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Thanks to a certain A. Hitler and his Luftwaffe, London in 1947 was the world’s biggest playground. The terraced streets of the East End – the ones that remained standing – were villages in a peculiarly British version of the French Alps. At least that’s how Desmond Gilroy saw it. To his ten year old mind, the mounds of rubble that stretched as far as the eye could see were mountains offering cover to his gallant resistance fighters as they executed daring raids on Nazi installations. On a good day, the troops at his command numbered six or seven. But thanks to an outbreak of mumps, the sole fighter under his command right now was David, his eight year old brother.
Having spent every day for as long as he could remember shooting Nazis with broom handles and blowing up ammo dumps with potatoes, David would quite liked to have done something different today.
‘Like what?’ demanded Desmond, placing a handle-less saucepan on his brother’s head. (You could never be too careful. There were enemy snipers everywhere.)
‘There’s always the flicks.’
‘On a Wednesday afternoon? All they show Wednesdays is soppy love films for women like mum to get all weepy over. You wanna spend an afternoon surrounded by old biddies going boo hoo hoo and blowing their noses?’
‘Thommo and Jacko have got a football. We could always play with them.’
‘There’s a war on! We ain’t got time to play football.’
‘War’s been over for two years, Des. Remember? Hitler killed himself and the Japs got fried and surrendered.’
‘Yeah. War is over. That’s what they said in 1918. Only it didn’t work out like that, did it? Evil never sleeps, Dave. It’s always out there.’
‘One quick game of footy wouldn’t hurt.’
‘And suppose you got injured? Who’d stop the Nazis then? Do you want them invading England and putting everyone in a concentration camp?’
‘They wouldn’t put everyone in a camp. Only the yids.’
‘But they’d make us talk German. Anyone caught talking English would be shot. Is that what you want? An England where you have to hawk up phlegm just to order chips?’
David didn’t know what phlegm was. And he felt safe in assuming that Desmond didn’t either. He was just repeating what he’d heard somebody on the radio say.
Desmond got his way. He always did. So he and his brother went off to defy the might of the Wermacht with their broom handle rifles. There was a bombsite three roads down from their own which Desmond assured David was a secret German base.
‘They do science stuff there,’ said Desmond as he and David marched to the end of the road and executed a magnificently sloppy left wheel onto a narrow road, the first fifty yards of which was flanked by what had once been local shops. They peered through the door of a burnt-out undertakers to see if any of the gang were there. It was one of many hideouts frequented by the brothers and their friends. Right now though it was empty, thus greatly reducing the odds of Desmond and David surviving their mission and getting home in time for tea.
Further on down the road, several housewives were on their knees scrubbing their doorsteps. It was a task most households executed about once a week, though Desmond and David’s own mother did theirs every Wednesday and Saturday. To Desmond and David, it had always seemed a monumental exercise in futility and they wondered why their mum bothered as it always left her with sore knees and an aching back.
Desmond’s theory was that women just liked cleaning things in the same way that boys liked playing soldiers and men liked drinking beer and getting drunk.
Dave however thought it had something more to do with trying to be better than the neighbours. It didn’t matter how poor you were, if you kept your doorstep as clean as the King’s doorstep, you were at least as good as His Majesty. And that was democracy for you. That is what all those millions of people had died for: the right to clean your own doorstep, however pointless it might be.
The bomb site housing the top secret Nazi research centre had been a bus station - until the Luftwaffe scored a direct hit on its fuel reserves with a thousand pound bomb. It was by far the biggest mound of rubble for miles around, which was probably why the council had fenced it off while many others were left completely open. Not that a few hundred sheets of corrugated iron were going to prevent Desmond Gilroy and his ruthless desperadoes from gaining access. Especially when quite a few of said sheets had been requisitioned to patch up leaking roofs.
The boys found a suitable gap and pressed themselves against the fence either side of the hole. Desmond put a finger to his lips and motioned for David to stay where he was. Then he slipped through the gap and –
‘Pow! Pow! Take that you filthy Nazis!’
David waited impassively as Desmond took out what sounded like half a Kraut regiment.
‘Oh no you don’t!’ cried Desmond. ‘Sneaking up on me like that! Typical filthy Nazi trick. Ka-ka-ka-ka-ka-ka!’ He had managed to acquire a machine gun. ‘Kapow! Boom-boom! Ya-di-da-boom!’
David picked at a scab on his knee and told himself that tomorrow he was definitely going to play football with Thommo and Jacko and maybe do a bit of scrumping. If Desmond wasn’t up for it, that was Desmond’s tough luck. David was weary of war. He yearned for peace.
Desmond stuck his head through the gap in the fence. ‘All clear now. But be very quiet. There’s bound to be other Nazis around.’
Adjusting his saucepan helmet, David joined Desmond in the ruined depot. Jerry HQ loomed before them, a grotesque sculpture of bricks and iron girders. Here and there, the red metal of a decimated bus could be glimpsed in the midst of the chaos.
It had rained in the night, making the sides of the rubble mound slippery. But the slope was a relatively gentle one and footholds were plentiful so Desmond vetoed his original plan of a commando crawl to the summit in favour of a forced march. Waving his rifle – or was it a machine gun now? – like a general’s baton, he fearlessly led the way forward. David waited until Desmond was about halfway up before reluctantly following.
‘What you going to be when you grow up?’ he called after Desmond.
‘Ain’t never going to grow up. You do that and they stick you in the army or the air force and then you die. Just like Dad did.’
From a nearby house drifted the strains of Vera Lynn singing The White Cliffs of Dover. It was the Mulligans showing off their radiogram again.
Big deal, thought David. So you’ve got a record player. And all you’ve got to play on it is one lousy Vera Lynn record.
‘Blimey!’ Desmond suddenly cried as he reached the summit. ‘Cop a load of this.’
By the time David joined Desmond, Desmond had selected and picked up a half brick just the right size and shape for throwing.
‘See?’ Desmond pointed to a break in the rubble that opened into a cellar.
The fissure hadn’t been there last time they’d played on the mound. It must have been opened by the rain.
Dave looked down. At first all he could see was rubble, rubble and more rubble. And then, in the gloom, his eyes picked out something metallic with a blue bird painted on it.
‘You know what that is, don’tcha?’ said Desmond. ‘That’s a Nazi bomb, that is.’
For a couple of seconds, David was curious. He had never seen an unexploded bomb before although it seemed everyone he knew had. Now at last he needn’t feel left out when the other kids swapped UXB stories. But curiosity soon gave way to caution. ‘We’d better fetch a copper,’ he pronounced wisely.
‘Cobblers,’ said Desmond lobbing his half brick into the opening. It hit the German bomb with a satisfying clang!
David nearly shat himself. ‘Jesus, Desmond! You’re mental, you are.’
Desmond grabbed another half brick and sent it after the first one. Clang! ‘That’s for Dad, you Nazi bastards!’
Sod this for a game of soldiers, thought David. I’m out of here.
He turned tail and scurried off back the way he’d come. Towards the bottom of the mound, he lost his footing and went skidding into the fence. His head connected with a wooden post, making him see stars and giving him a bruise that would make him the envy of his peers for the next few days. But he had no time to think about future glories.
There was an explosion. An almighty bang slapped David’s ear drums. Concussion threw him against the fence. And then there was a roar as debris rained from the sky. David crouched to make himself as small as possible.
Bits of rubble ricocheted off his helmet. Some of it struck the back of his legs, making them smart.
When the rain of brick, plaster and metal stopped, there was an awful silence. Covered in dust and shaking like a leaf, David removed his helmet and looked up at the mound. There was no sign of Desmond.
Oh shit oh fuck oh bollocks. What was he going to tell his mum? And the police? Supposing they didn’t believe his story? Supposing they did him for murder and locked him up and hung him? Oh shit oh fuck oh bollocks.
Without quite realising he was doing it, David scrambled up the mound, certain that if he found anything of Desmond it wouldn’t be pretty.
As David approached the summit, the rubble at the top of the mound shifted, causing a small landslide. And then Desmond rose from beneath the debris, laughing like he’d just heard the funniest joke ever.
‘Did I ever tell you about when I got blown up by a Jerry bomb?’ There were groans all round, just as Des Gilroy had known there would be.
‘Only about a thousand times,’ said Brad Hamel.
‘You need to get some new anecdotes,’ Dave suggested, looking up from tuning his electric guitar. He was just in time to see Des unzip himself and start to piss in the sink. That was the trouble with small venues. Most of them didn’t have dedicated changing rooms – at least not for support acts. So the Bluebirds were accustomed to hanging around in toilets, and on the odd occasion when the changing room wasn’t a khazi – well old habits die hard, as they say.
Brad stood in front of the room’s single cracked mirror and combed his hair for the umpteenth time that day. Unlike Des and Dave, he had no quiff, preferring to keep his hair at a sensible length. An American by birth, Brad thought he looked a bit like a certain senator named John F. Kennedy who was running for President back home. ‘You never told us about that young lady you picked up when we played in Newcastle. Or was it Manchester? You know – the one with the mole on her nose.’
‘Nothing much to tell,’ said Des. ‘Except she made a lousy breakfast.’
‘Eggs not runny?’
‘You got it.’ Des had a thing about egg yolks. The band had been on the road for the best part of three months and wherever they’d stayed, Des had made it clear that there’d be dire consequences if he didn’t get a runny egg with his breakfast.
There was a knock on the door. A weaselly-looking guy in a pinstripe suit let himself into the changing room. He pretended not to see Des shake his penis dry and pop it back in his leather trousers.
‘Hello there,’ he said nervously. ‘My name’s Ronald Masters. Call me Ronnie if you prefer. I’m the entertainment manager here.’
‘The what?’ said Des.
‘Entertainment manager. I book all the acts and see that everything runs smoothly backstage. I had hoped to be here to greet you when you arrived but there was an unfortunate accident involving the sword swallowing act which I had to deal with. A terrible business that.’ Masters wrung his hands and looked for a moment like he might faint or vomit. ‘Any way, the long and the short of it is that everything’s being brought forward by half an hour. So you’re on in twenty minutes right after Arthur Shipton and Patty, the Performing Poodle. I hope you don’t mind.’
‘Fine by me,’ said Des.
‘Same here,’ said Dave.
‘Whatever,’ said Brad.
‘Splendid. Actually, I think it might be rather less than twenty minutes. Arthur Shipton isn’t going down terribly well. I think the audience is just here for you and that skiffle act that’s on after you.’ Masters turned to go then remembered something. ‘What’s the name of your band, by the way? Just so I can tell our Master of Ceremonies.’
‘Charlie Cocksore and the Clap Doctors,’ said Des.
Ronald Masters frowned. ‘Really? I don’t remember booking a band with that name.’
He’s putting you on,’ said Brad. ‘We’re the Bluebirds.’
‘Right! Of course. The Bluebirds.’
‘Now you remember that name, buddy, because we’re set to become the biggest thing to hit this country since the V2.’
Arthur Shipton and Patty the Performing Poodle beat a hasty retreat stage left just as the first of a volley of beer glasses crashed on to the stage. There was a smattering of applause but it was purely ironic.
In the wings, Arthur gave Patty a choc drop. ‘The sooner this rock’n’roll craze is over,’ he said, ‘the better.’
Out front, the assembled rockers and Teddy Boys were getting restless. They’d come here for one thing and one thing only: rock and bloody roll. Why venues still insisted on putting on variety acts at every gig was a mystery no one in the audience could fathom. It seemed the old fogies that owned the venues just didn’t get it.
Stage hands swept the stage. Roadies set up the band’s equipment. One tapped a microphone. ‘One, two. One, two.’
The audience jeered. Someone yelled ‘three!’ There was laughter.
Finally everything was ready. First the stage lights went down. Then the house lights.
The audience hushed. The silence was as unexpected as it was electric. Dave would have recognised it from the moments following the German bomb going off all those years ago, those interminable seconds when he’d thought his brother was dead. It was as if the whole world had stopped in its tracks.
A voice issued from the PA system. ‘Ladies and gentlemen – welcome to the Bluebird Experience!’
The stage lights blazed into life as the Bluebirds proceeded to take their first number by the throat and give it a damn good thrashing.
At the front, Des pounded away on his battered bass guitar. ‘You’d better get a move on,’ he growled into the microphone. ‘Cause we ain’t gonna wait. For you to get your shoes on. We don’t wanna be late.’
Dave kept well back. He was no showman. All he wanted to do was play his guitar. Nice and steady. Four to the bar.
Brad kept steady time on the drums. Nothing too elaborate. He was saving that for his big drum solo later on.
‘Got to keep it moving. We gotta keep it sweet. Got no mind for losing. Got no time for sleep.’
Dave and Brad joined in for the chorus. ‘Wake up, wake up! Your house is on fire! Danger, danger! I’m a real live wire!’
Another verse. Another chorus. The middle eight instrumental part was where Dave showed what he could do with a guitar. It got the audience cheering and whistling. Back to the first verse. Then a chorus leading into the coda: ‘Wake up, wake up! Wake up, wake up! Wake up, wake up! Wake up now!’
As Dave thrashed out his final chord and Brad whacked his cymbal to signal the end of the song, the audience cheered wildly.
From his back pocket, Des produced a folded-up copy of the Melody Maker opened at the chart page. He held the newspaper up for all to see. ‘Oi! Oi! How about that then? Into the charts with a bullet. Number twenty-nine! And they said we'd never crack it!’
He was referring to Castaway, the Bluebirds’ first single, released only a week ago and already selling at a rate that made the number one slot a likely proposition.
‘Two… three… four…’
And so into their second number. Knowing that the audience adored them. That teenage girls throughout the land had their pictures on their bedroom walls. That there was many a Teddy Boy willing to declare them the best band in Britain and take a flick knife to you if you disagreed.
And then, halfway through the second chorus, Des’s world fell apart. He felt like someone had caught him with a haymaker to his frontal lobe. There was a flash of red. Time slowed down. The steady rhythm of Dave’s guitar became a hum. Brad’s drumming sounded far away, each beat seconds apart. The room seemed to tip upwards as Des fell to the floor.
Thinking this part of the act, the audience cheered good-naturedly. Dave saw Des go down clutching his head but momentum kept him going for a few bars before he suddenly stopped and threw down his guitar. ‘Des!’
Brad’s drumming petered out. The audience laughed a collective nervous laugh. Ronald Masters came running on to the stage. And the curtain descended.
‘I heard you used to be a rock’n’roll singer.’ Eddie Zero retied the belt on his dressing gown. Being blind, wearing pyjamas made him paranoid about exposing himself.
Des made no comment. It annoyed him that word of his short-lived fame had gotten out. He didn’t want to be known throughout Bedford House as Des Gilroy the ex-rock star because that just sounded pathetic. It was bad enough being stuck in a nursing home without having people feel sorrow for him. He was a 63-year old geezer in a wheelchair, not some old has-been.
It was the middle of the night. He and Eddie weren’t supposed to be in the potting shed like this, dressed in their night clothes. Especially not with an illegal still bubbling away amongst the flower pots. They’d knocked it up out of a watering can and some copper tubing purloined from one of the fridges in the kitchen. For heat they used the communal gas ring from the common room.
‘That’s what I wanted to be,’ said Eddie in an attempt to wheedle some details out of Des. ‘Only went to art school so I could be in a rock band.’
Des was surprised to hear this. Eddie didn’t seem like rocker material to him. He was too skinny. Too arty. Too much of a fucking hippy. ‘How old are you, mate?’
‘Thirty,’ said Eddie.
‘You’re too old to be in a rock band.’
‘Getting on a bit never stopped the Rolling Stones.’
‘It bleeding should have done.’
The still made an odd knocking noise and started to shake quite gently.
‘That doesn’t sound good,’ said Eddie.
‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Des.
‘You sure?’
‘I’ve been making illegal liquor for the best part of thirty years. Ain’t nothing gone wrong yet.’
The shaking stopped.
‘See,’ said Des. ‘What did I tell you?’
The still emitted a shrill whistle. Steam erupted from a fractured join in the copper tubing.
Des had a rough idea what was coming next. He’d lied when he told Eddie nothing had ever gone wrong. ‘Oh shit.’
‘Shit?’ said Eddie. ‘Do you mean shit as in shit that’s annoying? Or shit as in shit, let’s get the fuck out of here?’
‘Let’s get the fuck out of here.’
‘Right!’ Eddie groped about for the back of Des’s wheelchair. ‘Where are you?’
‘Over here, you dozy twat.’
The still rattled like a runaway train.
Eddie stumbled into Des’s wheelchair and - after inadvertently groping Des’s arm and face - found the back of it. Still confused, he pushed a horrified Des towards the still.
‘Reverse!’ cried Des. ‘Reverse!’
Eddie pulled Des backwards. More by luck than anything, he backed into the door which swung open, letting in a cold breeze that seemed to excite the shaking still.
Feeling grass beneath his feet, Eddie knew he was on the back lawn and had a clear run to the path leading to Bedford House. So he kept on going and had managed to put about ten yards between himself and the potting shed when there was an almighty bang. A jet of flame shot into the air carrying the shed’s roof with it.
The shed collapsed in on itself. Unseen car alarms, woken by the explosion, shrilled annoyingly. A dog barked. What was left of the shed caught fire.
Des whooped in delight. This was the most fun he’d had in ages.
Eddie scratched the wispy beard that covered his chin like mist on a moor. ‘Tell you what, Des. Dr Pearson ain’t going to be happy about this.’
‘I am not happy,’ said Dr Pearson a few hours later when he had Des and Eddie before him in his study. He was speaking in his role of Chief Administrator of Bedford House. ‘In fact, I am rather pissed off. We have a number of patients here who suffer from nervous disorders and who can well do without being woken in the middle of the night by an almighty explosion. Mrs Hollingsworth was convinced the Japanese were bombing Singapore again. We’ve had to sedate her.’ From the desk in front of him, he picked up a folder. ‘This, Mr Gilroy, is your patient’s record. The reason it’s almost as thick as my arm is because it is stuffed with reports of your various misdemeanours over the past forty odd years. In that time, you have been shunted between twenty-two National Health Service nursing homes, all of whom got shot of you as soon as they could.’
Dr Pearson opened the folder. ‘The first few pages are a summary of your many transgressions. We’ll pick a few at random, shall we? Let’s start at the beginning with you running a betting shop in Aldeburgh House. And then there’s smoking cannabis, stealing a nitrous oxide canister and releasing it during a church service, unauthorised guests in your room, harassing nurses, impersonating a surgeon, adding laxatives to a stew which was subsequently eaten by a hundred and twenty people, covering toilet bowls with cling film, sending lewd poetry to Nurse Singer, organising wheelchair jousts. The list goes on and on.’
Dr Pearson threw the file down in disgust. ‘Mr Gilroy! Are you listening?’
‘Nah. I was thinking about Nurse Singer’s tits.’
Eddie and Des giggled like schoolboys. Dr Pearson regarded them like a headmaster.
Look at you, Gilroy, he thought to himself. A classic case of arrested development. You come in here dressed like a geriatric Hell’s Angel with your tattered old leather jacket and Che Guevara T shirt and think you can take the piss. Well, not out of me, you can’t, mister. Not out of me.
Seeing the look on Pearson’s slapped-arse face, Des settled down and braced himself. Here comes the sentence, he thought. No pudding for the next three months I bet.
‘You’ve spent your adult life going from institution to institution,’ said Pearson in his most judicious voice. ‘The National Health Service has better uses for its resources than to keep you in the lifestyle to which you've become accustomed.’
Des didn’t like the way things seemed to be heading. Here it comes, he thought. Where am I being transferred to this time? Siberia? Outer Mongolia? The North Pole?
‘Your mother died recently,’ said Dr Pearson. ‘She left you a house.’
‘Half a house,’ Des countered. ‘The other half went to my brother.’
‘It's my opinion that you are fit enough in both body and mind - well, body anyway - to be discharged. I've spoken to your brother. He's on his way to pick you up.’
‘What the fuck are you talking about?’
‘I’m washing my hands of you. Sending you back into the community where you belong.’
‘You can’t do that.’
‘You have half an hour to pack and get out of this establishment, out of the NHS and out of my life.’ Dr Pearson allowed himself a hint of a smile. He hadn’t felt this good in a long time. ‘And as for you, Mr Zero - you're on a final warning. Do I make myself clear?’
Eddie clicked his heels and threw a Nazi salute. ‘Jawohl, Mein Führer!’
Des missed the half hour deadline by a long shot, not least because he spent a good deal of time after Dr Pearson’s bombshell sitting alone in his room.
What the fuck’s happened? he asked himself over and again. They can’t kick me out like this. I’m so bleeding institutionalised I’m practically an institution myself.
Who’s going to look after me? Iron my T shirts? Help me get on and off the bog? Cut my toe nails?
The answer was Dave.
Nursemaided by my own brother. What a pisser.
Of course Dave would enjoy playing Florence Nightingale. Now he no longer had their mother to care for he was bound to be at a loose end. The phone call from Dr Pearson telling him to come fetch his invalid brother must have seemed like God ringing to tell him his prayers were priority one.
I could barricade myself in, Des thought and quickly thought otherwise. He recalled many years ago someone pulling just that very stunt. In fact he’d gone so far as to handcuff himself to a radiator.
I’m not going home, he’d said. And that’s final.
In the end, he got his way. They sectioned him and sent him to a mental hospital. Every one knew he wasn’t a nut job but sticking him in a funny farm was the easiest way to deal with him. All it took was for two doctors to sign a bit of paper and that was it. One difficult customer off-loaded onto someone else.
Des was under no illusions about Dr Pearson. The officious little git wouldn’t think twice about resorting to the Mental Health Act if that’s what it took to rid him of the festering sore that Des had become. So Des did as he was told and took from the wardrobe the two battered suitcases that had accompanied him to all the NHS establishments he’d lodged in for the past four decades.
He hefted the cases onto the bed and began packing, starting with his T shirts. All 43 of them.
As he closed the lid on his first case, there was a knock on the door.
‘Piss off!’
The door opened. Eddie Zero stuck his head round. ‘I just wanted to say – ‘
‘Yeah I know,’ Des interrupted. He was anxious to avoid Eddie’s art school brand of mawkishness.
Eddie felt his way into the room. He was carrying a picture. ‘Got something for you. A little memento.’
Eddie handed the painting to Des. It was a Cubist picture of a nurse with large breasts. Considering it had been painted by a blind man, it was not without merit.
Des looked the painting over.
‘In case you’re wondering,’ said Eddie, ‘it's Nurse Singer. Of course, I don't know what she actually looks like. I just went by your rather graphic descriptions.’
‘The likeness is uncanny,’ Des lied.
‘When's your brother picking you up?’
‘Any minute now.’
Dave Gilroy pulled up his black London cab outside Bedford House. He took a half bottle of whisky from the glove compartment, had a crafty swig and shoved the bottle back. The dashboard clock told him it was 10.30.
He sounded his horn twice and looked to see if the curtains in Des’s room twitched. They did.
Dave belonged to the old school of taxi driving. The one that believed in getting off one’s arse and knocking on a customer’s door rather than honking one’s horn until everyone within a half mile radius wanted to kill you.
But there was no way he was going to extend any more courtesy to Des than he had to. Des was in disgrace. He could make his own way to the taxi.
Besides which, there was something depressing about Bedford House. It wasn’t that it was full of sick people; it was just something about the way it was run. On the two occasions he’d visited here, he got the impression that the staff felt they were running a school for retards. And they seemed unable to use the second person singular. It was ‘how are we today, Mr Postlethwaite?’ and ‘now we know we’re not meant to be doing that, don’t we, Mrs Cox?’.
And then there were the managers who seemingly outnumbered the medical staff and who were rather put out by the fact that there were patients to be taken care off. Oh how much easier their lives would be if they didn’t have to worry about feeding people or spending money on medicine.
I suppose it’s like that everywhere in the NHS now, Dave reflected. The bean counters rule the roost. It’s all budgets and targets and value-for-money which means employing illegal immigrants to do the menial jobs and wondering why so many patients die of MRSA.
Come to think of it, MRSA was probably invented by the NHS. Some johnny somewhere decided that if a patient refused to get well the cheapest option would be to kill them.
And they wanted me to put mum in a place like this so they could stick her on waiting lists and ration her medicine and leave her sitting in her own waste. They even threatened me with a court order if I didn’t hand her over.
Dave reached again for the whisky. He took a swig and then another. Feeling his bladder fill, he put the top back on the bottle and slid it under the seat. Plenty of time for that later.
Looking again at Bedford House – that grey, grim Victorian building that had started life as an insane asylum – he saw blinds being opened. Dr Pearson gazed out like an eagle in its eyrie. Smug, supercilious Dr Pearson who talked of clockwork efficiency and liked to remind his patients that it wasn’t his money he was spending but the public’s. ‘And the public,’ he was forever saying, ‘demand value.’
A man in pyjamas hobbled up on crutches to the front of Bedford House and took up position by the side of the drive leading to the main door. He was soon joined by an old biddy with a Zimmer frame who stood facing him on the other side of the drive. Within a short while, the drive was flanked with invalids of all description. Some were in bandages. Others sported plaster casts, crutches, neck braces, eye patches or some even more exotic item of medical paraphernalia.
It was, reflected Dave, like a casting session for a disaster movie.
The massive front door swung open. A uniformed nurse with disproportionately large breasts wheeled Des out into the daylight. The invalids cheered. Des waved like the Queen on the balcony of Buckingham Palace.
‘Fuck me,’ muttered Dave. ‘Now I’ve seen it all.’
Some guy in very dark sunglasses held on to the nurse’s arm. With his wispy beard and Jesus-style blond curls he was Dave’s idea of a modern-day hippy.
The nurse slowly steered Des through possibly the most bizarre guard of honour in history. She stopped every few steps to allow invalids to shake Des’s hand, kiss him on the cheek (if they were so inclined) and bid him a fond farewell.
Behind Des and his entourage of two, a man in a white uniform who Dave recognised as one of the orderlies happily lugged Des’s tatty old suit cases.
As Des shook the hand of his final well-wisher, Dave hopped out of the cab, opened the back door and deployed the wheelchair ramp.
‘Yo, bro!’ said Des, making a pistol of his hand and pointing it at Dave. ‘How goes it?’
Dave fixed Des with a stern look. ‘I don’t know what you’re so jolly about. You could have been killed when that still exploded.’
‘Well, I wasn’t, was I?’
The nurse looked Dave up and down. ‘Is this really your brother, Des? He looks nothing like you.’
‘That,’ said Des, ‘is about the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.’
The nurse had a point. If ever two brothers were chalk and cheese, it was these. Dave, so dapper in his suit, with his short hair and polished shoes. Slim, handsome and gaunt. Versus Des, the rocker. The rebel. The James Dean of the golden set.
‘In case you’re wondering,’ said Des, ‘this here is Nurse Singer.’
‘Oh yes. Des has often mentioned you.’
Des nodded his head towards Nurse Singer’s chest. ‘Defy gravity, don’t they?’
Nurse Singer smiled proudly. ‘Every inch my own. Not so much as an atom of silicone.’
Des jerked his thumb in Eddie’s direction. ‘The geezer here with no eyes is Eddie Zero.’
Eddie raised a hand in greeting. ‘In case you’re wondering what happened to my eyes, I went mental one day and picked up a fork. Thought I’d outdo van Gogh.’
‘Eddie is an artist,’ said Des. ‘He paints things.’
When the taxi turned into Cramer Avenue, Des thought they must have taken a wrong turn. ‘This isn’t - ‘ he began and then clamped up.
It was Cramer Avenue all right. The sign on the corner confirmed that. But it wasn’t Cramer Avenue as he knew it. Most of the houses were boarded up. What had once been gardens were now miniature jungles. And the pavements were strewn with old prams, shopping trolleys, mattresses, a smashed-up telly, a couple of fridges, countless bin bags full of Lord knows what, furniture and bits of bicycle. Amongst other things.
Rose Cottage, the semi-detached house he had grown up in, was still the same as it ever was. The hedge at the front was nicely trimmed. The windows and front door were clean. And the window boxes with their miniature daffodils looked a treat.
Dave stopped outside the house. He got out and opened the back door. As he deployed the wheelchair ramp, Des finally asked the question: ‘What the fuck’s happened to the neighbourhood?’
‘Most of the houses have been bought up by a construction company,’ Dave said trying to sound as casual as possible. Like it was no big deal. ‘They want to build a shopping mall.’
‘And when were you planning on telling me this?’
‘I thought I had.’
With the ramp in place, Dave undid the catches holding the wheelchair and manoeuvred it onto the pavement. ‘Oh,’ he said, as if a thought had suddenly sprang to mind. ‘And next door’s been taken over by squatters.’
The living room was something of a museum piece. Aside from the odd lick of paint to cover up scuff marks, it’s décor remained unchanged from the mid-seventies, seemingly a time when wall paper manufacturers had abandoned all notions of taste and subtlety.
The settee was showing its age but remained serviceable. By the window, a table inherited by the late Mrs Gilroy from her mother sported a linen table cloth and a vase of freshly cut tulips. A divan blocked off the view of the boarded-up fireplace although the poster hanging above it remained visible. Over a black and white picture of the Bluebirds posing by the transit van that had taken them gigging round the country, the poster proclaimed: ‘Castaway! A brand new single from Britain’s latest rock sensation: The Bluebirds!’
Other rock posters did their merciful best to hide the wall paper.
As Dave wheeled him in, Des immediately spotted his old trunk sitting in front of a rack loaded with his leather jackets.
‘You’ll have to kip in here for now,’ said Dave. ‘I’ve applied for a stair lift but don’t hold your breath.’
‘The only thing I’m missing,’ grumbled Des, ‘is a bucket to piss in.’
‘The outside toilet still works. I’ve cleaned it as best I can.’ Dave turned Des so he was facing the clothes rack. ‘There's your leathers. I said I'd look after them. And your trunk.’
‘You ain't opened it?’
‘Your Holy of Holies? Wouldn't dare.’
‘How much is the construction company offering? This place must be worth a hundred grand.’
‘More.’
‘So let's take the money and run. We can buy a villa in the Algarve and live like lords.’
‘I'll go put the kettle on,’ said Dave pretending not to hear. He hurried off to the kitchen.
Des called after him. ‘I'm not spending the rest of my life with you in this dump! Do you hear?’
For the rest of the day, Dave used housework as an excuse to steer clear of Des. On the few occasions he couldn’t avoid going into the living room all he got was: ‘Let’s sell the house’, ‘Let’s move to Portugal’, ‘Let’s get out of this shit hole of a country’.
Mostly he just let Des rant on about how there was nothing left for them in London, how all England had to offer was a run-down health service, miserable winters, wet summers and a pension that wasn’t enough to live on.
Now and then Dave would interject with ‘It’s not that simple’ or ‘Portugal isn’t all it’s cracked up to be’ but it fell on deaf ears.
After lunch, Dave sloped off upstairs. Up to the refuge of his bedroom from where Des was banished by his own unco-operative legs. It was a crowded room but a tidy one, because Dave wasn’t Des and he liked order in his life.
Reaching under the bed, he pulled out a bottle of Johnny Walker Red Label whisky. Hiding his booze under the bed was a habit he had acquired during the years he’d spent at Rose Cottage with his mother. Not that she ever – so far as he knew – snooped around his room but there was always the chance. And he didn’t want her to think he was an alcoholic.
Dave procured a glass from his bedside locker and cracked open the whisky. Settling onto the bed with a pillow for a back rest he reflected that Des’s return meant life was not going to be dull any more. Which is a pity, he thought. Because I like it dull.
He raised his glass in a salute to the picture on the wardrobe. It was a head and shoulders photograph of Elise, his late wife.
You and Des never really got along, did you? Every time we visited him in whatever institution he happened to be in, he always managed to rile you. Guess you just didn’t get his sense of humour. And then there was mum. God how she hated you for being German and you weren’t even born when the war was on and Dad got shot down. She wouldn’t even use that washing machine I bought her once she knew it was made in Dresden.
The whisky burned as he swallowed it. Making him think of flames. Of the blitz which he dimly remembered from his early life. Of the fires of hell. And of the three deserted houses on Cramer Avenue which had been set alight by local kids with too much time on their hands. He had no doubt more would follow.
Maybe they’ll torch Rose Cottage and me and Des will wake up to find ourselves surrounded by flames. And if we get out alive, all we’ll be able to do is watch from the rat-infested Avenue as everything we own goes up in smoke.
Dave emptied the glass. He took a swig from the bottle and carefully replaced the cap. Then he settled down on his back, nursing the bottle in the crook of his arm. He felt the glow of whisky spread through his sinews and nerves. Making him feel secure like when he was a kid and there was a fire going and his mum let him lie on the rug in front of it.
He slept a brief, dreamless sleep. As he drifted up out of it, he sensed Elise lying next to him. Watching him. But when he opened his eyes, she wasn’t there and hadn’t been for the best part of thirty years.
Dave, rendered temporarily inert by familiar feelings of loss and emptiness, gazed up at the ceiling. He searched around for something to give him purpose, a reason for getting up and getting on with things. Elise was gone, though he often felt her presence with him, especially during those long nights when even whisky couldn’t get him to sleep.
And Mum too. Finally at peace after years of slowly losing her mind. Her memories dissipating like morning mist. The phantoms that had plagued her laid to rest.
And then he remembered Des. Big Brother Des trapped in his wheelchair, unable to look after himself.
I have to get up for Des, he told himself. I have to cook his tea and help him use the lavatory and do his washing and iron a fresh T shirt for him. Maybe take him for a walk. Or a spin. Or whatever you call it when you push someone in a wheelchair. Perhaps I’ll take him to the park and we’ll talk about the games we used to play there as kids and maybe feed the ducks.
Dave got up because he had to. Because his brother needed looking after and because now was a good time to do what he’d been meaning to do for the past few weeks. After a quick wash in the bathroom, he grabbed a roll of bin bags from under the sink and entered his late mother’s bedroom.
Apart from the bed being made up, it was much the same as when the undertaker had come to collect her body.
With its pink bedspread and floral curtains, it was unmistakably a woman’s room. On the dressing table sat an array of perfume bottles, lipsticks, compacts, costume jewellery and boxes of trinkets. The three mirrors – a big one flanked by two smaller ones – of the dressing table cast reflections within reflections, creating an infinite recursion of Mrs Gilroy’s knick-knacks.
A shelf ran along the top of one of the walls. It was crammed with creepy china dolls and cheap clay ornaments, most of them won by Des and Dave at fairgrounds back when they were still at school.
On the opposite wall hung a picture of Jesus garlanded by flowers. Above his head flew a dove with an olive branch in its mouth. Next to the picture was a wooden crucifix carved with enough detail to make the agony on Christ’s face look real.
Dave started with the obvious – the bedclothes. He stripped them from the bed and crammed them into a bin liner, pillow cases and all. Then he took a fresh bin liner and swept his arm along the top of the dressing table, managing to get most of the knick-knacks into the bag. A lipstick and a perfume bottle made it to the floor but were quickly dealt with.
He opened the dressing table’s top left drawer. Inside were some letters, a small stack of photographs and a diary. Everything looked old.
Dave paused. He remembered Des mentioning that Mum used to keep a diary during the war, right up until the day the War Office had regretfully informed her that her husband – their Dad – was missing presumed dead. The letters must have been written by him while on active duty. And the photographs?
Dave took the old snapshots and sat on the bed’s bare mattress. The first photograph was a head and shoulders of a handsome man in RAF uniform. His Dad. A man he barely remembered but whose existence had cast a very long shadow over his life. On the back, in faded pencil were the words: Martin Gilroy. Nov. 42.
The next shot was of a young woman holding a baby. Because she looked so carefree Dave took a few seconds to recognise her as his mother. She was standing on the doorstep of their old house in the East End. The very doorstep she insisted on making the cleanest in the neighbourhood.
She was, to Dave’s surprise, something of a beauty. He turned the card over. January 1938. So the baby was Des. And Mum had been married for two years. And she looked happy and radiant. A totally different woman to the Mrs Gilroy Dave had known. But this was before the war. Before the terrors of the blitz and the death of her beloved husband. Before life hammered all the joy out of her.
Dave didn’t bother to look at the other photos. He threw them in the rubbish with his mother’s beloved perfume bottles. The letters too.
And the diary.
It was a good night for a bonfire. For burning your dead mother’s clothes, bed sheets and mementos. The air was still and the sky, although not entirely cloudless, allowed a smattering of disinterested stars to look down at the back garden of Rose Cottage.
Most of the bonfire had been taken from the derelict houses of Cramer Avenue. Floorboards, doors and the odd item of furniture. If the neighbourhood was going to go up in flames, it might as well be for the benefit of Des and Dave Gilroy.
A funeral pyre, thought Dave, tipping a bag of clothes onto the fire. Not just for mum’s things but for a community and a way of life.
Des sat in his wheelchair tucking into a bag of crisps. ‘Ain’t a bad little fire this,’ he conceded, ‘but you should have seen that potting shed go up!’
‘You always were a bit of a pyromaniac,’ Dave observed as he planted himself back in his garden chair. ‘Forever setting fire to things, you were.’
Des smiled at memories of the East End in the years just after the war. All those ruined buildings just waiting for a match. The local hardware stores that would fill a bottle with paraffin for a couple of pence. The Zippo lighter some drunken American soldier had given him on V.E. day.
‘Did I ever tell you about that time I met Reggie Kray?’ Des asked.
‘Yeah,’ said Dave. ‘But you’re still three away from making it a century.’
Dave was certain Des had never met either of the Kray twins. He’d have been sequestered away in some awful nursing home in Surrey or Berkshire when the Krays were Lords and Masters of the East End underworld. And he was well aware that each time Des told of his meeting with Reggie Kray, the details were notably different.
‘He said to me,’ said Des, ‘you can be a pauper or a fucking Princess, but once you’re covered in paraffin, a match is all it takes to finish you off.’
‘The moral being… ?’
‘Fucked if I know. And I doubt Ronnie did either.’
‘Ronnie? You said Reggie.’
‘Whatever.’
Dave grabbed the remaining bin bag from beside his chair and tossed it onto the bonfire. ‘That’s the last of mum’s stuff.’
Des crunched up his empty crisp packet and threw it over his shoulder. Then he picked up the painting that had been propped against the side of his wheelchair. It was Eddie Zero’s portrait of Nurse Singer. He held it up for Dave to see. ‘Have a butcher’s at this, bro. This is what they’re calling art these days.’
‘It’s rather good,’ said Dave.
‘Good? In what fucking way is it good?’
‘I don’t know. I just like it, that’s all.’
Des pitched the painting onto the fire.
The brothers watched it burn. Each took a certain satisfaction in its perdition, though neither would have been able to explain why.
‘Let’s take the money,’ said Des for the umpteenth time that day.
‘Money, money, money’
‘What the fuck’s with you, you prick? You think there’s something wrong with being rich?’
‘It’s not the be all and end all.’
‘Then what is?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘I bet Reggie Kray could have told you.’
‘Reggie Kray was a paranoid schizophrenic.’
‘I think you’ll find that was Ronnie. Reggie was merely homosexual.’
‘You sure?’
‘Nah.’
Des and Dave looked at each other in bemusement. What the fuck is he on about? they both thought in near unison. Or me for that matter?
‘Let’s take the money,’ said Des, attempting to restart a conversation that had already died many a death in the past few hours.
‘What money?’
‘All right. You play it cute. Forget we’re brothers and let’s talk turkey. How about if you keep the house and I make do with whatever money mum left us.’
‘Fine. Then all you have to do is find some sucker to match mum’s money and you might be able to afford a caravan in Skegness.’
‘Do what?’
‘You know confused how Mum was towards the end. The bank walked all over her.’
‘So what happened to the money?’
‘Pissed away in get rich quick schemes.’
‘Mum would never do that. She was too careful.’
‘The bank had power of attorney.’
‘You mean they swindled her?’
‘Maybe. I dunno. Maybe it’s like they always say on adverts about how the value of things can go down as well as up. I've booked an appointment with the manager. Let's see what he has to say and take it from there.’
A light came on in the upstairs of the house next door.
‘Uh oh,’ said Dave. ‘Looks like the squatters have managed to reconnect the electricity.’
‘So long as they’re quiet,’ said Des. But the words were barely out of his mouth when a ghetto blaster shattered the night’s peace.
A drum machine chattered and clattered in mechanical rhythm. A synthesiser wailed. ‘Ac-i-i-i-i-i-i-d!’ somebody screamed.
‘Fuck,’ said Des and Dave in unison.
It was a night of fits and starts. Des drifted in and out of sleep. Sometimes the noise from next door woke him. Sometimes it was the absence of the noise, the unexpected silence that would have him lying there on his divan looking up at the ceiling, waiting for the music to start again.
Upstairs, Dave was barely aware of the sporadic thump-thump-thump-thump next door’s sound system hammered out on the bedroom wall. Like Des, he had snatches of sleep but it wasn’t the music that troubled him. It was his dreams. Those awful dreams that had started when his wife died and which had grown worse since the death of his mother.
He had a bottle of Jack Daniel’s to help him through the night. And a few reels of 8mm home movies which he played on the wall with a Kodak projector. Brad Hamel had arrived in Britain with a movie camera so he could chronicle his adventures in Limeyland (as he called it) for the folks back home. When the Bluebirds split up, he had bequeathed his footage of the band to Dave.
Most of it was silent. Just the band goofing around in the cities of Britain from Edinburgh all the way down to Plymouth. There they were getting their gear out of the back of the transit van. And putting it back in again. Driving down some country lane. Playing football. Drinking. Tanning themselves on a beach. Showing off some local skirt they’d picked up. Signing autographs. Eating bacon sandwiches in yet another dreary café.
Just after four in the morning, the house next door fell silent. Dave drank the last of his Jack Daniel’s and lay on his bed certain he’d be awake now until it was time to get up and cook Des his breakfast. Thirty seconds later, he was asleep.
Asleep and dreaming.
Of Battersea Funfair. Where he had taken Elise on their first date.
The rides lay dormant. The booths were all closed. There was no one around.
It must have rained recently because everything was wet and there were puddles everywhere. He felt the damp in the air.
Hands in the pockets of a gabardine raincoat, he trudged past the Rotor, one of his favourite rides.
He was looking for clues.
To what? he asked himself. What mystery am I trying to unravel now?
An arm slipped through his. Elise was at his side, smiling warmly at him.
It’s getting cold, she said. You should put your scarf on. Don’t want you catching your death.
This is a dream, he reminded her. The cold doesn’t matter.
They came to a stall decorated with pink and white stripes. One of the shutters hadn’t been locked properly. Out of curiosity, Dave swung it open. The walls of the booth were festooned with candy floss in plastic bags. Sticks of rock sat on the counter.
Hmm, said Elise. I love candy floss.
Dave searched his pockets. I don’t have any money.
Elise laughed and grabbed two bags of candy floss. She handed one to Dave. This is a dream, remember? We don’t have to pay for anything.
They walked on and the candy floss disappeared without either of them noticing. Dave put his arm around Elise.
Past the Tunnel of Love and the Ghost Train. The Waltzer, the Caterpillar and the Octopus.
They came to the Big Dipper. The wooden roller coaster he and Elise had once ridden three times in one day.
Dave felt compelled to walk up the steps to the platform where passengers got on and off the cars. He didn’t want Elise to come with him but he couldn’t think of any way of telling her to stay away. So together they discovered the bodies. Twelve of them sitting in the cars. A fat woman in a summer dress. Three elderly men. Two grubby-looking boys in school uniform. A teenage girl clutching a teddy bear she’d won at one of the booths. The other passengers were hazy. People in dreams often are.
What happened? Dave asked.
Don’t ask me, said Elise. It’s your dream.
Was this the mystery he was supposed to solve? Or just a clue?
Maybe it was the answer. But to what?
As they walked away and headed towards the Ghost Train, Dave spotted a figure standing by the Helter Skelter. He was in an RAF uniform. Dave willed him to vanish.
You know, said Elise, your brother does have a point. Maybe you should pack up and go. There’s nothing left for you in England.
Dave shook his head. It would be admitting defeat.
A sensible thing to do when you’re beaten. Or do you intend to be like my most famous countryman and fight on to the last man, woman and child? Get out of here, Dave. Have some fun while you still can. What are you trying to hang on to? The past? It’s been and gone.
Did I tell you about the night Mum died?
Don’t. You shouldn’t be blaming yourself.
She was lying in her bed, not knowing who she was. Dr Marsh said she was never going to get any better. So I asked him to put an end to her suffering.
You did what you thought was for the best. I’m sure she understands.
I can’t leave England. I’d feel like I was deserting you and Mum.
We’re gone, Dave. It’s us who have deserted you.
Elise boarded the Ghost Train and held up a hand to forestall Dave from joining her. We can make love before we go, if you like.
But Dave thought best not to. Last time had been an unpleasant experience, with Elise’s face becoming a blur as he penetrated her. He’d woken sobbing, muttering I can’t see your face. I can’t see your face.
So he waved Elise goodbye and watched as the Ghost Train took her into a tunnel that led to God knew where.
As Elise disappeared from sight, Dave expected to wake up. His dreams with Elise always ended when she went. But not this time.
Puzzled, Dave looked round the funfair. Perhaps he wasn’t able to leave the dream until he had solved the mystery. But what mystery? Did it have anything to do with the dead bodies on the Big Dipper? Somehow he didn’t think so.
Wake up! he told himself, suddenly anxious that he might never do so, that he might be trapped inside his own head until the moment of his death.
The sound of a barrel organ drew his attention to the Merry-Go-Round.
There were people sitting on the wooden horses. People he knew. People who were dead. His friends and loved ones. And old acquaintances, many of whom he’d barely known or cared about.
The Merry-Go-Round started up. As its organ pumped out a merry Austrian waltz, the horses galloped up and down, round and round. The riders didn’t smile or laugh or cheer. Their dead eyes gazed into infinity.
A woman in what looked like a wedding dress stood between Dave and the Merry-Go-Round. Her sudden appearance was in no way jarring. It was as if she had been there all the time and Dave hadn’t noticed her.
She was beautiful but somehow unalluring. There was something about the way she gazed at Dave with an air of professional detachment that made him feel like an insect pinned inside a specimen case.
Who are you? he wondered, certain that he had never seen her before.
Just as he realised she was probably the key to whatever mystery he was meant to solve, he woke up.
Dave waited till nine o’clock before knocking on the living room door.
‘Des! You awake?’
There was no reply. So Dave knocked again. Still nothing.
He opened the door and stuck his head round. Des was lying on the divan with headphones on, listening to a portable CD player and playing air guitar.
Just like a teenager.
‘You’re still wearing your day clothes!’ Dave complained. ‘Don’t tell me you slept in them!’
Des didn’t hear him.
‘For goodness sakes!’ Dave entered the room and slammed the door.
Des gave him two thumbs up and smiled. ‘Johnny Burnette,’ he said rather more loudly than needed. ‘The man!’
‘I’ve got to be out of here by ten,’ mouthed Dave.
‘Wait! Nearly finished… There!’ Des took his headphones off and yawned mightily. ‘Christ! I barely slept a wink last night. We ought to get those bastards evicted. Or at the very least arrested for crimes against music. Why’d they have to move next door when there’s a hundred empty houses around here?’
‘They’re stealing our electricity. Now are you getting up or what?’
‘I’ve been waiting to get up the past two hours. My bladder is close to bursting.’
‘Then let’s get you to the bog.’
The wheelchair was parked by the divan. Des rolled onto his side and grabbed the arm rests. ‘I’m going to need your help here. If you don’t mind.’
What followed was both arduous and vaguely unpleasant. It was hard enough getting Des into the wheelchair but getting him out of it and onto the seat of the outside lavatory entailed a struggle of epic proportions. The wheelchair was too wide to fit through the door, so Des had to more or less crawl through it and then be helped up by Dave.
What seemed like an eternity later, Des was ensconced on the ceramic throne and Dave was on his knees clutching his back, sweating heavily and gasping for air.
‘When you’re quite ready,’ said Des. ‘We need to get these jeans pulled down.’
Breakfast, in Dave’s book, was the most important meal of the day. And today he was going to pull out all the stops to make sure Des left the table a happy man.
Leaving Des in the toilet with the morning paper to read, he fired up two rings on the gas stove and threw a dollop of lard into both frying pans. From the fridge, he garnered a packet of bacon, a box of eggs, some ready-sliced black pudding and eight pork chipolatas. As the first rashers of bacon hit the hot fat with an angry sizzle, Dave whistled a happy tune. Despite his misgivings, he was actually enjoying having Des around. And he took the fact that Elise hadn’t said anything bad about him as a good sign.
Just so long as I can keep him occupied, he thought. That’s the trouble with Des – low boredom threshold. Perhaps I can persuade him to join a library or something.
He looked out of the window just as the door of the outside toilet swung open, giving him a full-frontal view of his brother on the shit stool.
‘Oh fucking great!’ yelled Des. ‘Why don’t I just do it in a TV studio for half the fucking world to fucking see?’
He yanked on the chain. Nothing happened. So he yanked again. And again.
In frustration, he whacked the plastic pipe leading to the cistern with the heel of his hand. A joint in the pipe lost its seal and sprayed Des with water.
He was not happy.
Des picked up a sausage from his plate and bit the end off it. Then he continued with his rant. ‘I’m living next door to a tribe of troglodytes. I'm stuck in suburbia when I could be lording it up in Portugal. Some bank's swindled me out of my inheritance. I've had fuck all sleep. I have to wash in a bucket. And I've been douched by my own toilet. Apart from that, everything's just peachy.’
Dave poured himself a fresh cup of tea. They were at the living room table with its fine view of a dying neighbourhood. ‘I know it’s all a bit strange to you,’ he said, ‘but you’ll get used to it.’
‘I don't want to get used to it. What I want to get used to is lying by a swimming pool, drinking cheap lager and ogling foreign totty.’
‘Perhaps you’re right.’
‘Do what?’ This was a turn up for the books.
‘I had a chat with Elise. Sometimes she comes to me in my dreams. She said you and me need to move on, that there ain't nothing left for us in this country but memories and aggro. She’s all for us going abroad.’
‘Really?’
‘It’s the sensible thing to do.’
‘I don’t know whether to drag you off to the loony bin or the travel agent.’
‘I have to get to work.’
‘Bollocks. Work can wait. And you’re your own boss, ain’t you? What are you going to do if you’re late? Sack yourself?’
‘I suppose it won’t hurt to have a day off.’
‘Great! Thomas Cook here we come. And on the way, I’ll say a warm welcome to our lovely neighbours.’
Dave groaned inwardly.
There was no sign of life at the squatter’s house. No doubt everyone was sleeping off the night’s excesses. ‘I bet they’re all crackheads,’ said Des as Dave wheeled him up to the squat’s front gate.
‘What’s a crackhead?’ asked Dave.
‘Never you mind. You’re far too young to know about such things.’
Dave thought they were going to make it past the gate but Des suddenly cried, ‘Woah! Hold your horses cowboy. Aren’t we forgetting something?’
Reluctantly, Dave halted. ‘I’m begging you, Des. Don’t do this.’
Ignoring Dave, Des took charge of the wheelchair. He reversed it and swung it round so he was facing the path leading to the squat’s front door. Rolling forward, he pushed the gate aside and laboured up the path which, with its potholes and weeds, was far from wheelchair friendly.
He knocked on the door. Then banged with his fist. ‘Oi! Open up!’ More knocking and banging. ‘Open up, you arse wipes!’
Much to Des’s surprise, the door opened to reveal a waif of a girl all kitted out in black with black eye shadow and lipstick. She had a ring through her left nostril. ‘Yeah?’
‘What,’ demanded Des, ‘the fuck are you?’
The girl had a think. She was clearly in need of a good night’s sleep. And food. And maybe even a wash. ‘Name’s Vi,’ she said, sounding uncertain. ‘What do you want?’
‘I happen to be your next door neighbour and I would appreciate you not keeping me up half the bleeding night.’
‘Wait here.’ Vi turned her back.
Nice arse, thought Des as the girl went to the foot of the stairs. Bit skinny though. More Dave’s type.
Vi called up the stairs. ‘Oi, Eric! You up yet?’
Something vaguely human stuck its head over the top of the banisters. It’s face was paler than any face had any right to be, especially if it’s owner laid claim to being warm blooded. The hair looked as if it had been set in dreadlocks several years ago and left to its own devices. And as for the eyes – even from where he was sitting, Des could see they were bloodshot. ‘We’re out of bog paper,’ he whined.
‘There’s some old geezer,’ said Vi, ‘with no legs down here. Says he doesn’t want us to keep him up half the night.’
‘Has he got any bog paper?’
‘Of course he ain’t.’
‘Then tell him to go fuck himself!’
Des wasn’t having that. ‘You want to come down here and say that to my face?’
‘Ooh – Grandpa’s in a mood. My knees are knocking.’
Vi smiled sweetly at Des. ‘Fuck off, Granddad,’ she said, slamming the door on him.
Des backed angrily up the pathway.
‘Feel better for that?’ asked Dave as Des reached the pavement. ‘Anyone else you care to antagonise while we’ve still got a few minutes to spare?’
‘This is war, bro’. Fucking war.’
After the travel agents, Dave suggested a visit to their mother’s grave and was mildly surprised when Des agreed to the idea. It was the first time since the funeral they had paid their respects together.
‘What is it about a graveyard?’ Des wondered out loud as Dave wheeled him through the gates of Ringford Cemetery. ‘I’ve been in Kensal Green where they buried Isambard Kingdom Brunel. And Highgate where Karl Mark must be endlessly rotating six foot under ever since the Berlin Wall came down. And that one the M4 Elevated crosses over. And they’re all so quiet. It doesn’t matter if there’s traffic going by or planes flying overhead, it’s like they’re places not quite connected with the rest of the world. You know what I mean?’
‘No,’ said Dave.
‘It’s like they’re in their own space-time continuum.’
‘Portals to another world, you mean?’
‘Yeah. That’s it exactly.’
‘You don’t half talk some bollocks at times.’
Des sighed happily. ‘Yeah. I do, don’t I?’
Dave noted how well-maintained the cemetery was. The neatness of the lawns. The way the gravestones were lined up. The splashes of colour provided by the flowers on some of the graves.
How well we take care of our dead, he thought. As if we think we can make the bones of our deceased ones comfortable.
The grave of Mrs Gilroy was fairly anonymous. Just a patch of earth and a headstone with an inscription: Lilith Gilroy. 1918 – 2002. Beloved mother of Desmond and David.
There were fresh flowers on the grave. Dave had laid them a couple of days ago.
‘To think she never went abroad,’ Des ventured.
‘She always used to say,’ said Dave, ‘that everything she needed, she could find right here in England.’
‘Her generation never asked for much, did they?’
Des and Dave lapsed into silence. It was a mysterious thing, looking at a rectangle of dirt and knowing that your mother is lying in a box six foot down. Only it’s not your mother because your mother was more than flesh and bone dressed in her Sunday best and pickled in embalming fluid.
Des looked up at the sky. It was clear and blue like a child’s drawing done in crayon. Very high up, a jet left a white streak in its wake.
Dave spotted a dead bloom amongst the flowers. Kneeling down, he dead-headed the offending flower and placed the bloom in his pocket. He remained kneeling.
‘That’s where I ought to be,’ said Des. ‘Six feet under, pushing up the daisies. I should have died when I had my stroke. Then I wouldn't be some old git in a wheelchair with nothing but memories. Killed on active service like Buddy Holly and Jimi Hendrix. If I'd shown a bit of initiative and died young, I'd be a Byronesque hero and you'd be rich.’
‘Active service?’ said Dave. ‘You do know Hendrix died by choking on his own vomit? It was hardly the result of enemy action.’
‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew who the enemy was.’
‘So who is the enemy?’
‘Fucked if I know.’
Des started the return leg in a reflective mood. It still hadn’t quite sunk in that he was no longer in his familiar world of doctors, nurses and the seemingly omnipresent smell of disinfectant. His first sight of Cramer Avenue with its derelict houses and gardens had made him feel like a soldier returning from a forgotten war to find everyone else had moved on. No ticker tape parade for him. No marching band. No newspaper headlines. No handshake from the mayor. No kiss on the cheek from the local beauty queen. Nothing. Just an empty street full of junk and childhood memories.
Dave saw Des sink into himself but was too lost in his own thoughts to do anything about it.
As the cemetery got further and further behind them, Des began to rise out of his gloom. Their route took them across Ringford High Street where the sight of young mothers out shopping prompted some lewd remarks from Des. He was back to his old self.
As they turned into Cramer Avenue, Des gave the travel brochures on his lap an affectionate pat.
‘Look at that, bro’ – the world at our feet. We sell the house and the planet’s our playground.’
‘Steady on, mate,’ Dave cautioned. ‘We ain’t millionaires.’
‘I’ve always wanted to see the pyramids. That's where Dad was shot down - over Egypt. I used to picture him plummeting into the Great Pyramid. There's this fireball and some god - Osiris, I guess - grabs his soul and carts him off to Heaven.’
Des spotted a house that was as immaculately kept as Rose Cottage. The front lawn was perfectly trimmed, as was the low hedge surrounding it. The flowerbeds were a well-ordered riot of colour.
‘Didn’t that used to be Mrs Frampton’s gaff?’
‘Still is,’ said Dave. ‘I promised to pop in for a quick chat. You mind?’
‘Fine by me. Though, if memory serves me right, there ain't no such thing as a quick chat with Mrs Frampton.’
Mrs Frampton’s living room had an air of the Cornish tea shop about it. Floral curtains, a lace table cloth and everything ruthlessly clean and tidy. Just the way Des remembered it from when he was a kid.
The only thing that had changed was Mrs Frampton herself. The feisty, down-to-earth middle aged woman he remembered was now a feisty, down-to-earth elderly matron. Her black hair had turned grey and only hints of her hourglass figure remained.
Seeing Des after all these years sent her maternal instincts into overdrive. It was all she could do to stop herself giving him sixpence and telling him to take himself off to the pictures.
In the event, she settled for breaking out her best china and laying on tea, cake and biscuits in the living room. Of course, unless Des had changed a great deal since his youth – and she hoped he hadn’t – her lovely lace table cloth would have to go in the wash as soon as the boys left, and she’d be half the day hoovering up after them. But she didn’t mind. Not really.
Years of being talked at by nurses and lectured by administrators had left Des with a knack for filtering people out. After their initial greeting and pleasantries, Mrs Frampton’s voice became a background drone with just the odd word or phrase coming through. ‘… old Mrs Watson… council… bleeding government… playing football where they shouldn’t… your mum… the price of bread…’
As Des demolished his third chocolate éclair and Mrs Frampton poured them all a fresh cup of tea, he allowed her presence to register.
‘… officious little creeps, the lot of them,’ she complained. ‘Compulsory purchase, they call it. Daylight bloody robbery, more like. Took a direct hit from a German bomb to get me out of my last house. If they think they can do the same with bits of paper and fancy lawyer's-talk, they've got another think coming.’
There was a brief hiatus as Mrs Frampton passed their cup and saucers back to Des and Dave. She wanted to make sure she’d counted right last time Des had put sugar in his tea. And, yep - there it was. Eight spoonfuls. Still the same old Desmond Gilroy, God bless him.
She helped herself to a rich tea and continued her monologue. ‘I was the first person to move into this road, back when these houses were all shiny and new. You could smell the fresh paint a mile off.
‘One week later your mum arrived with you two in tow. Personally, I would have preferred to stay in the East End. Your mum, on the other hand, couldn't get away fast enough. She thought moving here was going up in the world.’
Balancing a tea spoon on his nose, Des tuned Mrs Frampton out again and wondered if Nurse Singer was missing him yet.
Bleeding pity I never got it on with her, he thought. I’m sure she’d have been up for it. She’s the type what likes a bit of affection and I could have given her that. If only we’d been allowed to. All that bollocks about patients and staff not fraternising! It’s consenting adults, innit? Not like she’d have been the first nurse to experience a bit of that ol’ Des Gilroy magic. Bloody Pearson with his spies everywhere. If she’d so much as flashed an ankle at me she’d have been shown the sodding door. Like it’s criminal to bring a bit of happiness into an old geezer’s life.
Des fantasised about him and Nurse Singer in various situations, not all of them sexual. Then the spoon dropped off his nose and into his lap and he was back in the real world.
Mrs Frampton was still in full flow. ‘Shame you never got on with your mother, Desmond. Believe it or not she was actually quite fond of you - proud even. Trouble was you two was too much alike. Both gobby. Both stubborn. Someone should have knocked your stupid heads together.
‘That night you had your stroke, I was with your mum when she got the phone call from the hospital. I saw her crumple like a punctured barrage balloon. Tough as nails she was. Took everything Hitler could throw at her. Didn't even cry when your dad died. But as soon as she knew something was wrong with her little Desmond...’
Mrs Frampton shook her head sadly.
They were nearing the end of their third round of tea and still Mrs Frampton showed no sign of letting up.
‘Those fuckers can't stand to allow any of us a quiet, dignified death. I should be drinking Ovaltine; they've got me taking sleeping pills.
‘I've seen them at work, turfing decent people out of their homes. They come at dawn when folk are still in bed. There's a quick knock, then they kick down the door and come charging in barking orders and they don't give you a chance to think or protest or even to get properly dressed.
‘And there's always a man from the town hall - a shabby man in a shabby raincoat who looks like a child molester and who always says he's really sorry but... and some bailiffs who are really sorry but... and a couple of coppers who are really sorry but the law says this and the law says that and the law doesn't give two shits about you because some people with a lot of money want to put a check-out right where you've got your settee.’
Cup four. The cream cakes were all gone. Only a few biscuits remained.
‘I was a cow, David,’ said Mrs Frampton. ‘I had no right to treat your wife the way I did, even if she was German.
‘I knew she had to be good and kind because you wouldn't have married any girl who wasn't. But every time I saw her, it made me think of my little boy lying crushed beneath a ton of rubble.
‘Anyway, German or not, she didn't deserve to die the way she did.
‘You're a good boy, David Gilroy. You're both good boys. Life should have treated you better.’
After five cups of tea, Mrs Frampton insisted that Des and Dave promise to pop back soon. They readily said yes. But by then they’d have promised anything to get away.
When they reached Rose Cottage and Dave had finished clumsily manoeuvring Des’s wheelchair onto the pavement, Des chuckled.
‘You know, for a moment there, I thought I was going to get a word in edgeways.’
Dave guided the wheelchair up the driveway. ‘Yeah, I saw that. If you hadn’t blinked you might just have done it.’
‘Not a bad old sort though really, is she?’
‘With Englishwomen like that waiting for him, Hitler never stood a chance.’
Dave took out the front door key. Before he could insert it a voice called out, ‘Oi Granddad!’
It was from next door. Des wheeled himself backwards to get a view of the front of the squat. Eric’s unwholesome head poked out of an upstairs window.
Eric smiled cheekily. ‘Got you a moving in present. You weren't in, so I dropped it through your letter box. Hope you like it.’
Before Des could react, Eric popped his head back inside and closed the window.
Somehow Dave knew what was coming. Unlocking the front door, he gingerly pushed it open. Sure enough, there on his freshly scrubbed doormat sat a turd.
Des rolled up to take a look. So the little sod had laid an egg, had he? Thought he could mess with Ma Gilroy’s boys and get away with it? ‘Right!’ he yelled, his voice seeming to echo down the empty road. ‘No prisoners, Eric! Do you hear? No fucking prisoners!’
Once inside, Des headed straight for the cupboard under the stairs which served as a repository for all the odds and sods someone in the Gilroy household had at some time or another decided might come in handy one day. He scanned the shelves with their rusting paint tins, boxes of washers, odd plastic gadgets that had been bought by mail order and used only once, machine parts, maintenance manuals, drill bits and sundry other items of junk. What he wanted wasn’t there, so he started rummaging through the cardboard boxes that covered the floor.
‘What exactly are you looking for?’ asked Dave who’d just returned from a much-needed pee upstairs.
‘A Kalashnikov if we've got one,’ said Des. ‘Failing that, something I gave Mum last time I visited.’
‘Last time you visited was years ago. You sure it’s still there?’
‘Are you kidding? Once something gets put in this cupboard it stays there till it turns to dust.’
‘Believe it or not, I do have a clear-out once in a while.’
Des wasn’t listening. He’d found what he was looking for in a box mostly containing horse brasses. It was a metal cylinder with some sort of lever on its side. The style of the label suggested it had been manufactured in the 1960s.
He held it aloft. ‘Here we go.’
‘What the hell’s that?’ asked Dave thinking it looked a little like a hand grenade.
Des read the label. ‘Shepton’s Patent Bug Bomb. Guaranteed to rid your house of cockroaches and other unwelcome guests.’
Armed with his bug bomb and a hammer, Des rolled up to the front of the squat. Peeking through the cracked window, he saw there was no one in the living room. Nor any furniture or carpets. And the door leading from the room into the hallway was open.
Perfect.
Des gave the window a whack with the hammer. Glass shattered and fell into the living room.
He took the bug bomb and pulled the lever. According to the label he now had ten seconds to get clear.
With gleeful satisfaction, he lobbed the bug bomb through the broken window and hastily wheeled himself up the pathway and onto the road. Waiting just long enough to detect blue smoke starting to spill through the window, he secreted himself in the small alley opposite the squat and waited for the fun to begin.
After about a minute, nothing much had happened except that the living room was full of smoke, and Des cursed himself for not checking that the squatters were still in. But then the front door was thrown open and the squatters came spilling out. Vi was the first. Coughing and spluttering and frantically wiping her eyes.
She was swiftly followed by a tide of misbegotten youth with Eric bringing up the rear. Des counted twelve in all.
Twelve of them in one house with no proper plumbing!
Des shuddered.
The squatters staggered clear of the squat and the noxious smoke that followed them into the street. Some of them sat on the pavement, struggling to clear their lungs. A few threw up.
Eric spat something out of his mouth. Through bleary eyes he scanned the road then pointed an angry finger in the direction of Rose Cottage.
‘You're a dead man!’ he yelled. ‘You hear me, Granddad? A dead man!’
Des expected swift retaliation from the squatters. When the day had given way to night and dawn had arrived and there was no sign of retribution, he was both worried and pleased.
The squatters were certainly going to try and get their own back. No question about it. The fact that they were taking so long about it meant they were giving serious thought as to how to go about it.
Which was a good thing. No point having a war if the other side just acted on impulse all the time. Des liked his opposition to be almost as cunning as he. It would make his ultimate – and inevitable – victory that much more satisfying.
After tea (shepherd’s pie again) Dave decided to do a bit of cabbying. He collected the dirties from the table, placed them on a tray and took them out to the kitchen.
‘Why?’ Des called after him.
Dave put the tray on the kitchen sideboard and came back to the living room. ‘Why what?’
‘Why go cabbying now?’
‘Got a living to make.’
‘Not for much longer. We’ve got enough money to see us through until we sell the house.’
‘We don’t know how long that will take.’
‘In the meantime you can sell the taxi.’
‘Are you mad? That’s my livelihood.’
‘You’re going to have to get rid of it before we head off to the sun. Or were you planning to take it with you?’
‘I’m a cabby. I’m going cabbying. That’s what I do.’
‘Suit yourself.’
As Dave grabbed his coat and cap from the hallway, Des got his portable CD player and one of his CD albums from the book case. He flicked through the album which contained hundreds of pirated CDs he had downloaded from the Internet and blown himself. The discs were in no particular order so it took him a while to find the one he was looking for. Marquee Moon by Television. Not an album you’d expect an old rock’n’roller like Des to go for.
He remembered Eddie Zero tackling him about it as they sneaked into the kitchen at Bedford House to requisition copper tubing from one of the fridges. He remembered too the cockroaches that fled the beam of his torch and scurried to the sanctuary of whatever insectoid netherworld lay beyond the skirting boards.
‘Bit arty for you, aren’t they?’ said Eddie, sideswiping an oven with Des’s wheelchair before bringing it to a halt. ‘Bit punk too.’
‘Post punk,’ corrected Des. ‘Arguably the first post punk band in the world.’
‘Right. Now I get it. Marquee Moon for you meant that punk was over. And you hated punk.’
‘Fucking loved it.’
‘Really?’
‘Do you know what was in the charts when the Sex Pistols and the Damned and the Clash came along? Genesis and Yes and Boney bloody M and shit like that. Punk was a return to rock’n’roll. Some of it weren’t pretty but at least it was about real life and not about wizards and pixies and fucking trolls. Now can we get on with our villainy or do you have any more questions?’
‘Just one.’
‘Which is?’
‘What the fuck am I standing in?’
Out of kindness, Des had said porridge. Next day, they burnt Eddie’s slippers.
The front door slammed. It was Dave on his way out to do some cabbying.
Des waited until he heard the taxi start up, pull out from the garage and head off down the road. Then he put on his headphones and slipped Marquee Moon into his machine.
As was his habit, Dave started the night by playing a compilation tape of his own creation. As he reached the top of Cramer Avenue and turned right, he pushed the cassette into the machine in his dashboard.
There was a click. A burst of static and then the growl of Iggy Pop’s voice: ‘I am the passenger…’
Back in Rose Cottage, Des placed the CD player on his lap. He wheeled himself to the trunk Dave had dubbed his Holy of Holies, opened it and took out a scrap book.
Dumping the scrapbook on the table, he listened a bit to Tom Verlaine singing in his nasal twang about life in the hive and the kiss of death. And then he opened the scrap book. It was full of crispy yellow newspaper clippings chronicling the deaths of such musical luminaries as Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison, Mark Bolan, Jimi Hendrix, Buddy Holly, Kurt Cobain, Sid Vicious and Ian Curtis.
All of whom had died - as far as Des was concerned - on active service.
In Dave’s cab, The Passenger gave way to Brand New Cadillac by Vince Taylor.
There was a sticker at the end of Des’s scrapbook. It was a gift from Eddie Zero and it said: Buddy Holly Died For Your Sins.
Dave didn’t bother cabbying. He just drove around London. Headed into the centre. Past Marble Arch, Buckingham Palace, the Houses of Parliament, Cleopatra’s Needle. Heading inexorably for the East End of London. Jack the Ripper country. Kray Twin territory.
Into Bethnal. His taxi cab becoming a time machine, taking him back to his earliest memories. The road he grew up on. The multi-storey car park sitting on the site where Des had contrived to get himself blown up by the Luftwaffe two years after the war had ended. The Sunday School that had expelled them for smoking. The lake in the park where they’d launched a home-made raft and played at pirates for the five minutes it took the craft to sink.
Back to simpler times when the biggest problem he had was how to bunk off school without getting caught.
He eventually pulled up outside Joe’s Café just off Bethnal High Street. It was a favourite hang out for many of the cabbies in the area, not least because Joe stayed open all night and didn’t mind their high jinks and lewd behaviour. For some reason, the place was closed tonight.
Dave didn’t mind. He killed the engine and hauled out a half bottle of whisky from the glove compartment. Tonight he was going to sleep in the back of the taxi just like in the old days immediately after Elise’s death when he couldn’t stand to go back to an empty house.
Back at Rose Cottage, Des hauled himself out of his wheelchair and on to the divan. With his headphones still on and Janis Joplin singing in his ears, he settled down for some much needed sleep.
Thankfully the squatters were quiet tonight. Which probably had something to do with Dave finding out where they were tapping into the power supply and disconnecting them.
Dave found himself in a tunnel. Alone. Carrying his electric guitar over his shoulder and walking briskly. The sound of his footsteps were crisp and distinctive, almost as if they were being dubbed.
Suddenly he stopped. From behind him came the sound of other footsteps.
He span round.
Elise?
The footsteps stopped.
He was still alone.
Dave was startled awake by someone knocking on the window. Guiltily, he shoved his unopened whisky bottle under the seat and wound down the window.
A red faced man peered in. He looked to have had a few too many.
‘Richmond?’ he enquired.
Dave started the engine. ‘Sure. Hop in.’
Morning in Rose Cottage. Dave had made it back in time for a few hours kip. With his help, Des was up and fully abluted.
Breakfast had been and gone and now Des was sitting at the table tuning his bass guitar.
Dave came in clutching the morning post. He dropped all but one of the envelopes on the table.
‘This should be about the health visitor I asked for.’
‘Why,’ asked Des, ‘do you need a health visitor?’
‘Not for me, bollock-head. For you.’
Dave tore open the envelope and took out the letter inside. He unfolded it and started to read out loud.
‘Dear Mr Gilroy, I am writing to inform you blah, blah, blah...’
Dave scanned the rest of the letter in silence. His face became like stone.
As Dave looked up, Des asked, ‘Well? What’s it say?’
‘The council are hitting us with a compulsory purchase order. We have to sell them the house whether we want to or not.’
‘Fine by me. Next stop the Algarve.’
‘They're offering eighty grand.’
‘That's taking the piss.’
‘I'll phone the construction company. Tell them we accept their offer.’
Intent on polishing his guitar, Des missed the first part of Dave’s conversation with the construction company. It was only when Dave started raising his voice that he took any notice of what was going down.
‘Yeah,’ said Dave, standing in the hallway with the phone to his ear, ‘but they haven’t issued the order yet. Surely if we sell direct to you it’s going to save you a lot of time and hassle…? But you can make an exception, can’t you?’
There was a long silence before Dave spoke again. ‘I see. Right. Well, thanks for your time any way.’
Dave returned to the living room with a face that said it all. ‘They’re not interested. They’d rather buy it off the council. That way they get it cheap.’
Des was dismayed. ‘We can appeal, can't we?’
‘For all the good it will do. I'm off to work.’
‘You sure you should be driving? You look like shit.’
‘It will take my mind off things.’
Des picked up a package from the book case. ‘Post this for me, will you?’
Dave took the package and scanned the address. ‘Dr Pearson?’
‘Something for him to remember me by.’
Dave went out to the hallway to put on his coat.
Des called after him. ‘What are we going do about the house?’
‘I don't know.’
‘Well, you have a think, mate. Because the only way the council is getting this house is over my dead body.’
‘Yeah. Whatever.’ As Dave closed the front door behind him, Des strummed an angry chord on his bass guitar.
Evening. Shepherd’s pie for tea. A few hands of gin rummy. Then Dave was off out again. But not – as he told Des – to earn a crust.
Twenty minutes after he left Rose Cottage, Dave’s cab pulled up outside a detached house in one of the more prosperous parts of Ringford. Dave got out of the taxi and spent a few moments smoothing down his raincoat, straightening his tie and combing his hair. He looked both ways along the road to see if anyone was observing him. Satisfied they weren’t, he trotted up to the front door of the large house and rang the bell.
The lady who answered the door had an air of faded splendour about her. Probably in her mid-fifties, she wore sunglasses and a headscarf.
‘Good evening, David,’ said Madam Marie in an accent that might have been Russian. ‘You are late. Please wipe your feet.’
Dave stepped into the hallway and obediently wiped his feet on the door mat.
Madam Marie closed the door and crossed her arms. ‘Who will it be tonight?’
‘My wife,’ said Dave. ‘Elise.’
Madam Marie lead Dave to the end of the hallway. She opened the door there and gestured for Dave to go through.
Through to a room whose walls were covered in African wooden masks. The curtains were drawn. An old standard lamp with a plain brown shade provided what little light there was.
In the middle of the room, two elderly women and an elderly man sat around a large table. They eyed Dave silently as he came in and unbuttoned his coat.
He had seen these people before. Maybe a dozen times. All at this very table, speaking no more than they had to. And he still knew very little about them. Which was the way both he and they preferred it.
Dave took the chair between the two old women. He noted that one smelt of peppermint, the other of lavender.
Madam Marie sat opposite Dave and held out her hands, palms up. ‘Hands joined,’ she commanded, ‘and eyes closed.’
Dave took the hand of the women either side of him. Hands that felt like parchment. Hands he imagined crushing and turning to dust.
He closed his eyes.
Madam Marie began the séance. ‘We call upon the spirit of Elise, beloved wife of David Gilroy. If you are with us, please make your presence known.’
Back at Rose Cottage, Des flipped open the lid of his trunk. His Holy of Holies.
It was a box of memories, filled with mementoes of his life. At the top was a road sign: Rowden Hill. Beneath that were several reels of 8mm film and a reel of audio tape marked BLUEBIRDS GREAT LOST ALBUM 1960.
Pushing the reels to one side, Des plucked out a black and white publicity still of the Bluebirds. They were standing on a pavement by their transit van with the Blackpool Tower in the background. Des and Dave had their guitars to hand. Brad held a pair of drumsticks in front of him.
Young Des, the rocker with his whole life ahead of him, stared back at Old Des with an unspoken accusation. What have you done with your life, mate?
Fuck off, Des telegraphed back. It’s not my fault a vein in my head decided to go pop!
Des studied the face of his younger self. It was the face he always expected to see when he looked in the mirror, not the jowly old git with the crow’s feet and the dyed black hair.
God! I was a handsome bugger. Practically a sex god.
Something vaguely troubling teased Des’s senses. He sniffed the air. There was a faint whiff of something, growing steadily stronger.
It was like…
‘Fucking Dave!’ The dozy twat must have left the oven on.
Annoyed at having his reverie broken, Des chucked the photograph back in the trunk and closed the lid. He wheeled himself into the hallway, hitting the door frame and scraping off some paint. Across the hallway. Into the kitchen.
The oven was off but the smell of burning remained and it was getting stronger.
Chucka-chuck-chuck-chuck. Clatter-clatter-clatter.
‘What the fuck’s that?’
A drum machine. Chuck-chuck-chucka. Chuck-chuck.
A bass synthesiser kicked in. Then a normal synthesiser started playing an arpeggio over and over again.
It was, in Des’s book, the worst kind of music ever. An insult to musicians everywhere. Real musicians who could actually play their instruments and didn’t have to let computers do it for them.
The music – if you could call it that – was coming from out the back.
Des swiftly wheeled himself into the garden to find the squatters having a party in the jungle at the back of their house. A ghetto blaster pumped out the music. It was on a chair by the fence facing in Des’s direction.
The squatters, some of whom were clearly under the influence of something or another, danced around a large bonfire. Which explained the burning smell. On top of the bonfire, an effigy sat in a wheelchair. Although the resemblance was slight, the leather jacket left no doubt as to who the effigy represented.
Someone lobbed an empty beer can into Des’s garden and carried on cavorting like a pagan idiot.
Eric spotted Des. He tapped Vi on the shoulder and led her over to the fence.
‘All right, gramps?’ He asked cheerfully. ‘Not disturbing you, are we? We're celebrating Burn-a-Cripple Day.
Eric laughed a shitty laugh.
Des did not respond. He wasn’t about to give Eric the satisfaction of seeing him riled.
As Eric and Vi went back to dancing around the fire, Des allowed his eyes to narrow. ‘OK, my friends,’ he muttered icily. ‘But just remember who started this.’
Terence Jarvis, manager of the Ringford branch of the Chemnitz C.K. Mercantile Bank, had a face that cried out for a good thumping. With his beady little eyes and sharp, narrow nose, Des thought he looked like an eagle taking a long-overdue dump.
‘I’ve reviewed your mother’s paperwork,’ said Jarvis, dropping a buff folder onto the dress in front of him. He leant back in his chair as if to say that was an end to the matter. ‘Everything’s quite in order.’
Des checked out the clearance round the side of Jarvis’s desk and saw that he wouldn’t be able to get his wheelchair through. Which was lucky for Jarvis because Des was aching to inflict violence on him.
‘If everything was in order,’ said Dave who was standing behind Des, ‘we wouldn’t be here.’
Jarvis smiled condescendingly. ‘I can talk you through the transactions if you like. But most of them wouldn’t make much sense to a layman like yourself.
Des spoke through clenched teeth. ‘Where’s the fucking money?’
‘Please don’t use that language.’ Again that condescending tone.
‘Why,’ asked Dave, ‘has every scheme you persuaded my mother to invest in gone pear-shaped?’
‘She wanted high returns. I warned her of the risks, but she insisted.’
‘How the fuck do you sleep at night?’ Des growled.
‘Quite well, actually, Mr Gilroy. I'll forward on the paperwork and see that you get your money.’
‘This ain't about the money. This is about you taking advantage of a helpless old lady. My Mum worked hard all her life. She went without things so me and my brother wouldn't have to - not so some twat like you could flush it all down the toilet.’
‘Will that be all, Mr Gilroy?’
‘Except to say that what goes around comes around. You watch your back, Jarvis. You just watch your fucking back.’
Des’s next port of call was Ringford Police Station where he had an appointment with Detective Inspector Powers, a man he quickly warmed to, not least because of the glass of scotch the Inspector handed him. They were in a cubicle tucked away in the corner of the squad room. Closed blinds thwarted prying eyes.
‘Bit early for me,’ said Powers, putting the scotch bottle in his desk. ‘Besides which, I’m due for a bollocking from the Super in half an hour. Wouldn’t do to stand in his office smelling of Scotland’s finest.’
‘I appreciate you taking the time to see me.’
‘You do realise I probably won’t be much help, don’t you? We’ve had complaints about Chemnitz C.K. Mercantile before and we’ve not been able to do a thing. Like all banks, they’re adept at covering their arses.’
Des held up a large, brown envelope. ‘All the evidence you need is in there.’
Powers took the envelope and opened it. Perching on the edge of his desk, he took out a few sheets of A4 paper that had been stapled together.
Des sat quietly drinking his whisky, gratified by the way Powers took his time reading the documents. The first three sheets contained the most recent statement for Mrs Gilroy’s account at Chemnitz. The rest were contracts, some of which she’d signed, some of which had been signed for her by the bank under power of attorney.
Eventually Powers read the final sheet and placed the document back in the envelope. He looked thoughtful.
‘Well?’ asked Des.
Powers shrugged. ‘I can see nothing criminal, Mr Gilroy.’
‘It's all there in black and white.’
‘Bank statements. Agreements. Contracts. All legit.’
‘Have you read the figures? They go down month after bloody month without my mum drawing out a single penny.’
‘It’s dodgy, I agree, but all this proves is that they’re a lousy bank to do business with. If I were you. I’d get myself a good accountant. If there's any fraud they'll spot it and then we can have another look.’
‘So that's it then? My ma gets robbed on her death bed and you're going to do nothing?’
‘My hands are tied. I'm sorry.’
After Des Gilroy had gone, Powers sat at his desk and took out a large, hard bound note book. He flicked through pages full of scribbles and drawings until he came to one headed JARVIS.
The left hand side of the page contained a list of people who had complained about the Ringford branch of the Chemnitz C.K. Mercantile Bank. The right side had a crudely drawn picture of a man sat behind a desk with a dagger sticking out the side of his head.
From the enquiries he’d made, he was sure criminality was not endemic in Chemnitz. It seemed to start and end with the Ringford Branch. Specifically with the accounts handled by Terence Jarvis, a man clearly living beyond his means.
If only there was some way he could nail the little creep whose speciality seemed to be swindling old people with diminished mental faculties. It stuck in his craw that the Jarvises of this world could commit blatant robbery and hide behind legalese and the banking world’s obsessive secrecy.
This country is riddled with his kind, Powers reflected bitterly. All the way up to the top. People with knighthoods and off shore accounts. The un-fucking-touchables who shit on the common people and drive them into penury so they have to commit petty crimes just to keep up with their payments.
We’re gaoling the wrong people and we’ll keep gaoling the wrong people because the people who belong in prison actually own the fucking prisons.
Give me a good honest crook any day. Not some wanker who professes to be a pillar of society.
Powers added the name of Mrs Gilroy to the list of people who had been gypped by Terence Jarvis. Then for good measure he drew a giant cock and balls above Jarvis’s head and had it piss down on him. There are times when I think a little vigilantism might not be a bad thing. Why shouldn’t people take the law into their own hands when the law favours the guilty?
The Detective Inspector turned the page to one headed The Life & Crimes of Councillor Grady.
Another conceited knob-end. Come the revolution I personally will see to it that you get strung up by the balls.
‘Fuck it,’ he mumbled. ‘I’m letting this job get to me.’
He opened his desk drawer and took out the bottle of scotch. Super or no Super, he was going to have a drink.
Des’s third visit of the day was to Ringford Town Hall. Like many of London’s civic buildings, it had been built by the Victorians when the British Empire was at its rosy peek and money was no object.
Gargoyles looked down from its gabled roof. The windows were leaded; some were stained with depictions of saints.
Quarry tiles chequered the entrance hall which was flanked on either side by a sweeping staircase with oak hand rails. On the walls beside the stairs William Morris tapestries hung, unappreciated by 99% of people who came to the town hall – workers and public alike.
As Des wheeled himself through the front door, he clocked the tapestries straight away. Counted twelve of them. Decided that at a conservative estimate they were worth fifty grand each. Twelve times fifty thousand. I make that six hundred thousand. Sell them to the V&A where they can be looked after and admired by people who know about these things. Then use some of that money to give me and my brother a fair price for our house.
A bored security guard looked up from the chair he was sitting on, paperback in hand. Not much younger than Des, he had the look of someone who woke up each morning wondering what the fuck was the point of it all. Sitting on his arse all day, listening to footsteps going clippety-clop down the corridors of local government power. Saying good morning, good afternoon or good evening to people he saw each weekday but whose name and role remained a mystery to him.
Now and then a member of the public would ask him a question and he’d give the same answer he’d given for the past twenty years. ‘Take the stairs or the lift to the first floor and ask at reception’
Their eyes met. Des and the security guard saw something of themselves in each other. You poor bastard, they both thought. Just think what you could have been if you hadn’t listened to those fuckers who said you had no right to be anything more than you already were.
Des wheeled himself across the entrance hall and took the lift to the first floor.
There was a counter there. A wooden-framed hole that looked into a room full of the sort of shelving people put in their garages. Des spotted a couple of white-shirted men sitting at desks, staring uninterestedly at their computer screens.
A sign ordered Ring for attention. Des didn’t bother.
His appointment was less than a minute away in Councillor Grady’s office.
As Des wheeled himself down the parquet-floored corridor, his right wheel decided to develop a mouse-like squeak. Eek… eek… eek... it went. Much to his annoyance.
Councillor Grady’s office was at the end of the corridor behind a green door with a frosted glass window. The door was half open. Des let himself into an empty room.
‘Oh nadgers.’
He checked his watch. 2 o’clock. Bang on time.
There was a polite cough behind him. He turned his head to find an officious looking woman standing in the door way. ‘Can I help you?’
‘I’m waiting for Councillor Grady.’
‘The Councillor’s in a meeting. You should have made an appointment.’
‘I did. Through you, if I’m not much mistaken.’
‘You’ll have to wait in reception. I’ll call you when he’s free.’
‘How long’s he going to be?’
‘I really couldn’t say. Now please leave. You shouldn’t be in here.’
‘But I should be in here. And so should Grady. That’s what appointments are about.’
‘There’s no need to raise your voice.’
‘I am not raising my voice.’
‘Leave now or I’ll call Security.’
‘And tell them what? A member of the public wants to speak to one of the geezers whose salaries he helps pay for?’
‘I won’t tell you again.’
With rather more good grace than he felt the occasion called for, Des wheeled himself back along the corridor to the reception area. Eek… eek… eek… went his wheel chair.
There were a few magazines on the table in the reception area. A ten year old edition of Reader’s Digest, Good Housekeeping minus its cover and Municipal Council Monthly, the magazine for local public servants.
Des rang the bell at the hatch. A gangly man in a brown pinstripe suit reluctantly detached himself from his desk and strolled over.
‘Yeah?’
‘I have an appointment.’
‘Wait over there, mate.’
‘With Councillor Grady.’
‘He’s in a meeting.’
‘I know. But I have an appointment with him.’
‘Wait over there.’
‘You wouldn’t like to fetch him, would you?’
‘Nah.’
‘Look. It’s very simple. I asked for an appointment with Councillor Grady. His secretary checked with him and he agreed to see me at two o’clock. It’s now just a little after two. So me and the Councillor should, right at this moment, be having a little chinwag. Comprendez?’
‘Wait over there.’
The gangly man returned to his desk.
Stay calm, Des told himself. Don’t give them an excuse to turf you out.
He picked up the Reader’s Digest and started reading a story about a darts player who lost his eye sight and learnt how to play the game blind. That kept him occupied for about ten minutes. Then there was a page full of unfunny jokes for him to groan at and two pages of letters from readers suffering under the delusion that something about their petty lives was of interest to the public at large. They all seemed to end with how we laughed! or words to that effect.
Feeling depressed, Des picked up Municipal Council Monthly and put it right back down again without even opening it. He looked down the corridor. Long and straight with a polished wooden floor. Perfect for practicing wheelies or handbrake turns. But not now.
Now was a time for being serious, for getting things straightened out.
Behave yourself, Desmond Gilroy. Behave.
Des rang the hatch bell again. The gangly man looked up from his PC and shot Des a look of annoyance. ‘What now?’
‘You got anything to read, mate?’
‘There are some magazines out there.’
‘Today’s newspaper will do me. What’s that on your desk? The Sun?’
‘It’s the Daily Mirror and you’re not having it.’
‘Suit yourself.’
The gangly man returned to whatever he was doing on the computer.
Des rang the bell.
The gangly man banged his fist on the desk. ‘What now?’
‘Nothing. I just really like the sound of this bell, that’s all.’
‘Leave it alone.’
‘Very attuned to sound, I am. Because I’m a musician, you see.’
‘Good for you.’
‘Used to be in a band. Long before you were born.’
I’m trying to do some work here.’
‘You may have heard of us. We were called – ‘
‘Shut up!’
‘Sure. I can see you’re a busy person.’
‘I am.’
‘Them personal computers are great, aren’t they? There was some at the nursing home I’ve just come out of. Used to be on them just about all day until they brought in a one hour per day rule.’
‘You’re not shutting up.’
‘I’ll tell you a funny story, shall I? About how I got kicked out of the nursing home.’
The gangly man suddenly stood up, knocking his chair over in the process. He stormed up to the hatch. ‘Listen,’ he hissed. ‘I don’t give a flying fuck about you or your nursing home. You’re not amusing. You’re not even interesting. You’re just a boring little twat in a wheel chair. So shut the fuck up!’
‘Mr Wilson?’ A dour-looking man in a brown suit appeared from behind a row of filing cabinets. ‘Would you care to wait for me in my office, please?’
The gangly man groaned a my God what have I done? sort of groan. ‘Yes, Mr Rolands.’
He fixed Des with a hateful glare before sloping off through a door.
Mr Rolands approached the hatch. ‘I do apologise for Mr Wilson’s behaviour. I can assure you he will be appropriately disciplined.’
‘It’s because I’m in a wheel chair,’ said Des. ‘People are always picking on me.’
‘I can get you a complaints form if you wish to take this matter further.’
‘I’d rather put it behind me.’
Rolands nodded sagely. ‘Best not to dwell on these things, I suppose.’
‘I’ve learned to live with other people’s prejudices.’
‘Well, if I don’t sack Mr Wilson, I’m going to send him on a course to teach him about treating people as people regardless of their handicaps. In the meantime, is there anything I can do for you?’
‘You ain’t got something to read, have you?’
‘I expect I can rustle something up.’
‘How about that newspaper over there? On the desk.’
‘That’s Mr Wilson’s but I should think under the circumstances he won’t mind letting you have a read. It’s the least he can do.’
Des read the paper. Then spent a fun few minutes filling the crossword grid with obscene words. He was looking around to see what further mischief he could get into when a door halfway down the corridor opened and a small group of people spilled out. They stood in a huddle chatting to one another.
He was willing to bet one of them would be Councillor Grady. But which one?
Des approached the group and called, ‘Councillor Grady!’
A sharply dressed man looked round. His suit was obviously hand made. As no doubt were his shirt and shoes.
A right Jack the Lad, thought Des noting with a certain amount of disgust that the councillor’s fingernails looked manicured.
‘Sorry. I’m in a rush.’ Councillor Grady headed towards the stairs with Des in tow.
‘I’ve been waiting the best part of an hour.’
‘Should have booked an appointment.’
‘I did. You said you'd see me at two.’
‘Right. I remember. It's about the children's playground.’
‘It's about the compulsory purchase order on my house.’
‘Look, I'm really busy. See my secretary. She'll book you a new appointment.’
Grady trotted down the stairs. Des called after him. ‘Thank you for your time, Councillor. You can depend on my vote.’
It was a dingy office. About as dingy as an office could be.
Properly speaking it was cellar with a desk, a couple of chairs and some filing cabinets. Water pipes crossed the grime-ridden ceiling from which hung a single, naked light bulb.
Directly above the office, it was business as usual in Mystique’s, a massage parlour that offered all sorts of extras. Up there men exchanged money for flesh in the world’s oldest profession. Down here, a man was kneeling on the floor with his hands nailed to the desk. A red rag in his mouth stopped him crying out, though it looked to Des like he might be beyond that.
Behind the desk sat Jack Kilkenny. He was lord and master of Ringford’s underworld, owner of Mystique’s and a man with his finger in many pies. All of them crooked.
A fabulous creature by the name of Trish stood behind Jack filing her nails. She wore a short skirt and a white blouse that flowed around her breasts like air around an airplane’s wings. Fishnet stockings and stiletto heels. Great curves and just the right amount of meat for Des’s taste.
Des had positioned himself to get a full-on view of Trish. But unfortunately he couldn’t block the man on his knees from his field of vision.
Oh hum, he thought. You can’t have everything.
Jack splashed whisky into a couple of glasses and slid one across the desk to Des. ‘In case you’re wondering, this here is Charlie. And he has been a very naughty boy.’ He pulled the cloth out of Charlie’s mouth. ‘Go on, Charlie - tell Des how naughty you've been.’
Charlie looked up pleadingly at Jack, like a puppy after a biscuit. ‘Please, Jack. I won't do it again. I promise.’
Jack shoved the rag back in Charlie’s mouth. ‘Caught this one with his fingers in the till.’
‘You going to kill him, Jack?’ Des asked. For the first time since giving Jack a ring and asking for a meeting, he was beginning to suspect he might be getting out of his depth.
Jack seemed to find Des’s question amusing. ‘You hear that, Charlie? Des wants to know if I’m going to kill you. Do you think I should?’
Charlie frantically shook his head.
‘Can’t, can I?’ said Jack. ‘I’m his kid’s godfather. Wouldn’t be Christian.’
Jack knocked back his whisky. Des followed suit.
After refilling both glasses, Jack settled back in his chair. ‘So what can I do you for, Des?’
‘I need some smack.’
‘Back playing up again?’
‘It's not for me. I'll settle for the shittiest stuff you've got. Enough for a couple of hits.’
Jack opened his desk, took out a small, plastic bag filled with white powder and tossed it into Des’s lap. ‘On the house.’
‘Cheers, mate.’
‘If I'd known you were coming, I'd have cleared my diary.’
‘I have to get back anyway. Preferably before Dave gets home.’
‘How is he these days?’
‘Still the same old woman he ever was.’
‘Well, drop by again some time. Give me warning and we'll hit one of my clubs.’ Jack looked over his shoulder. ‘Show him out, Trish.’
Trish sashayed round the desk, her hips swaying in an almost hypnotic way. She bent down to take the brake off Des’s wheelchair, affording Des an aerial view of her breasts.
And people rave about the Grand Canyon, he thought.
‘See you around, Jack,’ he said as Trish started hauling him towards the door.
Jack took a club hammer from his desk drawer and dropped it with a sudden thwump! onto the desk. ‘Give my regards to Dave.’
As the door closed behind Des and Trish, Jack smiled fondly. ‘You know who that was, Charlie? Des Gilroy. I met him a few years back in the nursing home. You know? That one I ended up in after some fucker took a shotgun to me.
‘He was running all the rackets there, he was. Whatever you wanted, he had a way of getting it for you. For a price, of course.
‘A man after my own heart, he is. A right diamond geezer.’
Trish wheeled Des along the corridor that led from Jack’s office to the service lift.
Des loved the way her heels went clackity-clack on the concrete floor while his wheelchair went eek-eek-eek.
Ah what sweet music we make, Des though to himself, tapping out a rhythm with the bag of heroin on his arm rest.
‘We do cheap rates for pensioners on Wednesday,’ said Trish.
‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ said Des.
Clickety-clack. Eek-eek-eek.
They came to the lift. Trish pressed the call button.
‘Good boss, is he?’ Des asked.
‘Jack? Yeah, he’s a pussycat.’
From down the corridor came the sound of a club hammer hitting bone. And then the muffled scream of a man learning that you don’t fuck with Jack Kilkenny.
‘Lovely guy when you get to know him,’ said Trish.
Dave drove. The diesel engine of his taxi purred and growled as he shifted from one gear to the next, speeded up, slowed down, stopped and set off again. From the taxi’s stereo system came the sound of Link Wray, the perfect soundtrack for a drive through London.
He drove past Big Ben. Down the embankment. Along the Thames. Under Hungerford Bridge. And stopped by Cleopatra’s Needle, that monument to the Masonic concerns of London’s architects.
A woman stood by the Needle. She was tall and statuesque. An Amazon from the heels of her thigh length boots to the crown of her raven-coloured hair.
She had her hands in the pockets of her leather trench coat.
Dave got out of the taxi. Behind him a train rattled out of Charing Cross station, over the bridge to the other side of the Thames. South London, a dull, suburban neverland detested and – wherever possible - ignored by every denizen of North London.
As Dave approached her, the woman in the leather trench coat fixed him with a look that said he was nothing more to her than something she’d wipe off her shoe or flush down the toilet.
‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ he said.
She spat in his face and slapped his cheek. ‘Don’t you ever keep me waiting again.’
‘Yes, mistress.’
‘My boot has dirt on it.’
Dave knelt on the filthy London pavement and applied his tongue to the woman’s left boot.
She took out a packet of cigarettes, drew a cigarette and lit it.
Dave wished Angel didn’t smoke. It wasn’t good for her. But he wasn’t in a position to tell her so.
Angel did what Angel wanted. And Dave did what Angel wanted. That was the way of things.
It was night. Des loved the night. It was where he lived his life. Or at least the parts that mattered to him. The parts he would remember for years to come and chuckle over.
The panty raids. The clandestine visits to places of ill-repute. The distillation of illegal hooch. All happened at night.
Maybe I’m a vampire, he thought, wheeling himself up to the front of the squat next door to Rose Cottage. A child of the night.
After wiping his fingerprints from it, he popped his bag of heroin through the letter box and trundled off to the nearest pay phone.
‘Yeah, extra pepperoni,’ said Des, speaking into the mouthpiece of a public phone. ‘And no garlic bread. I hate foreign food.’
He was on Ringford High Street. This time of night all the shops were closed and the pubs weren’t kicking out people just yet. So it was peaceful.
‘Ten minutes? Great. Cheers, mate.’
Des put the phone down and picked it up again. He tapped in 999 and waited.
Brrr-brrr. Brrr-brrr.
‘Emergency services. Fire, police or ambulance?’
Des put on his best Irish accent. ‘Police, please. I’d like to speak to someone from the drugs department.’
Des sat on the pavement outside Rose Cottage with a box of thin crust pizza on his lap and a tin of lager in his hand. It was mild night with just the gentlest of breezes, a clear sky and a half moon peaking above the rooftops.
All was quiet. Very, very quiet. Even the traffic that passed unseen on adjacent roads seemed subdued.
Des looked around him, at all the houses in which so many of his friends had grown up. Empty shells now with no future other than to be bulldozed and used as landfill.
There was a light on upstairs in the squatter’s house. He imagined the squatters sitting on their mattresses, backs to the wall, passing around cheap supermarket cider. Maybe they were smoking marijuana or freebasing cocaine. Whatever they were doing, it seemed to Des like a monumental waste.
Just who were these kids? Where did they come from? Why had they seemingly given up on life so soon?
Des took a bite of pepperoni and a swig of lager.
Sirens sounded in the distance. Grew louder.
And louder and then there was a squeal of tyres as three police cars and two police vans came careering round the corner at the top of the road.
Des noted the reflection of the flashing blue lights in the broken windows of Cramer Avenue. And the rats scurrying from under the litter that paved the road.
The vehicles screeched to a halt outside the squat. A policeman wearing a protective helmet and carrying a battering ram led the assault. He only had to hit the door once to make it come of its hinges. Des counted twelve coppers jumping out of one of the vans and swarming single file into the squat. There was a bottleneck at the door, so some of them had to wait for their moment of glory. From their body language it was clear they were keyed up for a fight.
An interesting medley of shouts sounded from the squat.
‘Police! Nobody move!’
‘Let go of me, you pig!’
‘Steady there! Steady!’
‘Grab the stash.’
‘You stay away from me or I’ll fucking kill you!’
A few of the more daring squatters dropped from the upstairs windows into the waiting arms of the law. Others were marched out in handcuffs or in an arm or head lock.
Vi was dragged out by her feet in a way that Des thought unnecessarily brutal. She grabbed a policeman’s leg and bit into it, causing the copper to emit a satisfyingly piggish squeal and to hop about while he ran through every expletive in the book.
Sweet, thought Des. Pizza, beer and a right old wing-ding. Life doesn’t get much better than this.
Eric was the last to be apprehended. He was half-dragged, half-carried by two policemen, kicking and screaming and making threats.
‘Take your filthy paws off me! Fucking Nazis! I'll have you! I'll have the whole fucking lot of you!’
Des couldn’t resist getting a dig in. ‘That's the way, Eric! Don't let them take you alive!’
‘You wait, Granddad! Just you wait!’
‘And remember you have the right to remain silent!’
As Eric was bundled unceremoniously into the back of a police van, a copper looked querulously at Des who responded with a cheesy smile. ‘Nice night for it officer.’
The last policemen out of the squat carried a huge bong in a transparent bin bag, rendering Des’s heroin unnecessary.
With all the squatters in custody, the police vehicles reversed up the road before doing three point turns and heading off into the night.
A minute later, as Des was finishing his pizza, Dave pulled up in his taxi. He got out with a puzzled look on his face and scratched his head.
‘I’ve missed something, haven’t I?’ he said.
‘No. Yours is in the living room. Extra pepperoni.’
Leaving Des to bathe in the afterglow of his decisive victory, Dave went indoors. In the hallway, he sat on the stairs, untied his shoe laces and removed his shoes. He placed them neatly under the small table upon which the telephone sat. Then he took off his raincoat and hung it on a hook.
Upstairs in his bedroom, he dug out a bottle of Jack Daniel’s and a glass. He made himself comfortable on the bed and opened the bottle.
He was about a quarter of the way through the bottle when he unexpectedly fell asleep.
And dreamt.
He was in his taxi, driving down a deserted road. In the back were his mother and father, Elise and Eddie Cochran, the rock star. Dad and Eddie both wore bomber jackets but couldn’t have been more different.
Whereas Eddie lounged in his seat and chewed gum with no thought for anyone else’s sensibilities, Dad sat upright in an almost formal pose.
Eddie picked up his Telecaster electric guitar and began tuning it.
As they passed a sign welcoming them to Chippenham, air raid sirens began to scream. Searchlights swept the sky. The air was rent with the sounds of blitzkrieg. Ack ack guns. War planes. Falling bombs. Explosions.
On the pavement, seemingly unaffected by the mayhem, stood young Desmond in his school uniform. He was throwing half bricks into a fissure in the ground.
You’re going the wrong way, said Mrs Gilroy.
What? said Dave.
You’re going the wrong way.
Dave ignored her. The silly old bat was always questioning his skills as a driver and navigator. In all his years as a taxi driver, he had never got lost. Not even once.
Something suddenly appeared in the taxi’s headlights. It was Des in his wheelchair, sitting in the middle of the road.
Dave stamped on the break pedal and swung the steering wheel hard left. The taxi skidded. A tyre blew out. And the side of the taxi slammed into a lamp post.
Dave had a glimpse of Eddie Cochran being impaled on his own guitar. And then he was lying on the pavement with shattered glass from his windscreen snowing down on him in slo-mo. He noted the miniature rainbows that formed and transformed as the shards tumbled and fell and showed their different facets to him. Especially beautiful were the red shards, and the knowledge that he was looking at his own blood didn’t matter.
The crystal snow cleared. Suddenly there were blue lights strobing all around him. He heard an indistinct voice coming over a police radio. Something about an RTA in Rowden Hill. Five people hurt. One unconscious. Send an ambulance.
And then the Lady in White, the one from his dream about Battersea Funfair, was kneeling beside him. She wore the same white dress as before. But this time she also wore a nurse’s cap emblazoned with a red cross.
Thank God you’re here, said Dave. I can’t feel my legs.
She seemed puzzled. This isn’t about your legs, she said.
I don’t understand.
Tell me about the Bluebird Experience.
But why?
If I’m going to save you, I need to know.
Dave opened his eyes. His mouth was full of regurgitated food.
Sitting up, he grabbed the empty fruit bowl from his bedside locker and spat the food into it. Then he rinsed his mouth with bourbon and ejected the resultant slush into the bowl.
Dave looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was just after 6.30. He had things to be getting on with and maybe he should get a head start on them before Des got up and started putting spanners in the works. On the other hand, perhaps he could treat himself to a lie in. Have a bit of Dave time for once.
He noticed a pulsating patch of blue light on the wall. It crept in through a crack in the curtains.
Dave had a bad feeling.
Downstairs, Des hadn’t bother to draw the curtains, so the living room got the full stroboscopic effect of the flashing blue light.
Lying on top of his Divan wearing only boxer shorts, he was woken by what sounded like a stampede but was in fact Dave storming down the stairs.
He burst into the room and went straight to the window. About fifty yards down the road two police cars were parked amongst several civilian vehicles.
‘It’s Mrs Frampton,’ he said. ‘They're evicting her.’
Des propped himself up on his elbows. ‘Pass me my dressing gown.’
Two minutes later, Des wheeled himself at reckless speed out of Rose Cottage, down the drive and out to the middle of the road where he could get a full-on view of police officers and officials milling about in Mrs Frampton’s front garden, heedless of the damage they were doing to her precious flower beds.
Dave came chasing after Des who struggled to control his temper when he saw how Mrs Frampton’s door had been smashed open.
‘Sure there’s enough of you?’ Des barked. ‘Sure you don’t want to call in the army? Order an air strike? She’s an old lady, not the Red Brigade!’
Des was universally ignored. He was about to start on a rant when an ambulance, blue light flashing, appeared at the top of the road and cruised towards the commotion.
Alarmed, Dave hurried down the road and tried to manoeuvre his way through the throng.
A policewoman intercepted him. ‘Please stay back, sir.’
‘What's wrong with her? What have you done?’
‘Did you know the lady, sir?’
‘Did? What do you mean did?’
‘It looks like suicide. We found empty bottles of sleeping pills.’
Something about the policewoman’s matter-of-fact way of announcing Mrs Frampton’s death made Dave want to slap her. Beat some reality into her uncaring brain.
Instead, he kicked the wheel of a police car and stormed back to Rose Cottage.
Des, in the meantime, was beginning to formulate a plan. He muttered into the night what he had said to the squatters: ‘OK, my friends. But just remember who started this.’
Dr Pearson felt good. His breakfast had been spot on with the toast just the right shade of brown. He’d thought of a way to trim the staff training budget. And best of all – oh joy of joys – Bedford House was beginning to run like clockwork now that Desmond Gilroy had been shown the door.
There was mail in his in tray. Most of it, he knew, would be sales literature from medical companies and there was no reason to open it before consigning it to the waste bin. The only item that looked even remotely interesting was a brown package.
He picked it up and, tapping it with his finger, divined that it contained a cardboard box. Probably another free sample for him to add to his growing collection.
As he wrestled with the Sellotape that sealed the end flap in place, there was a knock on the door.
‘Come.’
It was Eddie Zero dressed in a loud shirt that must have been styled by someone as blind as he was. ‘You wanted to see me, Doctor?’
‘Take a seat, will you?’
Eddie waved his white stick in front of him and shuffled towards Pearson’s desk. He quickly located the chair in question and sat in it.
Pearson tugged at the package which had so far thwarted his attempts to open it. ‘I just wanted to tell you how impressed I am with the way you've settled down now that a certain person is no longer with us. Nurse Singer tells me you've taken up photography. How's that going?’
Eddie shrugged. ‘Hard for me to tell.’
‘Yes. I was wondering about that. I'm a great believer in encouraging people to overcome their handicaps, but in this case - to be blunt - I don't see the point.’ With a grunt, Dr Pearson finally had the package open.
‘The point,’ said Eddie, ‘is that there isn't a point.’
‘I see,’ said Pearson, not seeing at all. He pulled the wooden box from its package and opened it. Something dropped into his lap and he was up out of his chair like a shot. ‘Oh Jesus!’
‘What’s up, Doc?’
‘Will you ask Nurse Singer to come in here, please?’
Eddie frowned. ‘Do you smell something a bit odd?’
Pearson glared at the dog turd sitting on his carpet. ‘Desmond Gilroy!’ he hissed. ‘You’ve gone too far this time.’
That evening, Des met up with Jack Kilkenny at the Cotton Club, one of the three pole dancing venues owned by Jack in West London. They sat at Jack’s private table at the side of the main stage. It gave them a full, unfettered view of the girls as they performed their acrobatics.
As was to be expected in such an establishment, the clientele consisted mainly of businessmen, many of whom were hoping to cement a deal before the night was out.
Trish was on hand to see that neither Des nor Jack was left with an empty cocktail glass. Right now, she was kneeling by the table, preparing a of line of coke on a mirror.
Jack pored over a couple of sheets of paper which Des had handed him. He noticed Des looking around anxiously.
‘Relax,’ said Jack. ‘The only cops here are bent ones.’
Trish handed Des the mirror and a straw. He placed the straw to his nostril and hoovered up the cocaine. The rush was near instant. It felt momentarily like his whole brain had been doused in icy cold water. All except one part. The part that had been killed off by his stroke.
Trish took the works off him and dropped them in a velvet bag which she handed to a scantily-clad hostess. The hostess hurried off in the direction of the changing rooms.
Jack folded up the bits of paper and slipped them under his cocktail glass. ‘It’ll take me a while to get this stuff together. I’ll have someone drop it by in the morning.’
‘Ain't you going to ask me what it's for?’
‘It’s bleeding obvious what it’s for.’
‘Any objections?’
‘You know me, Des. Always did appreciate senseless violence. So long as you don’t step on my toes, I’ll be just fine.’
Dave saw his father and the Lady in White standing by the Helter Skelter. Dad was in his RAF uniform with the top button of his shirt undone and his cap tucked under his arm. He held the Lady’s hand in a manner that was more formal than intimate.
The funfair was closed as it always was in his dreams. In fact, it seemed to have been abandoned and the rides left to the mercies of the English weather. It was as if the whole world had forgotten its existence or simply decided to ignore it.
There was a slight breeze. It caused litter to dance between the rides and the Lady in White’s dress to ripple.
Dave sat on a bench by the Dodgem Cars and quietly observed his father and the Lady. They were standing like a couple posing for a wedding photograph.
Was that a clue to the Lady’s identity? Dave was convinced that his subconscious mind had constructed her from his own memory, that she was someone he had known in his childhood but forgotten about. Had he seen her with his Dad, standing like they were now? There was definitely something familiar about their pose. He seemed to recall a photograph but the details eluded him.
He looked around the rides, observed how Gothic and surreal the fair seemed when it was empty and unused. Like a scene from The Cabinet of Dr Caligari, a German expressionist film much beloved by Elise. Was there some message encoded in the configuration of the rides? Should he be reading the disposition of the Dodgem Cars the way Madam Marie had once read the yarrow stalks when she consulted the I Ching for him? Was there some arcane significance in the way one of the trains on the Peter Pan railway seemed to be facing the wrong way?
It occurred to Dave that maybe it wasn’t just the fairground that was deserted. Perhaps the whole of London was now abandoned. Evacuated perhaps because it was no longer inhabitable. Like a John Wyndham or J.G. Ballard disaster novel.
All of which added to the mystery. But what mystery? As usual he didn’t even know that much. Perhaps his dad could help.
Skirting the boating pond, Dave walked up to his father and the Lady in White.
Hello, son, said the late Mr Gilroy. What can I do for you?
I don’t know, Dave admitted. I need some answers but I don’t seem to know the questions.
Try to think, son. You can ask me anything.
Dave looked at the Lady in White. She smiled briefly at him. But it was a smile without warmth; merely a gesture of greeting. Perhaps he should ask his father the very question the Lady kept asking him.
Dad, he said, what is the Bluebird Experience?
Flight Sergeant Francis Gilroy laughed. He kept laughing until he and the Lady in White spontaneously combusted. Even as the flames devoured them both, Mr Gilroy laughed.
Morning found Des on his divan, wearing his clothes from the night before. Thanks to a constant supply of free drinks at the Cotton Club, he was sleeping better than he had in a long time.
And snoring like an asthmatic chainsaw.
Out in the hallway, Dave pounded on the living room door. ‘Oi! You awake, you lazy git?’
Des stirred. His first thought of the day was fuck, my head hurts. Without opening his eyes, he clutched his forehead and groaned.
‘You’ve got visitors,’ said Dave, opening the door and sticking his head round. ‘A couple of geezers with a van. They've got some stuff for you. And if you’re going to sleep in your clothes, you could at least take your shoes off.’
Reluctantly, Des allowed his eyelids to rise. He regarded Dave through bloodshot eyes. ‘Shut… the… fuck…up.’
The flowers were banished from the living room table. As was Mrs Gilroy’s fine linen table cloth. In their place – amongst other things - sat a PC and a printer, some tea things, a tin of biscuits and assorted electronic paraphernalia. Between the brown china tea pot and a soldering iron, lay a miniature crossbow and a box of shotgun cartridges.
In one corner of the room, a video camera was mounted on a tripod.
While Des sat at the table nursing a cup of coffee, Dave scanned the table.
‘What the hell is this all about?’ he demanded to know.
‘Electronics,’ said Des. ‘One of the few things I’m actually quite good at.’
Dave picked up a couple of shotgun cartridges. ‘And these?’
‘Jack’s idea of a joke.’
Dave’s face darkened. ‘Jack Kilkenny? Is that where you went last night? We said you weren't going to have anything more to do with that evil creep.’
‘You said I wasn't going to have anything more to do with him. What I said was: Go take a flying fuck.’
‘I’m disappointed, Des. I’m really disappointed.’
‘You’ll get over it. Any more coffee?’
‘If you want more, you can make it yourself. I’ve got housework to get on with.’
And with that, Dave stomped off to the kitchen.
‘You old woman,’ muttered Des powering up the PC.
From the kitchen came the sound of a metal mop bucket being placed in the sink and filled with water.
Des grabbed a biscuit and nibbled at it while he waited for Microsoft Windows to sort itself out.
Five minutes later, he was on the Internet and with a judicious bit of googling soon found what he was looking for: the Guerrilla Bomb Maker’s Handbook.
He downloaded it and sent it across to the printer.
Dave mopped the hallway floor and then the kitchen floor.
Des studied the user’s handbook for the video camera.
Dave did the washing up.
Des printed out some business cards. One side read: WELCOME TO THE BLUEBIRD EXPERIENCE. It's not a matter of life and death. It's just a matter of life.
The other side was emblazoned with a motto: THE CHOICE IS BETWEEN A QUIET LIFE OR NO LIFE AT ALL.
Des turned on his soldering iron. From the hallway came a steady racket as Dave swept the stairs.
When the iron was hot enough, Des began soldering a resistor to a circuit board.
Dave walked in with a dust pan and brush.
‘Get out!’ hissed Des.
Dave beat a hasty retreat.
Des took the sheet from his bed and threw it over the clothes rack. One less thing to identify him by. Then he adjusted the tripod and video camera so the sheet filled the entire viewing frame.
Out in the hallway, Dave put on his coat. ‘I’m off to my allotment. Don’t make a mess while I’m out.’
‘I’ll be as good as gold,’ Des promised. He waited impatiently for the sound of the front door being opened and closed. As soon as Dave was gone, he breathed a sigh of relief. Finally! Peace and bloody quiet. Now he could get on with things.
From his leather jacket, Des whipped out a woollen ski mask and slipped it over his head. Then he took off the jacket and replaced it with a camouflage jacket.
He turned on the video camera. Set it to auto focus. Placed himself in front of it and began.
‘You bureaucrats and bankers, exploiters of the masses, politicians, usurers, despoilers of the Earth, lying, cheating fuckpigs -- you made me what I am. And what I am is your worst nightmare. I'm the guy with nothing to lose. You know what I want. It's mine to take. I AM ENTITLED! Deny me and people will die. The blame will be yours.
‘I am the Bluebird Bomber and this is the Bluebird Manifesto. Give me two million pounds and then fuck off and leave me alone. If you do not, I will come after each and every one of you. I know who you are and where you live. I know the names of your children. I know their schools. Fuck with me and I will kill your loved ones. I will destroy everyone and everything you've ever cared for. I will show you the emptiness of your lives.
‘Welcome to the Bluebird Experience.’
Nice one, thought Des. Nice bloody one.
He’d just finished playing back the tape of himself. First bloody take. Always was a natural showman, wasn’t I?
And now for the Bluebird Manifesto Part II.
Des set the camera to record.
‘You go to bed at night praying things will be better tomorrow. In your dreams, you're rich, fulfilled and happy. And then you wake up and have to face reality. Every day finds you a little poorer and a little older. You wonder how to make ends meet. And still you kid yourself that things are going to get better, that life's finally going to give you your due. Until one day you realise that all you have to look forward to is a miserable old age and the grim finality of death. Time has you by the balls and its grip is getting tighter.
‘If you have a chronic illness; if faceless corporations take your money in return for bugger all; if your bank fucks you over; if politicians promise you the earth and deliver you shit; if you've spent your whole life on the outside looking in; if you know what's so funny about peace, love and understanding - Welcome to the Bluebird Experience.’
Dave sat in his potting shed, tuning the electric guitar he kept there while he waited for the kettle to boil. The battle orders he’d set himself were a quick strum, a leisurely cup of tea and then down to some serious potato planting. And if after all that he still had time on his hands, the ground between the rows of runner beans needed weeding.
Dave fingered an e major chord and struck the guitar strings. The chord sounded sweet to his ears.
Harmony. Everything working together as it should.
If only Des would see thinks the same way. You’d have thought someone in a wheelchair would have relatively few chances to make a mess, but that was one area where his handicap didn’t seem to come in to it.
And if Mum could see what he was doing to her lovely dining table…
Still, at least he was occupied now. Though what with Dave wasn’t too sure about. Not that it mattered. The important thing was that it was keeping him out of mischief.
Des put the finishing touches to his first bomb. With a scalpel, he cut open six shotgun cartridges and poured their volatile contents into a piece of silver foil. Just as the instructions in the Guerrilla Bomb Maker’s Handbook specified.
He folded the foil so none of the gunpowder could escape. Then he put it in a video case which already contained his newly created-circuit board. Two wires at each end of the board terminated in crocodile clips. Des attached these to the foil.
With a flick of a switch, the circuit was activated.
Des closed the video case and placed it gingerly into an envelope which he’d already addressed and stamped.
Whistling a merry tune, he stuck the bomb inside his leather coat and set off for the nearest post box.
Councillor Grady was in a dark mood. He should have been out the door fifteen minutes ago and here he was rushing about like a madman trying to get ready for yet another day of tedious committee meetings.
And all because his wife hadn’t bothered to wake him. ‘Shoes! Where’s my bloody shoes?’ They weren’t under the bed where he was pretty sure he’d put them last night. The silly bitch must have stuck them in the wardrobe. Why did she keep doing that? Did she think that maybe they’d get lonely on their own? That they yearned for the company of her twenty odd pairs of shoes?
Not in the wardrobe. No. Then where? Where?
He thought back to last night and retraced his steps. Uncertain, faltering steps from the minicab, up the garden path to the front door. Fumbling in his pockets for his keys. He missed the keyhole on the first two attempts. But not because I was drunk. It was dark. Need to get that light fixed.
Into the hallway. The charming Mrs Grady in her curlers. Face covered in cream. Looking like Medusa’s younger sister. ‘Will you keep it down, you drunken sod? The kids are asleep. Or at least they were.’
Refusing to turn to stone, he steered around her into the kitchen. Took a can of lager from the fridge and opened it.
‘Don’t you think you’ve had enough?’
‘Only of you.’ He wasn’t the least bit thirsty. The lager was just to rile her. And it worked. She stormed quietly off upstairs leaving him in peace and quiet.
He sat at the kitchen table and kicked off his shoes. His brand new, hand-stitched shoes that weren’t quite broken in yet. Oh the relief!
‘The kitchen!’ Tying his tie, Grady gave himself the once over in the mirror on the wardrobe and thundered downstairs.
As he might have known she would be, Mrs Grady was in the kitchen, perched at the food bar in her dressing gown and slippers. She was munching a piece of toast and reading the morning paper.
‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ I've got to skip breakfast now.’
Mrs Grady didn’t look up from her paper. ‘It’s your own fault for staying out drinking all night.’
‘Where are the kids?’
‘Gone to school.’
Grady spotted the morning post on the table. He picked it up and flipped through it. ‘Bill. Bill. Circular.’
Only one envelope looked like it might have anything interesting in it. He dropped the others on the table and tore it open.
Mrs Grady watched her husband out of the corner of her eye while he read the letter. She noticed how pale he became, and how agitated too.
‘Bastard!’ he muttered.
‘Shouldn’t that be Dear Bastard?’ quipped Mrs Grady.
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