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			1

			‘Did you see the hanging?’

			It was dark, and he narrowed his eyes in the glare of the strobe lights behind her. He paused, drawing vapour into his lungs before exhaling a rehearsed suspension. ‘Don’t think so.’ His voice was flat.

			Anouk considered him for a moment. What was it with dealers? ‘Her head fucking came off, mate. It’s not like you could have missed it,’ she said through clenched teeth, swallowing the last word as her throat tightened. Tears gathered in her eyes. Why had she brought it up? Maybe to make conversation. No—the guilt. It just wouldn’t let go.

			The dealer leant back, his head lightly touching the wall behind him. Someone had scrawled a cock and pair of balls where it came to rest. They stuck out from behind his left ear. ‘Sweet-Cheeks, I don’t do politics. You want the shimmer or not?’

			Dickhead. People like him lived in a twilight world, and it dimmed their senses. Obscured by shadow and substance, so they didn’t have to feel anymore. The distaste was etched on her face.

			He continued. ‘Look, we all do what we do to get by. You came to me?

			‘Yeah, sure.’ She tasted her own hypocrisy as she slipped him cash from her palm. The notes were worn and no longer in official circulation. A small paper packet glided from his hand to hers in its place.

			Anouk turned, eyes lowered. She twisted her body around a mirror-clad pillar and caught a blurred glimpse of her own reflection. A crack running down the centre distorted her image, and she momentarily imagined the two faces staring at her. The music seemed louder now, mingling amongst a throbbing mass of bodies. Bursts of light exposed momentary gaps for her to exploit as she made her way towards her companions. They sat at a small table on the far side of the basement. She accidentally kicked a bottle lying in her path, which went spinning between moving feet. Anouk reached the table and slid down next to a young woman. They were both dressed in black. It was not an uncommon colour to wear among their kind. The woman was barely twenty. She grudgingly slouched along the bench to make space. Anouk didn’t notice. ‘You have it?’ The words slurred together.

			‘It doesn’t work as well with alcohol. It would be an arsing waste on you,’ Anouk said.

			‘Didn’t hear you complain when I gave you my share of the cash,’ the woman responded.

			Anouk suppressed the rising tide of irritation. It was just the withdrawal. God, I can be such a bitch. Rookie mistake to team up with a stranger hanging around at the entrance, but she and Jimmy needed the money, and the woman was rattling badly. She was an easy target and had agreed to pay well above her fair share. ‘Jeez, I need a sprit,’ Anouk said aloud.

			‘Pass it over then,’ Anouk’s friend sitting opposite said. His sandy-blond hair was visible as a silhouette in the flashing light. Although she couldn’t see his face, she knew it was kind. Troubled beyond his years, but kind. His hand moved across the table in anticipation, trembling. Anouk reached down into her pocket and slipped her fingers in to retrieve the packet she had placed there a few minutes before. Her jeans were too tight, and she raised herself slightly above the seat to reach further down. She pulled the packet out between two fingers and deposited it into his outstretched hand. ‘Jimmy?’

			‘Yes?’

			Anouk leant furtively towards him. Her movements were exaggerated, hinting at a more playful past. He leant forwards too.

			‘Jimmy, remember: all that glitters is not gold,’ she whispered into his ear.

			He said nothing. But as Anouk pulled away, settling back beside the young woman, she imagined an old smile on his lips. They had shared that joke ever since their first sprit of shimmer together. It was a rare moment of honest recognition. It made her feel normal again, in control—or at least provided the illusion.

			Jimmy worked swiftly. He placed and opened a small clear bottle with a pipette on the table in front of him. He came prepared. It was three-quarters full with a simple saline solution. He tore the corner of the packet deftly apart with his teeth, and, despite his unsteady hand, he carefully emptied the contents into the bottle. It was too dark to see, but Anouk knew well the look of shimmer crystals settling, like glitter. He closed the bottle and held it tight in the palm of his hand.

			‘Good thing it’s bloody hot in here. Should dissolve quicker.’ He meant this as reassurance. It had been a long while—at least since the previous evening—since any of the three had had a fix. The next track played; the opening ambient chords were unmistakable, followed by hardcore beats.

			Kiss me dead, baby, you’re my inclination

			Kill me softly, baby, I’m your dedication

			Okay, so it was vintage. But who didn’t love it? A bit of electronic dance. Her dad would be pleased. She stopped there. Thinking of her father just before spritting up. What the fuck. She shook her head.

			You’re my today-future, bittersweet tomorrow

			You’re my every hour, panic-sown sorrow

			Jimmy’s voice brought her back to the present. ‘All done. Who’ll do the honours?’

			‘You first, Jimmy. No worries. The brewer gets to taste his brew,’ Anouk said.

			Jimmy nodded his gratitude, and, after a brief shake of the bottle, unscrewed the pipette. Pinching and releasing the top, he pulled it out and raised it towards his head, tilted back. His hand was still trembling. The first drop missed the corner of his eye and rolled down his cheek as though it were a tear.

			I’m the one hurting, every minute hour

			I’m the cause-victim, tasting life so sour

			‘Well, that’s a waste!’ the moody young woman grumbled.

			‘Shut it! Here, Jimmy, let’s give you a hand.’ Anouk rose and moved to sit beside him. She took the bottle and the pipette, then gently wiped the glistening trail from his cheek with the back of her hand. She loved him. Not a lover’s love: the tender love of friends who know each other deeply. Close friends through their reflected past—both alone in an unforgiving world. She placed the bottle on the sticky table, withdrew the now-full pipette, steadied Jimmy’s head by supporting his chin, then softly squeezed the rubber end. One drop fell to the corner of his eye, lingered for a moment, then dissolved under his eyelid.

			‘Oh God!’ Jimmy sighed as he melted into the backrest. ‘Thank you, shimmer, glimmer, shine,’ he intoned, reciting the drug’s street names.

			Anouk followed the ritual next. She held her breath as the drop fell and then, after the familiar slight sting of the saline solution and a rush of shooting warm light, all was good. She glided effortlessly under the drug’s spell—into shimmerfall—that moment of bliss when all earthly worries melted away.

			You’re my master, hated, foul obsessed, enchanted

			I’m in thrall, subjected, wrecked, possessed, disgusted

			But bliss was a fragile thing…
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			‘Pig! Cunt!’ the young woman screamed, spittle congealing at either side of her mouth. Senior Superintendent Jerome P. Kilgore of the Bureau for Virtue stared passively back, facing her, red jackets holding her arms at either side. His gaunt features expressed a mix of blunt indifference and distaste.  

			He considered the woman coldly, puffing out his hollow cheeks. She appeared to be in her early twenties. Her dark shoulder-length hair fell over her face, but not enough to hide the pink and aggravated whites of her eyes. How curious, Kilgore mused. A lively spritter?

			As if reading his mind, a bearded red jacket to the woman’s left responded, ‘She’s been drinking. Dulls the effect.’ 

			‘Aah,’ Kilgore drawled. ‘So, you enjoy a little bit of everything, do you?’ The corners of his thin lips curled upward. The young woman did not respond, stiffening her body in anticipation. Kilgore paused. He scanned the surrounding hall. He hated underground shithole clubs like this. They stank of sweat; of people. They made him feel unclean. ‘Unfortunately, you are not much good to me in your current state.’ He turned his attention to the red jackets. ‘Process her for holding; we can decide what to do with her once her manners have improved.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ the red jacket to her left responded, bowing gratuitously. He led the young woman, who staggered as she turned, to a group of already assembled detainees in one corner. They stood under an old exit sign above a door, the curtain already pulled to one side. It shone red and mockingly flickered on and off.

			‘Oh, and officer…’ Kilgore trailed.

			‘Yes, sir?’ the fawning man said.

			‘In my experience, manners are best taught.’ He smiled joylessly. He then focused his dispassionate attention on the young woman’s two companions. One was a lanky young man with unkempt hair. His eyes were pale blue-grey but stained with the betraying pink surrounds of shimmer. ‘Also of no immediate use to me like that,’ Kilgore said to an attendant red jacket, and with a perfunctory wave of his hand indicated the same group of detainees to which they had led the woman. The young man, as if in a daze, compliantly followed the red jacket. 

			‘Jimmy?’ someone whispered.

			Kilgore fixed upon the remaining youngster. ‘Pardon me?’ he hissed.

			‘Jimmy?’ she whispered again, only slightly louder. She had taken shimmer. The whites of her eyes were pink—evidence enough. But she was not drunk. Something about the young man moved her beyond stupor. 

			Kilgore’s annoyance stirred again. He ground his teeth. Clearly, this trip would be trouble. Pickings were not new. People surely understood the order of play; the rules? Had his authority escaped notice? He stroked his badge of office. Regarding the woman who dared speak, he considered how best to impress these simple truths upon all present. She stared ahead, in a daze. Without warning, and with practised effort, he swung a backhanded blow to the side of her face. 

			The young woman was of medium height but slender. The weight of the blow lifted her to her toes, as if a ballerina, before she sank to the floor. Kilgore felt a familiar tightening in his groin: cruelty and desire fused in youth, repressed then, but now fully claimed. He placed his hands in his pockets and re-arranged himself to avoid an obvious bulge. He did this unconsciously, much like breathing. A thin rivulet of blood and clear mucus worked its way down from her nose, over her parted lips, to drip from her chin onto the floor. Slowly, she pulled herself to a sitting position and raised her head with blurred eyes.

			Kilgore regarded her. The blow had thrown greasy hair from her face, shimmer playing in her eyes; they seemed to leak as he traced the blood flowing down her face. He was wondering, then pulled himself from reverie. ‘Another stoned spritter, same group as before.’

			‘Excuse me. I mean, pardon me, sir?’ Another unsolicited voice appeared.

			Kilgore looked up, seeking the person to whom it belonged. His irritation had not yet subsided and now rose even quicker. The collar of his shirt felt tighter. His eyes closed as he steeled himself. ‘Yeess?’ he whistled, mouth barely moving.

			‘She’s one of ours, sir. She’s a dealer. With all due respect, sir.’ The voice belonged to a tall man. He had stubble a few days old that matched his uncurated appearance. Kilgore recognised his mixed ancestry. The man walked tentatively forwards. His hesitancy seemed out of character for someone who might otherwise hold himself confidently.

			‘Yours? One of yours? A dealer?’ Kilgore sneered. ‘Pray tell then, why is she lying like a degenerate on the floor? Dealers deal drugs, rather than devour them, do they not?’

			‘Ah, sir, it’s sort of a business perk,’ the man responded, a twinkle daring to appear in his eye. The assembled red jackets sniggered. Kilgore did not laugh. The man continued, ‘We find it a helpful motivator—paying extra in shimmer—a kind of bonus incentive and loyalty programme wrapped up in one.’ Gaining some of his characteristic confidence back, ‘We have great employee retention and…’ 

			‘That’s enough,’ Kilgore snapped. He regarded the man again. Hopefully not for much longer. ‘Fine, come and drag her skinny arse back. But…’ now addressing the officer attending the group of gathered dealers, ‘…make damn sure you scan her in before we leave, just to check.’

			‘Consider it done, sir,’ the red jacket said. 

			‘Right, I think we’re done here for now. Take that lot and load them up,’ Kilgore said, pointing to the half dozen dazed club-goers, including Jimmy. He’d hoped for better pickings, but this haul met the quota. ‘That lot…’ he now pointed to a third group of shimmer-free employees and clientele, ‘…scan them in, check credentials, and then they’re at liberty to bugger off. Same with the four dealers.’

			Kilgore turned to go, but hesitated. He looked down at the young woman sunk on the floor. The blood had stopped flowing and was now coagulating in globules. Pity. She was pretty, even for a degenerate. Such striking dark auburn hair. She reminded him of his daughter.
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			Anouk’s head ached. She perched on a bar stool. Her feet were resting on the lower crossbar but kept slipping off. Her jacket was hanging on the stool’s backrest. 

			‘Here, take this,’ a man said. ‘It will help level you out. It will also help with the headache.’ 

			She reached out, peering through slitted eyes, groping towards the voice’s general direction. The light felt unbearable. Her fingertips touched a palm and a pill resting in its centre. With difficulty, she picked it up and manipulated it onto her tongue. She swallowed, but it stuck in place as though on a flytrap.

			The rim of a glass rested against her lower lip. 

			‘Swallow. Just a sip.’ 

			Gingerly, she sipped. The pill escaped and pursued cool water down her throat. It felt soothing. She sipped again.

			‘Thank you,’ Anouk murmured.  

			‘That was quite a whack you took,’ the voice said. ‘Lucky all that shimmer you sprit hasn’t left too much of your brain. Not much to lose, eh?’ It wasn’t a funny joke, but it wasn’t malicious.  

			‘What did you give me?’ 

			‘Dexedrine,’ the voice said. ‘Good thing one of my customers is a doctor. Keeps me in steady supply.’

			Oh bollocks. She recognised that voice. Anouk risked increased light, opening her eyes a fraction. Pain pierced her forehead, and she couldn’t see his face clearly. It was like looking through a set of unadjusted and moving binoculars. Vomit threatened to work its way upward.

			‘Whatever you do, don’t throw up on me,’ the man said.

			‘Aidan?’ she ventured.

			‘That’s it, Dimples. Didn’t know you knew my name. I thought I was only Master Shimmer to you…’

			‘You are. You were, I mean…’ Anouk slurred, touching her cheek. It had swollen, and she could feel caked blood under her nose as she tentatively wriggled it. It had been ages since anyone had mentioned her dimples.

			‘Keep your hair on,’ Aidan laughed, ‘I know what I am.’

			‘What happened?’ 

			‘Kilgore. As always, a butt-clenchingly awful guest. Never invite that man for tea,’ Aidan said.

			Anouk was confused. Her head still hurt. ‘Tea?’ 

			‘No, not tea, fool!’ Aidan raised an eyebrow. ‘He was here for pickings. You know the Bureau rounds up a few spritters now and then…’

			‘Yeah, sorry, of course,’ Anouk interrupted, feeling daft. He didn’t need to finish his sentence. Everyone knew that getting taken by the Bureau was a one-way ticket. ‘Just not with it yet,’ she confessed. 

			‘Anyway,’ Aidan continued, ‘they round up a few spritters like your lame boyfriend Jimmy…’

			‘Jimmy? What? Holy crap! Why, I mean, where? Where did they take him?’ Anouk spluttered. Her heart leapt, and a hot flush rushed up her back, across her neck and head. A ringing sound buzzed in her ears.

			‘Sweetheart, if you let me finish, you might…’

			Anouk felt a drop of sweat run lazily from her armpit down her side. ‘Might what? Where the hell did they take him? Where?’ It was a futile question borne only out of panic. Where? There were rumours, of course. Whispers in the shadows and behind closed doors. None were good.

			Aidan hesitated. Anouk’s reaction had taken him by surprise. 

			One of his two companions appeared by his side. Anouk’s vision was clearing. The Dexedrine was kicking in. It was another young woman. ‘Cuz, we’ve got to go. Party’s over. They want us out,’ she said. ‘Look, Anouk. It is Anouk, right?’ 

			Anouk nodded. 

			‘I feel you, I do, but some serious shit went down here tonight. Aidan saved your ass. And we went out on a limb…’ 

			Anouk was struggling to take it in. She pushed her shoulders down, trying to relax. ‘Saved me, what?’ she said, with a wrinkled brow. 

			Aidan winced. ‘Yeah, I might have said you were a dealer…’

			‘A dealer? What!’ Anouk blurted.

			Aidan’s face lost animation. ‘Okay, okay, let’s stop the gibber.’ He raised his index finger. ‘First of all, honey bunch, we’re all,’ he said, showing his companions, ‘we’re all not too keen on “a dealer, WHAT” description.’ His voice climbed several octaves higher on the ‘what’. ‘And second, it cost me two packs of shimmer to bribe the red jacket who scanned you so he would keep walking.’ Aidan looked like he wanted to say more but settled for crossing his arms.

			Anouk consciously slowed her breathing and felt her anxiety lessening. The ringing in her ears subsided. She took a sip of water to ease her dry mouth and scanned her surroundings. The hall was bright now. The music had stopped. Reality switched on, and the comforting alternative of shimmer vanished. The mundane and the depressing had taken its place. A few remaining employees were uncommittedly mopping spillage from that night. It looked like alcohol. At least it lacked any revealing chunks. 

			‘I’m sorry.’ She drooped in her seat.

			

			The table clattered as someone righted it from its side. The club’s clientele had obviously left in a hurry. Anouk pictured the red jackets’ encouraging blows as they left. Those who had not successfully got away were scanned, fined and sent on their way, thankful for mercy. It was only the spritters among them who interested the red jackets. 

			‘You know what, all’s peachy. We’re fine. But it’s been a tough night,’ Aidan said. There was a brief silence. ‘You alright to walk?’ He got up and moved to her side. Surprisingly gently, he placed one hand on her back and the other on her elbow and aided her to her feet. As Anouk regained her balance, his companion gathered her jacket from the stool’s backrest.

			The three crossed the dance floor, still littered with bottles, towards a flickering exit sign. Aidan’s remaining companion, a genial looking young man, had hovered out of sight during their exchange. He stayed behind, talking earnestly to what looked like the barman, who had a shaved head. A tattoo of three arrows, slanting diagonally downward, was just visible below one ear above his jawline. It looked familiar. Anouk’s gaze caught his attention. He turned his back to her, screening his conversation, and casually rested a hand over his tattoo.

			They reached the door, which rested slightly ajar. The push bar looked broken and hung limply in its brackets, perhaps because of the red jackets’ visit or the clientele’s subsequent eagerness to leave. Aidan shoved it open with his shoulder and, with his hand still on Anouk’s back, steered her to a flight of outdoor steps climbing to the street. The handrail was moist, and Anouk could feel flaking paint beneath her hand as she ascended. As always, the pavement was damp, but it seemed not to have rained. The night sky was out, the air cool and fresh against the stale indoors. ‘You going to be alright?’ Aidan asked. He was quite a lot taller than Anouk, so she had to look up towards him. She felt steadier now. 

			‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘think so.’ But something still nagged her. ‘Why did they let us go? The red jackets? Kilgore? It doesn’t make sense. You’re dealers, right?’ She added hurriedly, ‘And that’s totally cool by me.’ Grateful to Aidan, she avoided riling him again so soon. 

			He grinned. ‘Let’s just say we have an arrangement. A business arrangement.’ He tilted his head in mock thought. ‘Although I’ll wager there’s nothing that skinny sack of shit Kilgore would like to do more than string me up and cut my nuts off.’ 

			Aidan’s companion snorted. ‘Like he could ever find them,’ she scoffed, nudging him.

			‘Oi, steady now, Fred!’ Aidan playfully snatched Anouk’s jacket from the woman’s hands, holding it for a moment, then handing it back to its rightful owner. 

			‘Cheers,’ Anouk said, taking the jacket. ‘That makes sense, but it’s also… Why…’ she faltered, trying to find the words, ‘Why did you cover for me?’

			Aidan mulled the question over. ‘I saw the hanging this morning too,’ he admitted. ‘It’s not something you can forget in a hurry, right?’ 

			Anouk gave a small nod. She couldn’t meet his gaze. She had looked away from many obscenities. Yet not everything was easy to ignore.

			Aidan changed the subject. ‘Watch out for the patrols, especially the Free Fliers.’ He was referring to unscheduled patrols of red jackets that roamed randomly during curfew and were difficult to expect. ‘It’s unusually bright tonight.’ He paused, admiring the sky. ‘You stay safe, Dimples.’

			Anouk put on her jacket. She winced as the collar brushed her cheek. With one final glance at the pair, their faces indistinguishable, but their forms haloed in nightlight, she said, ‘Thank you,’ and made her way across the narrow street to the warehouse opposite. She turned back. They were gone.

			[image: ]

			They were there. Anouk could sense it. Free Fliers parked on the leeward side of an apartment block. Worse than the usual red jackets, they were signed and paid-up Party members—State instruments of terror. The moon half shone over the apartment block’s flat roof, casting a night shadow over the utility vehicle and most of the road running alongside. The contours of floodlights emerged on the roof of the vehicle’s cab. No one was visible inside, but their watchful presence filled the air with static.

			She crouched at the edge of a shuttered and barren corner shop, which lay across the road from the vehicle. It was almost dawn. She could backtrack for ten minutes and take an alternative route, it was risky. Darkness was her friend. 

			Her breathing was rapid. A twirl of condensing breath escaped her mouth and drifted around the corner from where she hid. It hung there for a moment and then dissipated, but still blushed betrayingly in the moonlight before fleeing. She sucked in her breath.

			The vehicle’s floodlights ignited. Anouk’s heart jumped. Had she been seen? Its diesel engine rumbled to life. She pushed deeper into the wall. Rough pointing between the bricks grazed her bruised face. Angles of shadow and light shifted across surfaces as the vehicle pulled out onto the road. Anouk glanced around the corner just as the vehicle passed. The rhythmic beating of the engine and slapping of wet tyres were out of place in the silence. Three red jackets were visible in the cab. They had not seen her. A tingling relief swept through her body as the tension in her muscles eased.

			As the sound of the vehicle receded, Anouk rose to her feet. One knee cracked in complaint at its awkward angle. She rounded the corner cautiously onto the road. Small streams of water tracked her progress down towards the next intersection, where she bore left. The water carried on straight, taking a different route. A gully encouraged its course, carved into the asphalt through years of unrelenting rain.

			Anouk rested for a few seconds, deciding on the best path. She contemplated the gully. At least the coastal defences were still holding. It was one thing to live in constant wet, another entirely to live under the sea. 

			The stream on the road rested on the far side of the intersection. It pooled around a stop sign before welling over a modest rise and continuing its journey. The sign, leaning a few degrees to one side, was daubed with familiar white sketching within its ‘O’. These resembled continents of the Earth. She half-smiled at the memory of her dad. 

			Anouk carried on, turning left again down a cobbled alleyway. A few Elizabethan timber-framed houses hung claustrophobically above her head. Once the street had been a popular market with tiny shops selling a mixture of tourist memorabilia and oddities. As a young child, she had loved an umbrella store where each umbrella handle resembled a weird and wonderful animal; some had coloured feathers, others had gleaming scales. She reached the end of the alley and emerged onto a square, but was eclipsed by the night shadow of a protruding window from above.

			The old woman’s body remained. Red jackets had strung her up by one ankle after the hanging because of her decapitation. The other leg dangled in an impossible position, at ninety degrees to her torso, bent at the knee and barefoot. The street lamp in front of the Corn Exchange was ornate. At its base, blood had pooled below the stump of her neck and covered most of the lost shoe. Its laces peered out like the sails of a sinking ship. The head was gone. A haunted-looking dog stood hungry, licking the edges of blood where it settled.

			Anouk expected it, but the horror was still too much. An involuntary moan seeped from her throat. She was there when it happened. She walked closer, but kept to the square’s margins, and remembered the old woman’s dignity; a dignity from a past period that now seemed distant. The woman had failed to show respect at the morning flag raising outside the Exchange. Red jackets had intervened, insisting that she stand still during the daily ceremonial. When she did not, an officer had struck her to the ground. Yet, at over eighty, she had found the strength to rise. He struck again, and once more, she rose. Nobody helped. Nobody came to her aid. Not even me, Anouk considered. The tears that she had fought earlier in the evening now ran freely down her face. She gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut, willing the tears away as a gasp of remorse escaped her.

			She peered at what remained of the old woman. They had tasked a red jacket—a recruit judging by his age—with placing the noose over her head. As if transfixed by shock, he had struggled to raise his arms. The old lady had reassured him, with a steady voice and compassionate eyes, ‘It’s fine, lad, it’s fine. You go on then,’ as she lowered her head to assume his burden. And now what remained of her hung like a bled chicken. A floral skirt draped over chest and arms. Sinewy legs and oversized underwear exposed. Where was her dignity now? 

			‘God save New Albion,’ Anouk muttered. The dog had slunk away as she approached. It stood looking at her from a safe distance. It disappeared into the remaining darkness, carrying its complicity with it. Anouk followed.
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			Dawn was breaking as Anouk reached her home. Even the veiled trade in shimmer had gone to bed. The ethereal white hue of the easterly horizon was visible between two buildings. Home was a former council estate, an apartment block of grey concrete. It had seen better days twenty years ago. It had received no attention since. She climbed two flights of metal stairs, taking two at a time, then stopped at the first door on the right. No. 20 Jervis Gardens. No gardens here, that’s for bloody sure: the closest thing to a garden was in the plastic house sign attached alongside the front door, where the number ‘20’ sat surrounded by bright yellow flowering calendula. Her mother’s painted addition.

			Anouk recovered a key from behind it, slotted it in and tried to turn it. It was stiff, and she had to jiggle it before it caught and the latch dropped. She pushed the door gradually open, and entered. It was cold inside even though it was still late summer. The sour smell of old cigarette smoke clung to the air. Anouk could hear her mother snoring. She hadn’t made it to her bedroom again. Anouk rolled her eyes. Sleeping on the sofa was a strange habit for someone so very particular about everything.

			The apartment was small. Her mother was asleep in the kitchen-living space. A door leading to a toilet, basin and shower lay opposite the front door. The other rooms were two small singles. Anouk turned the handle of her bedroom and prodded. The thin plywood door opened harder than she had intended. It banged on the chest of drawers behind. Her mother’s snoring hiccupped before returning to a steady rhythm. Anouk moved forwards and closed the door behind her, sliding the latch into place. She moved her fingers up the wall flanking the door, located the light switch, and brushed it on. A light bulb flickered into dim glow.

			She hated her room. She had never liked it. All things little girls were supposed to like adorned the walls. Pink and purples, lace and frills, baby unicorns. It was a temple of birthday presents she had received from her mother for as long as she could recall. Every birthday she would open her present and look excited, placing the gift in her room in a show of enthusiasm. And not once, not a single time, even into her teenage years, had her mother deviated from this script—her vision of girls.

			Anouk unzipped her jacket, patting her pockets for stray items. A hard bump revealed itself on the right-hand side. She fumbled at the pocket’s rim before sliding her hand in to recover the item. She raised it and recognised it like an old friend. It was a small amber bottle and pipette. Its colour distinguished it from the one used earlier in the evening, and someone had wrapped it in a small note. She unwound this to find a neat string of handwritten words. 

			Thought you might need this, Dimples? Stay off the streets. Don’t buy for a couple of days. 

			The someone had signed with ‘A’. 

			Anouk risked a smile. She placed the bottle on her bedside table, toeing her boots off and leaving them where they lay. She shrugged her jacket off and dropped it on top of the boots. Collapsing onto her unmade bed, she stared at the ceiling. It had an arch of glow-in-the-dark star stickers spreading from one corner to the other. She fingered the bottle beside her. 

			Jimmy came to mind. Oh, Jimmy. Her brief smile was now gone in a flood of anguish. As she unscrewed the bottle, filled the pipette, and brought it to one eye, the memory of him overwhelmed her—she was curled in pain on the floor, in the squalor of a drug den. Yet he held her tight. Protecting and forgiving despite all she had said, all she had done. Where she had been selfish, he was giving. From the outside, Anouk led. She was bold and brash. But in truth, she was alone and frightened. She relied on Jimmy more than she cared to admit.

			The eye on the bruised side of her face had red tendrils of burst capillaries radiating from its corner. These merged with watercolour pink from the evening’s recreational activities. The eye was painful, so she used the other. The drop fell; she replaced the pipette and raised the bottle just before the light and warmth of shimmerfall overcame her. Shimmer, glimmer, shine… Jimmy…

		

	
		
			

			4

			The junior officer picked at his teeth while his colleagues herded the seven detainees towards the parked van. ‘You going to help out, mate?’ one called. 

			‘Yeah, suppose.’ He lethargically kicked a straggler into a semi-trot to catch up with the other detainees. The mouthy young lady from the club was first in line at the rear of the van. His colleague, a red jacket like him, although with a bushy beard, was still holding her arm to ensure compliance. The van’s double doors swung open from the inside, revealing a third red jacket and, behind him, a row of wooden benches on each side. 

			‘Go on, get yourself in,’ the bearded red jacket said, sharply pushing the woman forwards.  

			‘No, no, no. Not too hasty, governor,’ the junior officer crooned. It was the most energetic he had been all night. ‘She’s in the front with us,’ he winked. 

			His fellow red jacket raised a bushy eyebrow. 

			‘You heard what the Senior Superintendent said. We’re to teach her a lesson, we are.’ 

			His colleague gave him a tired look. He grabbed the young woman again by the shirt sleeve and pulled her aside. She glared at him and muttered something under her breath. He slapped the top of her head, leaving her hair in a bird’s comb. Now motivated, the junior officer marshalled the remaining detainees into the rear of the van. 

			Jimmy shuffled last towards the van’s rear. The shackles on his wrists and the afterglow of shimmer encumbered his walk. He placed an unsteady foot on the stepwell. His knees were jittery. He hoisted himself up and thrust his shackled wrists forwards for balance. But the weight of his body proved too much. His knees gave way. A brush of steel told him that his chin narrowly missed the bumper. Stomach churning, his fall ended with a sharp jerk as his handcuffs looped over the towbar. A bolt of pain tore through his shoulders as they flexed upward to arrest his collapse. He wheezed, his nose hanging inches from the ground. A splatter of saliva marked his abrupt stop. The junior officer moved to close the doors.

			‘What do you think you’re doing?’ His colleague said, squatting just inside the van.

			He frowned in confusion. ‘We’re done. I’m closing the doors. We’re off.’ 

			‘And this one?’ His bearded associate pointed down at Jimmy.

			‘We’ve loaded him up. He’ll get there. What’s all the fuss about?’

			‘The fuss, my good ol’ buddy, my good ol’ pal, is that pickings weren’t too great tonight, were they?’ Without waiting for a response, the red jacket from the van went on. ‘And as much as you like fun and games, we had better get these,’ he said, showing the detainees seated behind him, ‘back to Kilgore in one piece, promptish.’

			The junior officer shook his head and sighed. ‘Really?’ he asked, hoisting Jimmy up. ‘Get in. And don’t balls it up again.’

			Jimmy clambered awkwardly but successfully into the van, with a tug of help from the red jacket inside. The doors slammed shut behind him. He heard muffled speaking as he stood with his neck bent and pressed against the unlined metal roof. The red jacket in the van had pivoted, still squatting, to face him and snapped his fingers pointing forwards. Jimmy shuffled past the legs and feet of his fellow detainees to take a seat on the right-hand bench. He swayed as the occupants settled into the cab. Doors thumped closed, and he sat down just as the van lurched forwards. He hit his head on the reinforced glass window that separated the rear from the cab.

			The bearded red jacket was in the driving seat. He was burly and short. He looked comical. Not tall enough to reach the foot pedals. The young woman was sitting in the centre, sandwiched between him and the junior officer. ‘Hey!’ the junior officer said. ‘You missed the turning there,’ indicating backwards with a jerk of his head.

			‘Not taking that route: too many potholes.’

			‘Fair enough, fair enough. Motorway then?’ he chirped. His colleague didn’t answer. They sat in silence. ‘Perhaps a few tunes?’ the junior officer proposed. His colleague began replying, then realised the question was aimed elsewhere. The junior officer had rotated slightly to his right and now sat grinning salaciously at the young woman. ‘No, yes? Yes, no?’ He moved his thumbs up and down at his chest, correspondingly imitating happy and sad faces.

			‘Oh, just get on with it,’ the bearded man sighed, as he turned onto the slip road towards the motorway. It was curfew and empty. He congratulated himself on his savvy decision to take this route. The bright headlights tapped on and, after an initial stammer when changing gears, he forcefully sped up.

			‘Go, Cowboy!’ the junior officer hollered in a caricatured American accent. He leant back, pretending to be thrown into the seat, and grabbed the woman on her thigh. He hurled his head back and howled.

			The woman moved quickly. She grabbed the middle finger of his hand with surprising dexterity for someone handcuffed. ‘Lick my arse!’ She forced it backwards with an audible crack. He discharged a high-pitched screech, wrenching his hand free, and gawked in panic at his skewed finger. 

			‘What the bleeding hell!’ the bearded man bellowed as the van swerved in response to his startled pull. The junior officer whimpered, still staring at his finger. With his left arm outstretched, the driver grasped a fistful of the woman’s dark hair and slammed her head against the glass window behind. She remained there, stunned. ‘What in Christ’s name were you thinking!’ the bearded man roared.

			‘I-I,’ the junior officer stuttered, ‘I didn’t do anything. The crazy bitch just broke my finger…’

			‘That’s enough then! No more! We’re finished for the night. No more messing around.’

			‘Sod that! This,’ he spluttered, holding his twisted and trembling finger aloft towards the driver, ‘deserves something extra!’ His jaw jutted forwards with a snarl on his face. With his healthy hand, he clawed his trouser zip open, inching it down in quick stabs. He then grabbed at the young woman, taking hold of her right ear and a clump of surrounding hair, and pulled her down towards his crotch. She twisted, but his grip was firm.

			She screamed in frustration and shrieked for the young man she’d met earlier that night, ‘Jimmy! Jimmy!’ Then she sank her teeth into his leg.

			[image: ]

			Moments earlier, Jimmy, oblivious to the chaos unfolding just a few feet away, rocked from the movement of the van. His eyes acclimatised to his surroundings. A single light shone diffusely from the middle of the roof. Although small, it resembled a bulkhead light, encased in a galvanised steel cage. With his hands cuffed, Jimmy imagined being cramped in the bowels of an old slave galley. The effect of the shimmer he had taken earlier that night was dissipating. His discomfort told him so. Three fellow detainees sat along the bench in front of him. They were unmistakably spritters. Their haggard and pale faces stared into nowhere. Degenerates? He could understand how easy it might be to see them as debauched, not fully human. Yet Jimmy saw beyond this. They were desperate, frightened and alone. He turned his head to his left and searched the faces of his fellow detainees, expecting to find Anouk’s familiar and reassuring presence. With alarm, he saw she was not among them. 

			Jimmy knelt on one knee, looking at the detainees beside him. There were two men. They had positioned themselves to allow their hands to cup surreptitiously, one pair over another, at their shared sides. They were scared too.

			Jimmy’s agitation must have shown. ‘Steady, son,’ an older red jacket said, leaning forwards from a seated position at the end of Jimmy’s row. ‘Back you get.’ 

			Jimmy moved back, but his eyes darted from place to place in the hollow hope of finding Anouk in some hidden corner. And then, through the shared window leading to the cab, he made out three people. Two were unquestionably red jackets. Even in the shrouded light, their maroon clothing was visible. And between them sat a smaller figure with both dark hair and clothes. Anouk! Relief flooded to settle his sharp breathing.

			The gears faltered as they slid from fourth into fifth. Both rows of detainees synchronously swayed, shoulder to shoulder, towards the rear doors as the vehicle gathered speed. The red jacket at the end of Jimmy’s row grunted as he elbowed a detainee from him. The sound of light rain was just perceptible against the van’s thin steel side panels. It was calming, and Jimmy closed his eyes. Why was Anouk taken to the front? Perhaps more space? The rain beat more heavily. Muted conversation drifted from the cab. Unexpectedly, a dog howled from within, followed by a high-pitched squeal. Someone chastised the hidden animal for some wrongdoing. He peered down the bench, seeking to gauge the red jacket’s response.

			There was no chance to see. Without warning, the vehicle veered. The sudden movement flung the detainees seated in front of Jimmy forwards. One lost her balance altogether and landed, face first, against the panel between the two men seated beside him. Cursing, the red jacket stood crouched. With both hands he plied her back to her seat while, simultaneously, someone’s head cracked against the glass partition between the cab and the rear. Jimmy hadn’t seen whose head it was. He was trying to regain a steady position in his seat. His handcuffs made it difficult. Shouting issued from the cab. One voice was deep and angry; the other higher and hysterical. Then: a woman’s voice, his name. She cried out twice in desperation. ‘Anouk!’ he called back in panic, rising from his seat. Another shriek followed. This was long and painful. 

			Without warning, the van pitched and rolled. Jimmy found himself in mid-air. Legs and arms hung intertwined, hair floating as though underwater. Then, nothing.

			A void.

			[image: ]

			‘Quick! Get up, get out!’ a voice urged. An insistent hand shook his shoulder. He opened his eyes. It was all blurred. His senses were tangled and unhurried. With the imagined sound of rushing water, his eyes focused. A woman’s face lay in front of him. Her broken nose almost touched his. He first supposed the voice belonged to her. Her inexpressive features betrayed the truth. She was dead. He recognised her as the detainee who had hit the panel hard when the vehicle first swerved. Whether she died then, or later, he didn’t know.

			Jimmy took stock of where his limbs lay. Tentative movements suggested they were all in working order. He felt winded, though. He was lying face down and pushed himself upright with his arms. When he arched his back, breathing became more difficult, and the pain in his chest worsened.

			‘Easy now.’ A hand patted his back awkwardly, offering ineffectual help. It belonged to the man who had sat beside him. An improvised tourniquet slowed the flow of blood from a gash on his thigh. His friend hovered nervously behind, licking to moisten his dry and chapped lips. Only the red jacket remained in the rear with them. His one leg was cruelly misshapen and wound like a bent coat hanger around a semi-detached bench. He was unconscious, but a rising and falling chest showed he was still alive. ‘We’ve got to go. Now!’ The man plucked at the pullover on Jimmy’s shoulder.

			‘The others?’ Jimmy asked as his breathing habituated. 

			‘They’ve gone. They’ve left. Only you and us now. Come on, get up quickish now,’ the man exhorted. He clasped Jimmy’s hands with one of his and with the other twisted a key to open Jimmy’s handcuffs. With a click, the first cuff slid off, then the second.

			As Jimmy scrabbled over the dead woman to follow both men out, he asked, ‘Where did you get the key?’ 

			‘That one.’ The second man pointed back to the motionless red jacket. 

			It was then that Jimmy remembered Anouk. Panic once again rose in him. 

			‘What?’ both men asked in alarmed unison.

			Jimmy didn’t answer in his haste. The vehicle lay on its side. He was at its doors on all fours and swung his legs around and rotated into a seated position. He slid over a limp door, ducking under the other, which hung from above, and rose with a wobble. In a thin drizzle, he hurriedly made his way to the front of the vehicle. His fingers marked out the exposed axle to guide him in the murky pre-dawn. As he rounded the two front tyres, the cause of the accident was unambiguous. The vehicle had hit a deer.

			‘It’s still alive,’ the first man observed with detachment. He had limped after Jimmy and was signalling towards the animal. With heaving breaths, blood bubbled from its nose. If it could see them, it gave no sign out of its already clouding eyes. Jimmy worked his way further around and then gasped. The driver had broken his neck. His head lay to one side, several vertebrae bulging tellingly. The male passenger sat upright, even though the van lay on its side. He wasn’t wearing a seat belt, but the deer’s hoof had impaled his chest, and he lay motionless too. Jimmy then identified a smaller figure. It lay bunched at the driver’s side. The force of the collision and the animal’s weight had crushed her head.

			Jimmy’s wail was long and mournful. As the sun’s infant rays spread to the tops of the first trees, he folded to his knees. He bowed his head and let his arms hang lifelessly at his side, sobbing.

			Time slipped past him unnoticed.

			[image: ]

			The sun had risen, and the drizzling had ceased. There was a promise of warmth. The remaining two captives had long gone, and the deer was no longer breathing. Jimmy had not moved since kneeling. He felt numb. A robin appeared, but he was unaware of it. It bobbed and hopped close to his one hand, seeking, it seemed, to deliver an important message. After three short tutting calls, it flew to perch on the uppermost front tyre, where it observed him for a short while. Then, after a series of sharp peaking sounds, it flew off, content in the delivery of its missive.

			A beseeching ‘Hello?’ roused Jimmy’s consciousness. ‘Hello, is anyone there?’ The imploring voice again. With disinterest, Jimmy unfolded his back. His joints complained as he took to his feet. He kept his gaze down, unwilling to relive the scene in front of him. With stiff, hobbled steps, he returned to the rear of the van, from where the pleading was emanating.  

			The injured red jacket lay as before, but now alert. He looked up. Jimmy stared impassively back, the surrounding death draping him like a shroud. The red jacket sagged under his stare. He tried again, frowning. ‘Some help, please?’ His leg had continued to swell, pressing against the bench in which it lodged and causing him pain. 

			‘Help?’ Jimmy repeated absently. He didn’t move.

			‘Yes, help. My leg. It’s broken, stuck.’ His voice was strained.

			Jimmy regarded the red jacket. He felt nothing for him. No anger. No hate. Just apathy. He studied his face. Wrinkles criss-crossed his brow as deep fissures. His tan came from spending most of his time outside. He was older than most red jackets; his greying hair was short and neatly cut. But it was his laugh lines that gave Jimmy pause for thought. In those lines, he saw a thousand smiles engraved. He saw humour, happiness and humanity. He saw all the things that they tried most to destroy—a shared sameness.

			Jimmy couldn’t leave him exposed. Help would arrive, but for how long he couldn’t guess. He crawled back into the van and settled alongside the red jacket, studying his misshapen leg. It had broken between two wooden bench legs. He placed one foot on the furthest leg and, weaving his fingers between the nearest bench leg and the man’s contorted appendage, took firm hold of it. 

			The man flinched at his touch. ‘Is that a good idea?’ he said, looking unnerved. Jimmy didn’t hesitate; he pushed as hard as he could muster with his leg and pulled back his arm with the aid of his upper body. Both wooden bench legs parted astonishingly easily. The red jacket keened in pain. Jimmy ignored this. The man’s leg had probably already prised them apart as it broke. Jimmy positioned himself on his knees and, gripping at each armpit, stop-start dragged him past the dead woman towards the open door. Leaving the man lying on his back, Jimmy righted himself to a sitting position. He dangled his legs to rest on the inclined door and panted from the exertion. 

			They coexisted in silence for a few minutes. The motorway lay hushed. The curfew must still be in effect.

			‘Where are we?’ the red jacket asked. He had rearranged himself into a seated position in grunted spurts. The man’s back now rested against the inside roof of the overturned van, both legs splayed to his front, the broken leg bent at the knee and below it.

			‘Motorway,’ Jimmy responded. 

			‘Well, that explains it,’ the red jacket proffered. He received no response and so continued. ‘Don’t usually take the motorway. Dangerous. Too much wildlife out during the night these days, since curfew began at least.’

			No shit. ‘A deer,’ Jimmy said out loud in explanation.

			‘Oh,’ said the man, nodding in understanding. ‘Motorway also explains why my colleagues aren’t swarming over
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