medics into the room, a combination of illness and disinfectant that you didn’t find anywhere else.

			Jimmy stared at his feet. How much longer? If the worst had happened he’d . . . He shook his head. What would he do? It would leave a hole the size of a planet in his life just when he was finally getting things back on track.

			He got up and walked over to the noticeboard, desperately needing a distraction. Staff vacancies, appeals for donations and information on parking charges didn’t provide one so he sat down again, staring at the backroom door, willing the doc to come through it with a smile on his face. Anything else was unimaginable.

			Jimmy could feel his anger building. He made a vow on his pal’s life. Whoever was responsible for this would have no hiding place in this city. A dead man walking. It had been a while, but he’d tracked down psychopaths before and could do it again.

			Suddenly a door at the back of the room opened and Mr Green came out. He was talking to someone behind him so Jimmy couldn’t see the man’s face. He sounded sombre.

			‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’ Jimmy said, far louder than it needed to be in the small waiting room.

			Green turned. A puzzled look on his face that quickly turned into a smile.

			‘Calm down, Jimmy, man. Dog’s fine.’

			 

			Dog was curled up on a chair fast asleep. The last time Jimmy had seen him he’d been struggling to breathe, unable to stand by himself and had blood pouring from his mouth.

			‘Poor thing’s exhausted,’ Green said. ‘I had to get him to vomit up everything he’d eaten and it’s really taken it out of him. He’s sturdier than he looks, mind.’

			The vet glanced back at Jimmy.

			‘You’re the one I’d be worried about, you seem stressed to hell; you’ll have a heart attack if you’re not careful.’

			‘I was just worried, that’s all.’

			‘Aye, fair enough, I suppose, he looked pretty rough when you brought him in.’

			Jimmy sat on the edge of the chair and put his hand on Dog’s chest. His breathing was much more regular now, thank Christ.

			‘Was it rat poison, like you thought?’

			‘All the symptoms point to it. It’s the fourth time I’ve seen something similar this year. Some sadistic arsehole is leaving poisoned meat lying around in the parks, apparently. One of my other customers actually brought a bag of tainted meat in with them that they found lying under a rubbish bin. I passed it on to the police but it’s pretty hard to stop unless you catch them in the act.’

			‘Why would anyone do that?’

			‘Don’t ask me. I’d cut their balls off if I got hold of them.’

			Dog twitched under Jimmy’s hand. He always had something going on in his dreams. Jimmy would bet that rabbits were involved somehow. Or seagulls. Dog hated seagulls.

			‘Is he gonna be OK?’

			‘Aye, don’t worry. There might be a bit of internal bleeding but I’ve given him a big dose of vitamin K which will stop that in its tracks. I’ll give you some more to take away with you. One tablet a day.’

			Jimmy nodded, reaching into his pocket. Money was no object where Dog was concerned but he had no idea whether he’d be able to cover it. He wasn’t exactly flush.

			‘Thanks. How much do I owe you?’

			‘Put your wallet away, Jimmy, your money’s no good here. I don’t charge the homeless to look after their pets, you know that.’

			‘I’m not homeless any more, Bill, I’ve gone up in the world.’
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			The flat was small but self-contained with a kitchen area set off from the living space and a separate bedroom. Compared to the hostel rooms Jimmy had dossed down in it was like a penthouse suite in the Malmaison. Obviously he’d never been to that particular hotel, only slept in the pavilion across the road from it, so he didn’t even know if it had a penthouse suite. The point was, for the first time since his life had imploded after the Falklands War, it finally felt like he had a home.

			He’d started working for the House and Home charity as a volunteer, at a hostel for kids aged 18–25, offering advice to the youngsters in their care about how to survive and stay safe, where to go for help, that kind of thing. Using his ‘lived experience’ they called it. Once he’d got settled, they let him do some of the admin, nothing complicated, just checking that people were signing in and out, not using, and keeping their rooms tidy, baby steps to get him back into the working routine.

			Jimmy was as shocked as anyone when Caroline, the boss there, suggested making it official. At first he’d thought she was winding him up and he actually checked the calendar to make sure it wasn’t April Fool’s Day but she wasn’t that kind of woman. He’d had to get references, but Andy Burns had stepped up. Saving the cop’s life a few years back was still paying dividends, even though Burns had more than paid him back for that in favours. He was the gift that kept on giving.

			After that it was just a matter of keeping his nerve at the interview and he was in. When they told him that the job came with on-site accommodation he nearly cried.

			Which was what he felt like doing now as Dog spat the vitamin K pill out for the third time.

			Jimmy sighed with frustration. He didn’t have time for this. The vet had given him several tips and none of them had worked. He’d hidden it in his normal food; Dog cleaned out the bowl leaving just the pill behind.

			Next up he’d carefully placed it into the mutt’s mouth and blown up his nose, which seemed really stupid but he’d been assured was foolproof. Not for this fool.

			In desperation, he’d stuffed it into a bit of bread like a sarnie and dropped it on the floor. Again, the food was gobbled up but, somehow, the tablet had been ejected. The bloody dog would normally eat anything, including his own shit, but not a little white pill apparently.

			Jimmy glanced at the small radio alarm clock by the side of his bed. He had to get going. Gadge reckoned he had something important to tell him and he didn’t want to be late. The man had grown increasingly cranky recently – his heavy drinking really starting to take its toll – and he didn’t want to do anything to make things worse.

			‘One last chance,’ he muttered as Dog settled down in his basket again.

			He looked into the fridge. Another bonus to his new accommodation – it had been a long time since he’d been able to store his own food. Not that he did a lot of that, he thought, seeing just a couple of tomatoes, a small bottle of milk and some crunchy peanut butter on the shelves. He went for the latter, scooping out a spoonful and pressing the pill into the middle, keeping his back to Dog just in case the crafty mutt was watching. Once he was done, he turned and knelt down by the basket, holding the spoon out towards the cautious animal. Dog sniffed at the peanut butter for a moment, then to Jimmy’s relief he swallowed the lot.

			Jimmy waited, watching carefully, but this time no pill appeared.

			‘Eu-fucking-reka,’ he said, grabbing his rucksack and heading for the door. Since the poisoning Dog had been very happy to be left in the flat during the day. The rest was doing him good and one of the other staff would take him for a walk at lunchtime if Jimmy wasn’t back. He remembered to switch the radio on – Dog seemed to like the sort-of company.

			Jimmy left the flat and tapped on Deano’s door. Another bonus of getting the job was that he’d managed to get the kid a place in the hostel. It was great to have a friendly face around and Deano had responded brilliantly. Coming up to six months later he’d stayed off the gear and generally kept his nose clean, in every sense. The kid had been trying hard to clean himself up ever since the untimely death of his brother, Ash, a couple of years earlier but had, inevitably, suffered the odd relapse along the way. This time it seemed to have stuck. He was even holding down a part-time job at the local greyhound track.

			Deano bounded out of his room, raring to go. He loved their Saturday morning trips out to the city library. And today they both had an appointment: Jimmy with Gadge in a nearby pub and Deano for his adult literacy class. The kid was finally learning to read.

			As they walked down the corridor another door opened and Aaron, a recent arrival at the hostel, walked out. Jimmy frowned, he had a number of questions about the baby-faced youngster that he hadn’t yet got satisfactory answers for and was beginning to suspect he was younger than he was claiming – too young to be staying at the hostel even. He seemed almost incapable of looking after himself. He never used any of the equipment they provided for him, even the microwave went untouched. And he was barely able to dress himself. Jimmy glanced down. The kid’s shoes were on the wrong feet.

			‘How you getting on?’ Jimmy said.

			‘What’s it to you?’ Aaron muttered, turning to walk off.

			‘Just trying to do my job.’

			The kid didn’t bother looking back.

			‘Just because you get paid doesn’t mean you really care though, does it?’ he shouted as he headed out the door. ‘If you did, you’d try harder.’

			The kid was proving a difficult nut to crack. Stubborn as fuck. Fortunately for him he wasn’t the only one.
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			Gadge was pissed off. Given that he was sitting in the pub at eleven in the morning, this was unusual. Normally that would be enough to make him very happy indeed.

			Fair play, he was pissed as well, but there was nothing unusual there. Being pissed off though, that was different. He just didn’t like being the odd one out. He, Deano and Jimmy had always been the three street musketeers, all for one and one for all, but now, with the pair of them practically shacked up together, he was often on his own. Like now. Jimmy was already ten minutes late. The last time they’d arranged to meet he hadn’t shown up at all, not even a bloody text.

			And the number of times he’d come into the Pit Stop lately to find the pair of them chatting about someone he didn’t know, or laughing about something he hadn’t seen, didn’t bear counting. It was getting to him. All members of a team had a role and if that got messed up the team fell apart. He was the story-teller, the gagsmith, the funny one. Jimmy was the worrier, always thinking someone was out to get him, and Deano was the fuck-up, the one they had to save. Now the roles were changing. Now he was the outsider, often on the back foot, playing catch-up, and he didn’t like it. Not one bit. He couldn’t complain though because that was even worse. Once you had a whinger in your team your days were numbered. And he wasn’t going to be that guy, no siree, team-player was Gadge’s double-barrelled middle name.

			But being the outsider wasn’t why he was pissed off – well, maybe a bit but it wasn’t the whole reason. He was angry because he was sure someone had been following him. He’d spent years taking the piss out of Jimmy because of his paranoia and now he was even worse. Time after time he’d had the sensation that he was being watched but he’d never managed to catch anyone in the act. He’d whipped his head round to get a glimpse of his follower so many times that he was getting a stiff neck – but still he’d seen nothing. It had got so bad that he’d done some research on the internet and discovered the existence of Persecutory Delusion Disorder. Sufferers from it were convinced that they were being hunted or threatened and often self-medicated with alcohol to help them deal with it.

			That wasn’t him though. No chance.

			He necked the rest of his pint and ordered another one. With a whisky chaser. If Jimmy didn’t hurry up, he wouldn’t be in any fit state to show him the other thing he’d discovered.

			* 

			The Facebook page was packed with photos of homeless men and women in various locations in the city. Each one was captioned with ‘Do you know them? Do they live near you? If so, contact us immediately with their name and address.’

			Jimmy stared at Gadge in disbelief.

			‘So this knobhead reckons there are only six genuinely homeless people in the whole city?’ he said.

			Gadge nodded. ‘It would seem so.’ He yawned and leant back on his chair, nearly going arse over tit, but correcting himself at the last second. Jimmy pretended not to notice, though he could see the man’s eyes were starting to close. At least he wasn’t continually looking over his shoulder as he had been in the pub.

			Jimmy had dragged him to the library as soon as they’d eaten to stop him drinking, though it hadn’t been as hard as expected because Gadge was desperate to show him this site on the computers there. Now Jimmy could see why.

			‘And he thinks all the others are just pretending to live on the streets?’ he asked Gadge, to try and keep the man focused. It seemed to work as he sat up straight and turned his full attention to Jimmy.

			‘Aye. That’s why he calls his page Fake Homeless.’

			Jimmy shook his head. They’d started talking about the recent spate of attacks on the homeless in Newcastle over breakfast – which in Gadge’s case, as was always the way recently, was mainly made up of liquid. At least half a dozen people they knew had been harassed in one way or another, and one or two of them badly beaten, including Gandalf, a regular at the Pit Stop who, though being tall and having a long beard like the guy from the Lord of the Rings movie, had actually got his name from the card tricks that he occasionally entertained people with when they were eating their scran.

			Jimmy glanced across the room to make sure Deano was still in his class. He could see him through the glass walls, sitting near the front, rapt with attention as Aoife, the librarian, spoke to the small group. The kid had managed to shelve his ADHD for the time being, though maybe he was just terrified of incurring Aoife’s wrath; she was a friendly but formidable woman. Even Gadge had been known to button his lip around her.

			‘Am I boring you?’ Gadge said, grumpily.

			‘No, man, just checking on Deano.’ Jimmy returned his attention to the screen. ‘I don’t get it,’ he went on. ‘Why are they doing this?’

			‘The prick who runs the site thinks the homeless figures are part of some scam to get more funding,’ Gadge explained. ‘He reckons the council get funded per head which means it’s in their interest to overstate the numbers. So they don’t care whether people are genuinely homeless or not and don’t do anything to clear them off the street.’

			Gadge waved a hand at the photos, clipping the edge of the screen as he did. His perspective was clearly all over the place.

			‘And another thing,’ he rambled on. ‘He also believes that most of these people live in a comfortable semi outside the city and can’t be arsed to get a proper job cos they can get two hundred quid a day begging. Apparently they just pop into town every day, drop themselves down in a doorway somewhere, stick a cap on the ground with a sign and Bob’s your uncle.’

			‘So he thinks they’re commuters?’

			‘Aye. Man’s a nutcase.’

			Jimmy laughed. That was pretty rich coming from Gadge, the man normally saw conspiracies everywhere. Aliens built Stonehenge. Tick. The Queen was descended from lizards. Obviously. A particular favourite of his was that Paul ­McCartney had died in 1966 and had been replaced by a lookalike who took over his role in the Beatles and had been pretending to be him ever since. So if Gadge thought this was crazy then it was really fucking crazy.

			‘Who did you say he was?’

			‘He’s called Archie Simons; he owns a bar in the centre of town. Reckons the numbers of people on the streets are driving the punters away. If you saw the price he charges for beer you’d know that’s bollocks. It’s mostly shite lager as well. He even wants the Pit Stop closed down because he thinks that offering free food attracts the homeless to the city.’

			‘That’s a bit arse about face, isn’t it?’

			‘You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But it’s all about the bottom line for Simons.’

			‘He’s just doing it because he thinks it’s costing him money?’

			‘Obviously. You always have to follow the money, man. That’s why they killed McCartney.’

			Jimmy laughed.

			‘Same with Elvis, I suppose?’

			Gadge gave him a sympathetic look. ‘You think Elvis is dead?’

			Jimmy didn’t bite. He knew when he was having the piss taken out of him, he’d had plenty of practice where Gadge was concerned. The man may have been shit-faced but he still had his wits about him.

			‘Seriously though, you think this site is why our lads are getting beaten up in the street?’ Jimmy asked.

			‘No doubt. This gives all the nutters a licence to kill. It’s like porn for psychopaths.’

			‘Can’t the police get it taken down? It’s incitement to violence.’

			‘I doubt it. Divvn’t you read the news, bonny lad?’

			It wasn’t a genuine question; he knew fine well that Jimmy didn’t.

			‘Facebook claim to believe in free expression and it’s hard to get them to take anything down. If it had existed back in the 1940s Hitler would have a page. And a hell of a lot of followers.’

			Jimmy sighed. He didn’t really understand what had happened to the world. One day he took his eye off the ball and the next it had changed completely; people’s lives were an open book and everyone was talking to themselves in the street. Technology had a lot to answer for. Gadge poked him in the chest.

			‘Ya knaa what we should do, right, rather than ganning to the polis?’ Gadge continued. He often became more Geordie when he’d had a few.

			‘No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’

			‘You and I should pay this wanker Simons a visit and kick the living shite out of him.’
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			‘What’s wrong with this picture?’

			Jimmy kept his gob shut. It was almost certainly a trick question. Sandy smiled and pressed on.

			‘You haven’t cocked up in months, that’s what’s wrong. You’re giving me nothing to work with here, Jimmy. I could take the week off and drag a work experience kid in to hold meetings with you and no one would notice. If I hadn’t lost my sense of smell, I think the strong stench of rat would be coming at me from somewhere.’

			She flicked through the papers in front of her, shaking her head and tutting.

			Normally Jimmy would have been worried but he had been as good as gold recently so the sense of doom he usually had when his probation officer called him in was way to the back of his mind. Even so, it was best to keep things simple.

			‘Job’s going well, flat’s great. All good,’ he said.

			She raised an eyebrow.

			‘Not been arrested recently?’

			He shook his head.

			‘Investigated any more murders?’

			She knew the answer to that. It had been a couple of years since the last one – a series of bizarre drug-related deaths had come a little too close to home and he’d been sucked in. Those days were gone. He was settled now.

			‘Nope.’

			She sighed. Truth be told, Sandy was well off her game. She was normally as sharp as a paper cut but today she was distracted. Even Dog’s presence under her desk had gone unnoticed – she was usually all over him.

			‘I’ve just been keeping my head down,’ he said but he was talking to himself.

			Sandy was gazing out of the window. He glanced at his watch. He’d only been there for fifteen minutes but she seemed to have run out of questions. He wondered if she was ill but pushed the thought aside. The woman was indestructible.

			‘Are we done then?’ he asked.

			She glared at him. That was more like it.

			‘I say when we’re done. Just because you’ve been a good boy lately don’t get cocky.’

			‘I wasn’t—’

			Her sudden loud coughing fit was enough to make Dog shoot out from under her desk.

			‘Water,’ she croaked, pointing at a jug and some glasses on a table in the corner of the room. He jumped up and filled a glass for her.

			‘Ta,’ she said as he handed it over.

			‘You OK?’

			‘Do I look OK?’ She dared him to answer that. He kept his gob shut this time.

			‘Not quite that brave, eh?’

			He smiled. She was absolutely right, he wasn’t. Another couple of coughs. She took a second slurp of water.

			‘I’m fine, just got this horrible dry throat, been hanging around for weeks, can’t seem to shift it.’

			She put the water down, picked up his file and dived straight back in.

			‘The hostel manager’s given you a very good reference. Reliable and trustworthy, it says here. Get you to write it yourself, did she?’

			Jimmy didn’t say anything. It was one of her traps.

			‘Scrub that. There aren’t any spelling mistakes.’

			He could sense her slowly moving through the gears.

			‘Maybe all my hard work on you is finally paying off. You could be my poster boy when they put me up for social worker of the year.’

			‘Is that a thing?’

			She raised her other eyebrow, returning to form.

			‘Here’s the thing though,’ she said, pausing for impact. ‘I’ve been reading about these attacks on your homeless compadres.’

			Jimmy closed his eyes, cursed her psychic abilities. He tried to push Gadge’s plan to pay Archie Simons a visit to the back of his mind, where she couldn’t possibly read it. He’d put the man off but, a bit like Sandy, his friend didn’t usually take no for an answer.

			‘And I’m thinking it’s exactly the kind of thing you get yourself caught up in. Fits right into your saviour complex,’ she continued.

			He nearly snapped. His ex-girlfriend, Julie, had once accused him of thinking he had to save everyone, but it just wasn’t true. He just felt compelled to support his friends. Or at least he used to. Maybe these days he had too much to lose. He opened his eyes again, looked Sandy straight in the face and took a deep breath.

			‘I’m not getting involved in that,’ he said. ‘I promise.’

			His friend was on his own.
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			Gadge was in serious bother.

			His plans to ‘have a word’ with Archie Simons had got off to a terrible start earlier on that evening. He’d intended to find a quiet corner in Simons’ shitty bar and nurse a beer or six until kicking out time when he’d corner the man himself and put him in the picture. It was a quiet Tuesday night so he didn’t think there’d be many punters around to get in his way.

			It had been a good plan right up until the time the bouncer stopped him going in. He’d tried to turn the old charm on but he’d already had a few pints earlier that day so he wasn’t exactly on top form. The man had been polite but firm – despite which Gadge had been raging; he really needed to work on his anger management.

			He’d grabbed a few tinnies and a small bottle of own-brand vodka from a nearby offy and found a convenient bench just across the road from the bar where he could see everyone coming and going.

			Then, what must have been hours later given how dark it had become, he was woken up by a flash and some loud laughter in his ear.

			It had taken him a moment to regain his vision but when he did he realised there was a tall man, wearing a scarf around his face, sitting next to him on the bench and a second, shorter, man, wearing a balaclava, standing right in front of him holding a camera.

			‘Say cheese,’ the man said, and took another photo.

			Gadge started to get up but his arm was pinned down by the tall man.

			The smaller man grabbed Gadge’s other arm and they pulled him up and marched him into a nearby alley. That was the last thing he remembered. Until now.

			The light was shining in his face again but it was different this time, a harsher beam and more prolonged. He tried to put his hand up to shield his eyes but a fierce pain shot through his shoulder so he just closed his eyes instead. His whole body ached and he tried to remember what had happened after he’d been dragged into the alley. He put his other hand to his face and flinched – it was swollen and sore as hell.

			‘Keep your hands by your side,’ a woman’s voice said.

			Gadge felt the light move away from his face and opened his eyes again. Two young policewomen were standing in front of him. The one holding the torch moved the light down to his body. He followed its beam. He was covered in blood.

			 

			Jimmy woke up to a buzzing sound.

			He rolled over and saw his cheap mobile rattling on the bedside cabinet. The travel alarm clock next to it said it was 5 a.m. He sat up and grabbed the phone. A call at this kind of time normally meant one of the kids was in bother. Or they’d lost their keys. He hoped it was the latter.

			Jimmy glanced at the screen. It was Andy Burns. That couldn’t be good. He accepted the call.

			‘D’you know what time it is?’ he said.

			‘Shut up and listen,’ Burns said. ‘Your mate’s been arrested.’

			‘Deano?’ Jimmy said. ‘What’s the stupid sod done now?’

			‘No, not him, the other one . . . Gadge.’

			That threw Jimmy for a moment. Gadge could be a gobshite when he was in his cups but he’d only once been arrested for being drunk and disorderly and even then they just kicked him out in the morning when he’d sobered up. He must have been really hammered this time if Andy Burns thought he needed a heads up. Jimmy sighed and rolled his legs out of bed, keeping his phone to his ear.

			‘I’ll be down there in twenty mins,’ he said, yawning.

			‘There’s no point in that, Jimmy, he’s not going anywhere soon.’

			‘What d’you ring me for then? I thought you wanted me to pick him up.’

			‘No. But you might want to get him a decent solicitor. The duty guy’s shite.’

			‘A solicitor! What does he need a solicitor for?’

			‘He’s being held on suspicion of murder.’
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			An early morning east coast train whistled through Central Station as Jimmy waited for Burns to show his face.

			He was sitting in front of a small coffee shop on the platform, nursing a cup of tea, wondering what the hell had happened last night.

			Gadge was being held in custody in Newcastle’s brand spanking new police HQ, which was tucked just behind the train station, both near enough for the two men to meet up and far enough away to make sure that prying eyes didn’t see them.

			Jimmy knew that Burns was taking yet another risk. The cop clearly couldn’t be seen briefing the best mate of a murder suspect before all the evidence had been gathered, but Jimmy also knew he would help him – pulling someone out of a burning building built up a lot of credit.

			He’d just about finished his tea when Burns came through the open turnstiles, checking around to make sure he wasn’t being watched. He sat down on a separate table just in case. Jimmy knew the drill by now and didn’t look at him once.

			‘What’s going on, Andy?’ Jimmy said. ‘You know Gadge wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

			‘No, I don’t. And neither do you. I know what you guys are like – you barely tell each other anything about your past. I remember how hard it was to get any details of young Deano from you last time I got dragged into one of your “investigations”.’

			He had a point. There was an unspoken code between him and his friends that there was no past, only the future. It was clear they’d all screwed things up big time so it was best to be judged on what happened from then on.

			‘Fair enough,’ Jimmy said. ‘I don’t even know Gadge’s real name,’

			‘It’s Keith Kane. I checked the arrest sheet after they’d put him in the cells.’

			Jimmy laughed. He couldn’t imagine anyone who seemed less like a ‘Keith’.

			Burns glanced at his watch. ‘Look, I haven’t got long. Did you get him a proper brief?’

			Jimmy shook his head.

			‘Not yet.’

			‘I can recommend someone if you like.’

			‘That would be great. I’ve already put a call in to Bob Pearson, to see if he can help. He’ll know the local scene and I’m sure he’ll front up some dosh if we need it for an investigator or something.’

			Pearson was another man in Jimmy’s debt. The former councillor’s daughter had nearly died after taking some dodgy spice and Jimmy had been instrumental in bringing her dealers to justice.

			‘OK, scores on the doors, and you didn’t hear this from me, right?’

			Jimmy nodded.

			‘Your man was found unconscious, by two policewomen, in an alley down the side of Archie’s, the bar near the Bigg Market. He was covered in blood and had clearly been on the wrong end of a fight.’

			Jimmy nearly said something about the bar – it was the one owned by Archie Simons, the guy who’d been behind the Facebook page Gadge had shown him – but, until he knew more details, he didn’t want to provide Burns with a motive for whatever his friend had done. Burns often accused him of operating a ‘one-way street’ policy where information was concerned and he was right. Better safe than sorry.

			‘So why is he the one getting arrested?’

			Burns held up his hand.

			‘At first they thought he was the victim. They even phoned it in as an assault. Then they found the body a few yards further down the alley. A tall male, approximately six-five, mid-thirties, they think. Ring any bells?’

			Jimmy shook his head, still trying to take it all in. Burns carried on.

			‘Name as yet unknown – he had no ID on him at all, which is unusual in itself. Someone had thrown a large sleeping bag over him to hide the body from sight. Looks like it was Gadge’s sleeping bag.’

			‘Hardly fucking conclusive, is it?’

			‘Not on its own, no. But from the man’s head wounds it was clear he’d been badly beaten with a blunt instrument.’

			‘Jesus. But what’s that got to do with Gadge?’

			‘He was covered in blood, too much for the injuries he’d sustained, apparently.’

			‘Is that it?’

			‘No.’ Burns took a deep breath. Bad news was incoming.

			‘Gadge had a baseball bat in his hand.’
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			Jimmy didn’t like lawyers. He’d only met a couple but both times he’d ended up with a prison sentence so he wasn’t much looking forward to meeting a third.

			On top of that, the waiting room felt like a doctor’s and he didn’t have very good memories of those either so it was no wonder he was nervous. The receptionist had told him that the brief was running late. The woman seemed nice at first but she kept glancing over at him, as if she expected him to nick the second-hand car magazines the moment she stopped paying attention.

			Finally, a door in the corner of the room opened and a young woman’s head peered round it.

			‘Mr Mullen?’ she asked. Given that he was the only one waiting it was a strange question but he nodded and got to his feet.

			‘Come through,’ she said, disappearing back into the room.

			Jimmy followed her and was surprised when she moved behind the desk and sat down.

			‘I was expecting to see Mr Gascoigne,’ he said.

			‘I prefer Ms,’ the woman said, half-smiling.

			‘Oh,’ he said, kicking himself. ‘I was expecting someone . . . older.’

			‘I’ll take that as a compliment. I’m old enough.’

			She was sharp. It was obvious that he’d been expecting a man – Andy Burns had just texted him the name ‘Charlie Gascoigne’ and a phone number and Bob Pearson had concurred with his suggestion – but actually this would work much better. Gadge could be surly but he liked to turn on the charm with women so he’d probably be much more cooperative.

			The inner office was neat and tidy but not intimidating. There were no framed certificates on the wall, no photos of famous clients and no bookshelves full of learned, lawyerly publications that he’d bet no one ever read. Instead there were some kids’ drawings Blu-Tacked to the wall and an exercise bike in the corner.

			Seeing him glance at the bike, the solicitor laughed.

			‘I don’t get much time to stay fit, what with work and two kids at home,’ she said. ‘So I quite often sit on there, pedalling away, when I’m reading case details, kill two birds with one stone, like.’

			Jimmy nearly made a shit ‘chain of evidence’ crack but that was more Gadge’s thing so instead he just nodded.

			She stood up, leant over her desk and held out her hand.

			‘Anyway, nice to meet you, I’m Charlie.’

			‘Jimmy,’ he said, gently shaking hands.

			‘Mr Kane speaks very highly of you.’

			For a moment he was lost but then remembered it was Gadge’s surname.

			‘You’ve already seen him then?’

			‘Yes, we had a chat this morning. He’s doing OK, all things considered.’

			‘Did he tell you what happened?’

			‘He has no real idea. He says two men dragged him into an alley and that’s it. No memory of anything else.’

			‘Not even the bat?’

			‘He claims never to have seen it before. Trouble is, it looks very much like the murder weapon and I’m sure his prints are going to be all over it. I’d be amazed if the dead man’s hair isn’t on it too. And then there’s the blood evidence. Your friend’s clothes were covered in it.’

			‘But wasn’t he injured too?’

			‘Aye, but nowhere near enough for the amount of blood. They haven’t got the tests back yet, but the police are very confident that some of it will have come from the victim.’

			‘Shit.’

			‘Indeed. It’s not looking great for him.’

			‘And do they know who the victim is . . . was . . . yet?’

			‘No. Or at least if they do they haven’t told me. But I’m sure it’s only a matter of time and when they do I want to know everything I can about him. My working theory is that he’s one of the two men your friend remembers grabbing him.’

			‘Nothing on the other man either?’

			The lawyer shook her head.

			‘So what do you want from me?’

			She sighed.

			‘Full disclosure: this is a very weird situation which I’m not entirely comfortable with. But my boss and Bob Pearson are old friends and to a large extent I’ve been railroaded into it.’

			Jimmy knew all about weird situations, people were surprisingly good at adapting to them, even lawyers, so he just nodded and waited.

			‘I told Mr Kane that I wanted to hire an investigator to help look into his background and that of the two men he saw but he told me there was no need, that he already knew the best one in town.’

			She looked at him questioningly but again he waited. It was pretty clear where this was going.

			‘That being you, apparently. I checked with Mr Pearson and he supported the idea, very enthusiastically, in fact.’

			Jimmy smiled. Bob Pearson had once tried to persuade him to set up as a private investigator and though he’d considered it, he’d eventually declined. It was too much of a risk in his situation.

			‘I’m not sure that this is a good idea,’ he said.

			‘I could probably persuade him to pay expenses if that’s what’s worrying you?’

			‘It’s not about the money.’

			‘Then what?’

			Jimmy sighed. It wasn’t something he liked to talk about but there wasn’t much choice.

			‘I’m on a life licence. It’s a long story but I ended up in prison and while I was there, I killed a man in a fight. As I’m sure you know, if I commit any kind of crime or even go anywhere near something dodgy, I can be returned to prison immediately. And you know what they say about making omelettes; well investigating’s the same, only, instead of eggs, it’s laws that tend to get a bit
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